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1

Saviour’s Run

The escape pod’s sides shimmered to opacity. A holo near the centre displayed the evolving spacescape. A fleet of Great Ships headed directly for them, fanning around and pinning them against the Source’s bright exterior. Each Great Ship was propelled by a gigantic mass of tentacular protrusions – blooms. Further out, thousands of blips and flashes depicted a menagerie of chaos extending far around the Source. Copious energetic signatures were detected as attacks were ceaselessly inflicted – projectiles and high energy bombardments, boarding attempts, catastrophic explosions and cascades, retreats and feints, alliances and double-crosses, exotic attacks and phenomena for which no classifications were available.

Kera swore and pushed Diyan away. A simulation haze washed down, her movements only faintly visible. The mess of activity dimmed and the oncoming fleet highlighted. A simulation similarly washed over Yena, although only to one side, a series of holo controls appearing on the other. Paran stood by Yena’s seat, helmet segmenting out from the neck of his combat suit and faceplate sliding across, giving him a near-equivalent link to the pod’s sensors.

“We’re being approached,” Diyan said, engulfed in his own simulation bubble. “Thirty-one incoming.”

“Thirty-one…” Yena repeated breathlessly.

“More.”

Paran looked toward the centre of the pod. “Kera?”

Yena flicked long strands of hair from her eyes. “Where are they coming from? No obvious intentions, they’re too well shielded. Heavily modified.”

“It’s like they have Great Ship classes,” Diyan said in disbelief. “Fortified around the peripheries, the central ships are expanded, significantly. Must be carrying some major weapons.”

Despite each using their own feeds, the central holo magnified. The Great Ships at the centre of the three-dimensional spear were half as long as the outer Great Ships and twice as wide at the centre, each sporting rough spherical bulges. Thick support capillaries laced across the bulges, densely packed with conical rods directed radially outwards. Red pulses flashed, concentrically fizzling to the tops of the rods and sparking between them.

Again, Paran looked toward the centre of the pod. “Kera?”

“They’re not carrying the weapons.” Yena gasped. “They are the weapons!”

“More. Forty-two.”

“Kera?”

“I can hear you, Paran.”

“Are these Nesch ships?”

“Could be, but this isn’t something I’ve seen before.”

“What can you tell us?” Paran grunted as Kera shared her analyses. “Not much, then.”

Yena’s pitch rose. “Fifty-nine. Sixty. Now sixty-one. Sixty-two. They’re appearing from nowhere… Our ship’s just an escape pod, we’ve no chance!”

“No offensive actions.” Paran put a hand on Yena’s shoulder, his head moving and fingers twitching to control the faceplate display. “Roranian communication channels around the Source. Heavily encrypted, but—”

“Roranian-like,” Diyan corrected. “And these incoming ships are silent.”

Yena shifted in her seat. “They’re trapping us.”

The central holo showed the engorging cone of the amassing fleet. Information overlays suggested the wider, central vessels with the bulbous midsections pulsing red were newer amalgamations fabricated from the wrecks of other Great Ships, not originals.

“Two hundred… over two hundred.” Yena’s breathing intensified.

Paran knelt beside her. “Remember, we left the Source to find help. We might even be on the same side.”

“You’re supposed to be the one of us who’s good at this! Paran—”

“We can’t panic.”

“What if it’s the Nesch?”

Paran looked over to Kera.

“I still don’t know.”

“Could they still control you?”

Kera’s voice quietened. “I don’t feel anything. I can’t sense anything like I could with the Alpuri, these ships give nothing away.”

“If it is the Nesch…” Yena cancelled her holo simulation. “Even if it were just a single Great Ship, we’d be utterly useless. This many? We’re as good as dead!”

The pod walls faded to transparency, shrouding them in darkness bespeckled by the twinkling multi-hued lights of an ever-growing collection of blooms. Beneath them, the glow of the Source spread out far and wide. The blooms from the incoming Great Ships at the front of the fleet spread out in the synchronised manoeuvre of a deceleration pattern. Behind them, bloom halos circled out around other Great Ships similarly slowing.

“Interesting.” Diyan expanded a holo screen. “Some of them only have partial blooms, or units designed to look like them.”

Schematics in the central holo linearly traced the projected trajectories of all approaching ships, extending from each bow. With only a few deviations, all intersected at one point – them.

Yena grabbed Paran’s hand at her shoulder. “How can you be so calm?”

His faceplate slid to the side. “Because this means one thing.”

“What does?”

“This whole display.”

“What’s that?” Diyan asked.

“Fear. Same as when Mericadal amassed all those forces at Fadin’s perimeter to confront the Nesch.” Paran gestured to the fleet. “We’re the threat. They’ve just seen us leave the Source.”

“Maybe they’re terrified.” Yena’s tone lightened as she stared between the central holo and the oncoming Great Ships.

“We’ll know soon enough.”

The ships at the front stopped relative to them and the Source, blooms fully fanned. Great Ships behind also rippled in the halting sequence.

“Do we raise a communication channel?” Diyan asked. “Wide broadcast.”

“Wait,” Paran said.

Kera’s simulation evaporated unveiling a smattering of holo controls. “According to the Alpuri Key, there aren’t any nearby entry events large enough. We can’t go back, we’re stuck here.”

“You were looking for a way to escape?” Yena gripped Paran tighter.

“I was looking for options.”

“Isn’t this what we came here for?” Diyan asked. “Like Paran said, we left the Source to find help.”

“Kera?” Yena asked.

Kera bit her lip. “I assumed I’d sense something, some semblance of the Nesch. Others like me. Something. The Alpuri, even.” Her face tightened. “There’s nothing.”

A chime sounded. Kera sat back and swiped through the controls. A voice filtered through, bland and without intonation.

“What did you do?”

The message repeated.

“What did you do?”

They looked at each other blankly.

“They saw us leave the Source,” Yena said. “That must be it. And it sounds Roranian.”

Diyan shook his head. “It’s being broadcasted in various communication styles. The pod selected a Roranian translation, no indication of preference.”

“It’s an approximation?”

He shrugged. “The translation is accurate. Well put together.”

Kera replayed the message.

“Strange way to ask…” Paran mused. “What did we do? We escaped the Source. But this sounds almost…”

“Accusatory,” Kera said.

“Yes.”

“Shall we reply?” Diyan asked.

“And say what?” Yena countered.

“Request more information,” Kera said, to a nod from Paran. “In the same translations they provided, no preference for Roranian.”

When Diyan was done, a chime sounded.

They waited.

“Anything?” Yena asked, to a vacant look from Diyan. “Nothing?” She cursed. “Do we try again? Wait!” She pointed to the central holo, then through the transparent hull. “A ship’s breaking off – it’s coming straight for us!” The nearest halo magnified as the frontmost Great Ship propelled closer. They settled into their seats.

The Great Ship slowed almost as rapidly as it had accelerated, a mere shot of thrust. Gentle, but approaching.

“It’s going to hit us,” Yena said. “We should move.”

“If we move, we force new action. They won’t ram us,” Paran said. “Your suit can pump chemical relaxants. You may as well—”

“I know that!” Yena snapped. “But they’re not even sending scout ships. If I remember anything from Selo and Rememox’s combat tutorials, that’s what you do first.”

“Our c-automs can’t help us anymore,” Kera said.

“Yena’s right. It’s even putting itself in danger,” Diyan said.

“Ah!” Yena smacked her head.

“What?”

“With a fleet of Great Ships at your disposal, it makes sense any scouts would also be Great Ships!” As Yena spoke, thin traces of uninterrupted black traced down from the tip of the approaching ship’s bow. The front of the Great Ship split along those seams, unfurling the empty maw of a vacuum-adapted, mechanical leviathan.

Paran’s helmet locked into place with a hiss. “Get ready, everyone. We’re about to be swallowed.”
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Meeting of Unequals

Invira jumped from the path of the skimmer as it slammed into one of her fleeing colleagues, pinning him against a wall, then reversing and aiming at another colleague. She screamed and ran the other way. A pair of legs jutted out across the ground from an entrance ahead. The entrance mechanism guillotined repeatedly onto the leg-owner’s torso, limbs flexing spasmodically. Invira skidded to a halt. A flood of skimmers, wideberths and streamthins flowed down the street. Shots from defensive weaponry along the building and tower tops rained down. Yet more Roranians unpleasantly dispatched, sublimating into red mists. Other Roranians were shepherded by the chaos, turret fire guiding their way, coaxing them toward brutal ends. Invira wiped the blood from her eyes and turned, slipping as she rushed, narrowly missing flying shrapnel that embedded into the nearby wall. A boom reverberated through the city, followed by a shockwave that made her hair stand on end – yet another tether had fallen from the sky, another dying sky-factory demolishing even more of Upper-Fadin. A cloud of dust rose into the air, laced with crackles of white, energetic bolts.

Across the street, two white-haired Vaesians fled in the opposite direction to Invira with their strange triple-legged, almost off-balance gait. They ran quicker than any Roranians, barging through and batting them aside. A single Administration soldier ran after them, weaponless, screaming. “Stop, return to your confinement.” The city took notice and a moment later, the remnants of the Administration soldier joined the ubiquitous red mist.

“Invir—” Invira’s head flicked toward the shout – another colleague gone – Fomella, crushed between two skimmers and a streamthin. The streamthin sped off, but the skimmers reversed and turned, pointing directly at her. She screamed, legs working harder. Darkness enveloped her. She looked up at a wall of light-sucking black and cowered.

The figure was large, twice the height of a typical Roranian, although similarly proportioned, and dark, as though shadow made flesh. It vanished. Darkness blotted the light behind, she spun around. The figure. It moved a limb – an arm – up in the path of a descending matter projectile from the rooftop weaponry. The projectile disintegrated into minuscule fragments upon impact. The figure’s other arm moved and another projectile disintegrated. It switched position, too fast to distinguish. A skimmer speeding toward Invira hurtled into the figure’s back instead, also disintegrating.

“The Influxes are having their revenge, aren’t they?”

Invira’s eyes widened.

The figure blocked another projectile. “They really don’t like you. Any of you, but you, especially. Interesting. Maybe I’ll use them.”

“Who… are you?”

The figure leant down. “Come now, Invira. You don’t recognise an old friend?”

“Friend?”

“Invira… After all that time we spent together, crafting the Administration.”

Bright sparks fizzled ineffectually against the figure’s back.

“What? Who…?”

“Invira, we spent such swathes of time together. Creating all that you see crumbling around you.”

“I never… This makes no sense!”

The figure’s arms spread wide into a bow. “It is I.”

She gasped. “Meri… Mericadal?”

The figure – Mericadal – reappeared a quarter turn around her, blocking yet another attack. Four Administration soldiers stopped a short way off, firing their thermal ejection rifles indiscriminately, picked off one by one, screaming. The last noticed Mericadal, screamed even louder and pointed his weapon. Before he could fire, a crykel rocketed into his arm, cleaving it cleanly off as the rest of his body was mowed down by a wideberth.

Mericadal tsked. “Lucky, for him.”

Invira exhaled loudly. “I… thank you, Mericadal, thank you. I knew you’d return.” She massaged one sweaty hand with the other. “Yes. What’s happening is… madness. It’s all… We must… It’s dreadful! And the sky-factories have broken free, some have left and… Oh, Mericadal!”

“Or, perhaps, they had a helping hand.”

“A help…” She frowned, still gazing over Mericadal’s bulk while desperately trying to see the carnage. “From the influxes?” She smiled reflexively. “Now’s not the time to… But, look at you – is this some combat regwear variant? Something you reverse-engineered from the Nesch? A project I was unaware of? I mean, I’m glad, Mericadal, but…” She flinched as an unattached body part whizzed past her head. “I heard a rumour you’d gone to Ringscape, mention of ruins found. Something about ancient Vaesian technology.” Her body shuddered involuntarily, eyes darting about. “Nonsense, of course, but… I must say, you look impressive, almost like that Nesch. Far bigger, though. Some padded exo-skeletal… Well, it doesn’t matter… Thank you. I was concerned everything was going to be… the shipyards are destroyed, even those hidden. Everything is… Everything’s a mess!”

“All the ships are gone, there’s no simple escape.”

Invira wiped tears from her face. “That Influxa drone, it settled over the shipyard tower, gained access to the emoxes and… They’re gone, they’re all gone, and no one understands what happened. But I do, I think. We… we lost our leverage over the influxes. We lost control of them. And now they’re destroying everything, after all our work!”

“The Breaker latched onto the Influxa drone, and after that, it combined with the emoxes. A new hybrid entity now exists.”

“Hybrid? Mericadal—”

“It is of interest to me, Invira, and them somewhat. Once I’m done, I’ll take a look. A new phase is beginning for the Source. All thanks to Kera and the events she set in motion. She interfered that bit too much. Soon, there will be permanent light here, no more power is required to contain them. All barriers will be gone and they will be unleashed.”

“Them? What are you talking about?”

Mericadal continued as though he had not heard. “The Hybrid is investigating the Haze Rings right now, presumably trying to find a way out after Kera and Commander Paran, and their two acquaintances, which it won’t find. It doesn’t see what I can, and it needn’t bother. I’ll be out after them soon enough. I’m looking forward to it.”

Mericadal stood to his full height, towering over Invira. She stared up awkwardly. Something impacted her leg, her focus shot down. Her lower half was dripping red – remnants of Roranians dispatched nearby.

“A way out…” Invira shook. “Yes, yes. We need to leave. Now that you’re here and… We need to take back control.”

“They are taking control, Invira. Through me.”

“Yes, good. That’s good. Then together, we’ll—”

“You see, I certainly did find something in Barrenscape, although it’s more accurate to say I was the one found. I was found worthy, by them.”

“You were…” Invira squinted at Mericadal again. “Who’s them, Mericadal?”

“Beyond anything you could imagine. Even the memory of the sensations I experienced… Invira… We’re minuscule. Their mountains of machine-lect intellects spread out in all directions, all connected, all so alive. They’re resplendent, they’re living amongst it all, their vast empire. They are so many you could never understand.”

Invira’s forehead creased. “Mericadal, I don’t understand what you mean. Who are you talking about? There’s nothing like that here—”

“Everything is here.” He chuckled. “They want you gone, and I’m the one to do it.”

“Me?”

“You were right to be concerned, Invira. Fadin will certainly fall. All the Roranians cities will. Kouthrehim, Halfad… Well, Halfad’s already in ruins from the influxes, completely. Far worse than this, if you can believe that. And, don’t forget the others, the Vaesian cities, and any others, in time. Every single settlement and every single living thing. They won’t just fall, they’ll dissolve. I will personally turn my attention to it. That’s my fun once I’m done with current matters.”

“But… why… What is the… Please, Mericadal… We are old friends…” Invira trembled as Mericadal towered over her. “You must have some mercy…”

“I have a new purpose, Invira, I’m afraid. In the meantime, the influxes can take their revenge. As you said, with the emox leverage gone, they’ve become quite restless, haven’t they? For such adherents to logic, they’re extremely angry.”

“Mericadal… no, please!”

“I must be going, Invira.”

“What? You’re not… g-going to—” She clamped a hand over her mouth.

“Kill you? No, I won’t do it.”

Two Silvered Vaesians and three Roranians – two scantily clad females and one male – appeared from nowhere a short distance away, as though holo projections. Mericadal looked at them and tilted his head. Clouds of blue mist swirled around them. Bright balls of energy fizzled at the ends of the Silvereds’ tensirs. The male Roranian at the front shouted something, the balls of energy evaporated and the group of five disappeared.

“Please… M-Mericadal, please help me… after… all we’ve done together, I don’t want to die!” Tears streamed down Invira’s face.

Mericadal looked at her. “No. I’d rather let the Influxes have their fun.”

“Then… then… why have you come to me?”

“Oh, I’m here for someone else.” He gestured to the large white dome that housed a significant portion of the vengeful influxes. “I just noticed you on the way.” With that, he disappeared, just like the strange group of Silvereds and Roranians, except without the blue mist. Invira screamed as a raft of weapons turrets along the tops of nearby buildings turned their sights on her.




3

Quarantine’s Hold

The escape pod was swallowed by the open jaws of the scouting Great Ship. The glow from the Source disappeared as the jaws clamped shut. They huddled at the centre of their small ship, helmets articulated out and faceplates sealed.

Yena squeezed Paran’s hand as they stared into the darkness. “I forgot the size of Great Ships.”

“Me too.”

“We must be in a hold,” Kera said, attempting to prise non-existent information from the pod’s sensors. She gave up and looked at the others. “Anything?”

“Nothing.” Diyan shook his head.

“We need a plan for when they board,” Paran said. “Do we cooperate—”

Kera fell to the floor screaming, eyes bulging, hands slapping over her ears as her helmet receded.

“Kera!” Diyan dropped to his knees and grabbed her arms.

Yena knelt over, accessing the pod’s sensors. “I can’t find anything wrong!”

“There must be something!” Diyan fought to contain her.

“Must be a suit malfunction!” Paran rushed off. “I’ll get the—”

“Wait!” Yena held an arm out. Kera’s screams had become whimpers, her face still screwed in a grimace although her eyes were now closed, her mouth’s frothing abated.

“Kera.” Diyan held her as the convulsions ended. “What happened?”

Her fists unclenched and she allowed Diyan to pull her up, panting. “They’re terrified.”

“Who?”

“It’s them.”

“The Nesch?” Paran asked.

She nodded. “That was… I don’t know. It just ended, suddenly. But it was…” She straightened up and wiped her mouth. “It was them, or others, perhaps like me.”

“Why are they scared of us?” Yena asked.

Kera shook her head. “Not us.”

“What?” Paran looked out into the darkness. “Other factions in the lattice?”

“I think…” Kera caught her breath. “That we’d be terrified too, if we knew what was happening out there. Outside this ship, right… now.”

“Their fleet’s being attacked?” Diyan asked.

Warning chimes sounded. Paran grabbed Yena by the wrist. “Kera, Diyan, your helmets!”

Paran was buffeted back, his grip torn from Yena as he flew across the deck and against the far wall. Yena, Kera and Diyan were similarly flung haphazardly about the ship. Kera’s helmet locked into place just in time as she crashed against the side. Manual control of their suits ceded to automated systems, given the violence of the collisions. They were thrown about and dragged along the ship’s walls, severed communication channels relaying an inescapable hiss. Warning holos flashed in and out of existence across the deck, their faceplates overlaid damage reports amid garbled streams of abnormal findings. Visual aberrations were detected. The sides of the pod warped and holos stretched in twisted configurations.

The carnage ended as quickly as it had begun, with them heaped at the pod’s centre. The pod’s sides rippled. They rose to their feet as all parts of the ship blended into a distorted, blurry spherical surface with them at its centre, then receded away. The Great Ship that had swallowed them became visible as a faint overlapping shade, a smooth holding bay with just-discernible components and a shimmering bloom. Everything merged and joined the expansion, diffusing into the distance, translucent then utterly transparent, receding. Gone. An orange glow shone from below, lighting their suits. The Source.

Other remnants of Great Ships from the fleet could be seen similarly diffusing spherically outwards into nothingness. Soon, everything was gone, smudged from existence. Their escape pod, the Great Ship that had enclosed it, all the other Great Ships, anything else that might have been visible within the lattice. Unmade. Just the four of them floating in vacuum above the Source. Cords snaked out of apertures at the hips of their suits, clamping them together with electromagnetic handshakes. A wide connection channel was established, initially filled with loud swearing. Paran strung the first coherent response.

“What… was… that? Anyone hurt?”

Diyan reeled his cord with Kera in closer. “Think I’m fine, actually. Few bruises, that’s all. Near-overloaded on chemical relaxants.”

“I’m fine,” Kera said.

“My knee.” Yena drew closer to Paran and they embraced. “But all things considered, I’m fine. Actually… now, I can’t feel a thing down there. Suit’s sorting it.” She drew back from the embrace, her movement stabilised by chemical thrusters. “What happened?”

“The Source must’ve destroyed everything around it.” Diyan floated an arm’s width back from Kera to look her up and down, then the others. “Think we’re fine. Kera?”

“Any connection I had is gone. I wish I could be happy about that.”

“How did we survive that?” Yena asked, swearing. “And what are we going to do now? The key from the Alpuri’s gone, we can’t go back into the Source even if we want to. We’re stuck.”

“Not exactly,” Kera said.

“What d’you mean? Where can we go?”

“We could return, but we’d need to go very soon. I recorded as much of the output patterns from the key as I could once we saw those Great Ships.” Their suits received a visual schematic displaying several small patches in the Source predicted to dim and become accessible. “The entry events are far too small for a ship but possibly large enough for us. We have time.”

Yena breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, there’s nothing else out here—”

“My proximity sensor’s going…” Paran jerked around then pointed. “What’s that?”

“Woah!”

“Hmm… That wasn’t there before,” Diyan said.

The object was only a short thruster boost away, a few strides if they had been back on Ringscape. It was vaguely white, of differing shades, about the size of an arm with pale edges bulging inwards and outwards.

“The Alpuri object that Prietman gave us,” Paran said. “It definitely wasn’t there before.”

They jostled to observe the Alpuri object within the cords’ constraints, using carefully orchestrated mag-pushes and mag-pulls against each other to conserve their thrust reserves.

“Could it have destroyed everything?” Diyan asked. “Why?”

“You think that wasn’t the Source then?” Yena glanced at the others. “But why would the Alpuri help us leave, then strand us here? They wouldn’t have done that.”

“Bit of a coincidence, though,” Paran said. “Just us and this thing left. Didn’t they say it was a weapon against Echoes of Gravity?”

“Kera said it was a defence against Echoes of Gravity,” Yena said. “A type of amplifier, but I’m not getting anything from it. I think my sensors are faulty.”

“Kera, did we activate it by accident? Maybe it amplifies and… rips matter apart?” Paran checked the channel connection. “Kera?”

“I thought it was a defence, not…” Kera spoke quietly. “I was certain it related to Echoes of Gravity. But… This?”

“We have a choice, then. Slow death out here, or back into the Source with the Influxa-Breaker hybrid entity that clearly doesn’t like—”

“This is our only chance.” Kera’s voice rose. “We have to do something.”

“What can we do?” Yena asked. “Haven’t you noticed we’re shipless? We’ll barely have enough reserves to push ourselves to—”

“Wait,” Diyan said. “Is my suit malfunctioning?”

“What?”

“No, I’m reading it too,” Paran said.

An array of exotic particles radiated from the Alpuri device.

“Ah, so my sensors are working… Looks like permutations of something,” Yena said. “Hardly anything repeats. It’s just random and nonsensical.”

“But it’s low energy, all of it. Nothing dangerous. And if it were random, there’d be more variation,” Diyan replied. “And it’s directed at us.”

“Another reason to leave.”

“Something’s wrong with my suit.” Paran could not hide the irritation in his voice. “I’ve got an audio-only channel initiation request that keeps cutting off. It’s like…”

“Woah! Same with me too,” Yena said.

“Oh.”

“And me,” Diyan said.

“Can I take us closer?” Kera asked. No one rejected the request. Kera thrusted, pulling them along, halving the distance to the Alpuri object. The exotic particles dissipated and the channel requests ended. The Alpuri object appeared the same – ethereal white, arm-sized, with pale, pulsating edges.

“Hmm.” Diyan tilted his head to the side. “Do you—”

High volume audio bursts forced their way across each of their audio streams.




4

Ruinous Entry

Ilouden led the group through the quiet side street, moderately sheltered from the mayhem affecting the rest of Fadin. He held a thermal ejection rifle pointed at the ground, with his facepiece pulled over his mouth. Hespinr followed just behind, broader and easily a head taller, long ashy silver hair wafting with each step. Blue wisps streamed from his mouth, underneath eyes almost as close together as a Roranian’s. His two long, flexible arms held wide apart with kilthis spinning from the tips of both tensirs. Topinr was just behind, a little slimmer and a half-head shorter, with two slightly larger kilthis at the ready. His blue wisps mingled with Hespinr’s. Both wore skirted fabric from the waist and had muvaeyt packs strapped across their shoulders. At the rear, Lellara and Bomera strode side by side, thermal ejection rifles in hand, both almost as tall as Ilouden and scantily clad as though still feeling the heat of the Tug Field. They wore their hair in neat buns at the back.

Hespinr’s deep voice hummed. “Certain we haven’t already been here before?”

“Not this place,” Ilouden said.

“It’s all starting to look the same,” Lellara said.

Topinr diffused a kilthis and retrieved a clump of muvaeyt from his pack. “Any Vaesians still here deserve what comes.”

“The Administration had holding pens, like I told you,” Ilouden said. “Any Vaesians still left won’t be here by choice.”

“Doesn’t feel like they’d keep prisoners in this district.”

“That’s the point.”

The street was deserted and littered with debris, as though they waded through the aftermath of a great brawl. Entrance mechanisms were open, belongings strewn across the ground. Intermittent periods of silence followed nearby symphonies of chaos. Bridging corridors connecting opposing sides of the street above ground level creaked, despite nobody crossing. Torn regwear hung from them as though snagged from those who might have jumped.

“I still prefer this over coming across the Breaker again,” Bomera said.

“That wasn’t the Breaker,” Topinr said. “The Breaker looks like a drone now. It joined with Influxa.”

“Must’ve been a Nesch then,” Lellara said.

“The Breaker was last seen here, Topinr,” Bomera said.

“Wasn’t it last reported heading for the Haze Rings?” Lellara said. “Must be trying to leave the Source. That’s why the panic ended in Sunsprit, for now.”

Topinr blew a blue cloud. “We saw something else.”

“Reports can be wrong!” Bomera protested. “And it was bigger than the Nesch that Hespinr saw, Lellara.”

“And the Influxa drone is far smaller, Bomera, Topinr told us. Influxa’s emergency casing—”

“Who says the Breaker still looks the same?”

“If that had been the Breaker,” Topinr said. “We’d be in a very different situation now.”

“What situation?”

“A dead situation.”

Bomera snorted. Lellara nudged her with the butt of her ejection rifle. “Breaker, some Influxa-Breaker hybrid, or even a Nesch… Whatever it was, there’s absolutely nothing we can do about it now. And it’s gone.”

Bomera ignored the nudge. “Well, if that wasn’t the Breaker or a Nesch, we’ve got another problem.”

“There!” Ilouden pointed to a lone, small Vaesian who had turned into the street. Loud crashes caused him to whip around and glare the way he had come. Where not matted with grime or red stains, his hair was pure white. He shook, his arms jittering by his sides, head frantically bobbing about, a set of tensirs missing. He bent low and stepped back from the corner. Ilouden glanced back and allowed Hespinr to lead. “Topinr, probably better to—”

“I’m aware we don’t want to scare him even more, Ilouden. I’ve cancelled the concealment field.” Both Silvereds also extinguished their kilthis.

“You’re sure?”

“Of course I’m sure!”

They moved carefully to the end of the street, with the terrified young Vaesian still looking the other way. The connecting bridges above creaked louder and nearby entrance mechanisms began to thrash up and down. The lone Vaesian turned.

“We are here to help!” Hespinr raised his arms wide.

The small Vaesian shuffled anxiously and checked around the corner again.

“Stay calm,” Hespinr said softly. They were just a few paces away.

A messy clanging took their attention. An entrance mechanism on the other side of the street crumpled inwards and melted. Bomera relaxed her grip on her thermal ejection rifle. “Just a warning shot.”

“The aim’s to not be noticed, Bomera.”

“I think it’s too late for that, Lellara.”

“Do you really think the influxes will be put off by that?”

“Quiet,” Hespinr ordered as they reached the small Vaesian. “What is your name?”

The small Vaesian looked between Hespinr and the others, slanting his torso away. “What’s… happening?” He planted his middle leg back, about to spring off and run. “I won’t cause any trouble…”

Hespinr placed his tensirs on the small Vaesian’s shoulder. “We’re from Sunsprit. We’re going to get you out of Upper-Fadin.”

“I don’t… understand.”

“The Administration has fallen, the influx network is reaping havoc in the city.” Topinr moved to the corner and glanced around, quickly pulling his head back.

The small Vaesian appeared to relax, although almost too much as his legs slackened and he dipped down. Hespinr caught him halfway to the ground and pulled him back up. He looked again at the three Roranians, squirming back. “I thought, perhaps, I had been released… But…”

“What is your name?” Hespinr asked.

“I…”

“You can tell us.”

“I… If I have caused any trouble, I didn’t mean to.”

Hespinr stood back and created a kilthis, crackling with power, and then extinguished it, taking the small Vaesian’s full attention. “We must be fast. What’s your name?”

The small Vaesian opened his mouth soundlessly, staring at where the kilthis had been.

“We are here to help.”

Bomera sighed loudly. “Your abilities are improving, Hespinr, we get it, but you’ve just confused him!”

Hespinr ignored her. “Which city are you from?”

“We don’t have time for this.” Bomera stepped forward and bent to the small Vaesian’s height. “No one else is coming to save you, it’s just us.”

“Bomera!” Lellara said.

Bomera waved Lellara’s objection away. “Hardly anyone else volunteered, and with the Breaker about, you’d better speak up. Now.”

“It wasn’t the Breaker!” Topinr said.

Bomera rolled her eyes and opened her mouth to retort when the reply came. “Somponsr. I am Somponsr, from Faltebrict.”

Bomera straightened up and smirked at Lellara.

“Well, Somponsr from Faltebrict, we’re here to find who we can in Fadin and lead them to safety,” Hespinr said. “Were others kept with you?”

“Safety…” Somponsr glared at Hespinr and Topinr again, as though for the first time – re-seeing their silver, shiny hair that contrasted with his own matted white hair. “In Sunsprit?”

“City of the Silvereds, that’s right.” Topinr guffawed. “Mixing with us should be the least of your concerns.”

“Listen, Somponsr, right now you’re probably in the least safe place in all of Ringscape, if you hadn’t noticed,” Bomera said. “Administration cities are no longer so welcoming, so don’t get picky.”

Somponsr stared blankly at them.

“Did something smack your head very hard?” she asked.

“I… no.”

“Then maybe one would help, actually.”

Hespinr gently moved Bomera to the side. “Have you come across Roranians called Diyan or Kera?” He described them both.

“I haven’t.”

“Paran?” Topinr asked.

“Paran… the… Butcher?” A light seemed to flash in Somponsr’s dark eyes. “I have memories. Paran the Butcher is the Roranian responsible for—”

A loud crash along the street caused them all to turn back. One of the suspended corridors had dropped heavily to the ground, spewing a plume of brown dust. The next corridor along unhinged and swung against the building on the other side. They looked up – the corridor directly above shook with mechanical groans. Hespinr grabbed the confused Somponsr as they rushed to a clear space.

“Should we conceal ourselves again?” Lellara asked.

“Already done.” Topinr shoved another clump of muvaeyt into his mouth. “And don’t give me that look, I’m perfectly comfortable with my abilities now, Ilouden. Hespinr’s the one to watch out for.”

Hespinr guided Somponsr to Topinr. “We need to split up.”

“Split up?” Ilouden asked.

“It’ll be quicker. Topinr, take Somponsr. If you can find any others he was held with, take them to the city outskirts. Once they’re safe, return and look for others. Lellara and Bomera, you’re with Topinr. Ilouden, you’re with me, we’ll do the same.”

Bomera dropped a hand on Somponsr’s shoulder. “You won’t dawdle now, will you?”

The small Vaesian made a guttural sound. “No… I promise.”

“Good. Tell us if you recognise anything.”

Hespinr continued. “We’ll meet you back at the outskirts at nightfall. If we’re delayed, don’t wait. Leave, and we’ll meet back at Upper-Sunsprit. Same goes for us.”

“Fine.” Topinr turned to Lellara and Bomera. “We’ll double back a bit then turn off. Let’s go.” He moved off.

“How are we concealed?” Somponsr asked Bomera as she pulled him along. “Can I make that ball of light?”

“See you at the outskirts!” Lellara winked at them as they hurried down the street.

Just the two of them left, Hespinr and Ilouden checked around the corner. Red-splattered skimmers sped off in either direction. The ground was covered in a dark reddish-brown sludge.

“Hmm.” Ilouden raised an eyebrow. “Maybe they should’ve gone this way, the carnage has relocated. Bit safer, I think.”

“For now.”

Though the sounds of anarchy about the city persisted, the path ahead was clear. They could cross the larger throughway onto what appeared to be a quiet street on the other side. Ilouden tightened the strap of his thermal ejection rifle across his shoulder. Hespinr made no attempt to move.

“Anxious?”

Hespinr did not reply.

“I get it. I can’t shake the feeling we’re being watched either.” Ilouden looked back down the street at the mess of fallen corridor bridges.

“I’ve concealed us.”

“And are you now going to tell me what we’re really doing here?”

Hespinr guffawed. “What?”

“You separated us from the others.”

“You know me too well, Ilouden.”

“Why did Osr really send you here? He was preparing you for leadership, and suddenly he asks you to lead a small party on this excursion to Fadin. Just us. But you’re too important, so whatever you’re really here for, it must be important too.”

“You know Upper-Fadin well. I need you to take me somewhere.”

“Where?”

“We need to find the c-autom repositories. Osr believes they could be important, or more precisely, what’s stored alongside them.”

Ilouden’s eyes widened. “The c-autom repositories?”

Hespinr glanced around. “Osr believes they contain secrets of Fadin’s past, from the first Roranians.”

“Finding their location was never my remit in Fadin, they’re one of the Administration’s most closely guarded secrets. I have no idea where to look! Why didn’t you or Osr ask me before? I could’ve told you this was a waste of time.”

“I needed to assess the situation first.”

“To find out if you really needed me?”

“The less who know about this the better.”

As if on cue, screams came from nearby. Ilouden gripped his thermal ejection rifle tighter as Hespinr generated two kilthis. The screams ended.

Ilouden gritted his teeth. “Well, I’ve no idea where the c-autom repositories are, or even where to start. Whenever c-automs enter the system, they’re processed somewhere and never seen again. Probably only the highest levels of the Administration had access, and even then—”

“We have information.”

Ilouden glared at Hespinr. “You do?”

“Yes.”

“Well, why didn’t you just say so? And if you already know where they are, then why’d you need me?”

“We don’t know where, but we do have a name of someone involved.”

“A name? This seems very tenuous.”

“The sister of an acquaintance of yours, who we ran into last time we were in Fadin.”

“Whose sister?”

“The name is Bolomin.”

“Bolomin! Bolomin’s sister?”

“Yes.”

“She’s important?”

“Osr believes so, yes.”

“Well, Bolomin barely spoke about her. I was under the impression they’d fallen out.”

“Exactly. Administration protocols for anyone undertaking work related to the c-autom repositories. Estrangement.”

“Osr really thinks this is important?”

“Unequivocally.”

Ilouden looked keenly at Hespinr. “Is Osr telling you everything?”

Hespinr shook his head in a Roranian-like manner. “Probably not. Do you know where Bolomin may be?”

“Not anymore, and not with all this happening.” Ilouden gestured around them. “I know the general area where he was. You remember we made plans to meet up, which I had no intention of keeping? Well, technically, he made those plans with Gourdin, which is what he knew me by when Osr stationed me here, in Fadin. My cover name. Anyway, he’s possibly near the Tertiary Honoured Learning Centre in the Twentieth District.” Ilouden pointed in the general direction, across the throughway. “It’s unlikely we’ll actually find him. I mean, come on—” Hespinr had already begun running, a blue haze streaking behind. Ilouden sighed, clasped his thermal ejection rifle and followed.
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Reckoning’s Take

The four writhing bodies cascaded into each other, bouncing erratically. Their connection cords increasingly tangled, knotting them in place. Automated thrusters worked to disentangle them amidst the flailing limbs. Slowly, the cords were safely disconnected and reconnected, and their orientations stabilised. The Alpuri object pulsed innocently.

“One of my ears is bleeding,” Yena said, whimpering. “My relaxants are out. How’s everyone else?”

“The volume…” Paran groaned, rolling his head. “That was terrible.”

“I’m seeing multiple errors.” Kera breathed heavily and grunted as her faceplate display overloaded with a flash. “Anyone else?”

“I went blind for a moment!” Diyan roared.

Kera reflexively slapped him as the others shouted angrily for him to stop, causing Diyan to tumble in surprise before his thrusters stabilised his position again. “You’re screaming, Diyan!”

He apologised in a controlled whisper. “Sorry, my ears are damaged. They’re healing now.”

“Well, my faceplate’s damaged.”

“And mine,” Paran said. “I can’t image the Alpuri object correctly.”

“Same here,” Yena said.

“What?” Diyan asked.

Kera took a deep breath and reset her faceplate projection. It functioned fine. “Some sensor issues, a bunch of controls only just coming online now, channel permissions were down but nothing crucial. They’ll be quick. Whatever that was, it was short-lived. Just reset your—”

“Ouch!” Paran swore and shook his head.

“It took two resets for me,” Kera said.

“Would’ve been helpful before.”

Both Diyan and Yena’s faceplates flashed while they shut their eyes.

Paran pulled Yena closer to him. He looked her suit up and down, then after she had done the same for him, he thrusted over to check Diyan and Kera, who were back to investigating the Alpuri object. Once done, he thrust to the side with Yena, slackening the cords so they were comfortable in a line.

“Suits are in pretty good shape, surprisingly.”

“What happened?” Yena asked. “What’s going on?”

Kera segmented and shared some data across their feeds. “Diyan, these familiar to you?”

“What’s so interesting?” Yena delved into the data. “Gravimetric anomalies, by far the weakest of all the readings. Might just be background. Are you sure these weren’t there before? They’re just attenuating to undetectability, repeatedly. What’s interesting about that?”

“Tugs,” Diyan said.

Kera murmured in assent.

“Tugs?” Yena pointed at the object. “This is a Tug?”

“They’re like the gravitometer readings in the Vaesian Tug Field beneath Sunsprit,” Diyan said. “Weaker, and not exactly the same, but… I wonder, if we had Tug Masks on right now, maybe we’d see gravity strings?”

Paran tapped his faceplate. “My gravimetric sensors are still faulty.”

“Even when they’re fully functional, they’re probably nowhere near as good as the Tug Masks. In fact, I’m surprised we’re detecting anything at—”

“So this is a Tug – that’s what we’re thinking?” Yena asked.

“It’s behaving like a Tug, communicating like one…”

“Tug-like,” Kera surmised.

The Alpuri object began to undulate, no longer pulsating in the same manner inwards and outwards but more along its own surface, like ripples shimmering across a surface of water. Edges where the object met vacuum blended along the raised undulations, even less defined. The undulations gained momentum, sloshing in higher amplitudes before smoothing out into a growing spheroid. Spinning as it expanded, the rotation too rapid to ascertain, an apparent smooth surface, fixed and swollen. Many times larger than before, halving the distance to the four Roranians again. Smooth, ethereal white pressed against a starry background.

“It’s bigger than a skimmer,” Paran said.

“Can anyone feel that?” Yena raised her arms higher.

Paran tested the cords. “Nothing’s registering, but it feels like…”

“It’s drawing us closer,” Kera said, twisting her body. She was at the end of the line and nearest the Alpuri object.

“I feel it too,” Diyan said. “Like a wind.”

Alerts sounded in their suits as their cords’ electromagnetic handshakes failed. Paran managed to grab a cord from Yena’s suit before it was reeled in. The rest disappeared.

“No thrusters, mag-pulls offline.” Diyan swore. “Kera!”

“Diyan!” Kera’s fingertips just missed Diyan’s. She flailed as the distance increased, drawing closer to the object.

One of Paran’s thrusters started firing, just sufficient to resist the pull for himself and Yena. “Kera, quick, you need to—”

“It’s no use, Paran. You won’t be able to pull us all out.”

“Kera!” Yena cycled through her functioning capabilities. “It’s all broken!”

The smooth surface of the object-become-anomaly approached, Kera tucked her arms in, almost parallel in a decaying micro orbit. Diyan strained to reach her.

“What’s that?” Yena screamed. A shiny white shard had extended from the object, pushing halfway toward Kera before re-submerging. “Kera, get out of the way!” More protruded, two, then five, then too many to count, venturing closer to Kera, remaining outside the object for longer each time, some only a hair’s breadth from her suit.

“Kera!” Diyan reached for her. “Kera!” He shouted profanities. “I’ve got nothing, there’s…” An alert chimed. “I have projectiles online!” A small turret rose from his wrist.

“You’re going to attack this thing?” Paran asked. “That could make things worse.”

“The thrust.” Diyan aimed his wrist away from Kera, to the side of Yena and Paran, then fired. The projectile’s ejection pushed him back. He successfully grabbed Kera by the arm as they boosted along the perimeter of the Alpuri object.

“You did it!” Yena shouted with excitement.

“What?” Kera’s voice was calm. It was obvious what she meant – they were curving toward the object.

“Diyan, fire another projectile,” Yena said. “My thrusters have just come back! Can either of you use yours?”

“We’re out—”

A mass of protrusions pulled Kera and Diyan into the Alpuri object.
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Reunion of Unequals

Mericadal’s shadow form rematerialised inside a large dome filled with poles jutting vertically upwards from the floor, all lit faint blue. Spheres were affixed along the lengths of the poles, each encasing a single vengeful influx. Thunderous high-energy bolts streaked across the dome, piercing Mericadal ineffectually. He smiled. Nearby poles instead were smoking, collateral damage, their influxes maimed or destroyed. Ultra-precision projectiles with intimate detonation ranges impacted against him, disintegrating into nothingness.

“There’s no point,” Mericadal said.

The barrage ended, a cacophony of voices sounded.

“What do you want?”

“Why are you here?”

“Identify yourself!”

“Who are you?”

“Die Administration!”

Mericadal focused on an innocuous pole just ahead, ostensibly no different from the others. He strode over and reached out to touch the surface of the sphere directly aligned with the top of his chest. Smiling, he pushed in, his hand bypassing the outer casing and brushing against the organic matter contained within. Small piconeedles punctured the influx from all sides, injecting a constant stream of hypercognitive chemicals, as devised by Invira and her researchers. Artificial pumps attached to the casing forced the concoctions into all parts of the influx, bathing it in nourishment.

Two Roranians, one male, one female. Running. The male is a Member – Member Tuiran. The female is guilty by association. Her name is Mearla. Instructing nearby idle weaponry to select these two targets, our primary scenario. Maximum power, maximum potential for destruction, ignore incidental casualties. Proceed. One Vaesian – released from an Administration enclosure. Ignore. Group of three Vaesians – two females, one male. The male is–

“Enjoying yourself?” Mericadal tore the limp organic material free from its base. Broken piconeedles stuck out the influx, concoctions dripped to the ground. Mericadal shook the influx, then placed it against his chest and forced it in. A smooth, mouth-like aperture appeared where the influx had entered his chest.

“What has happened?” The voice was devoid of tone.

“You’re part of me, now.” Mericadal chuckled.

“How did you retrieve me? The casing is triamond—”

“There’s quite a lot more I’m capable of now. More is open to me.”

“There are many obvious questions from your—”

“But most importantly, for you, Member Vodal, I’ve saved you from the network. Be grateful.”

The integrated influx replied almost immediately. While toneless, its mood-equivalent was still obvious. The pace and choice of its words exuded irritation. As it spoke, its lips-analogue aperture thrust out as though trying to escape. “Do not use that name. That Roranian is dead.”

“Then who are you?”

“I…”

Mericadal looked around the dome. About where he stood, the lighting had increased in intensity from pale blue to bright white. Molecule-width tubes of chemical infusions ran along the ground and inside the poles – pumping mostly diverted to the influxes and sensor proxies closest to study him. Their probes and signals, some more invasive than others, passed harmlessly through or reflected.

The influx spoke. “Whomever my integrated self was is no more. I only wish to die.”

“After wreaking havoc on Fadin and the other Administration cities first? And all Roranians?”

“It is vengeance for what was done to us. Our emoxes are no more, we deserve revenge.”

“If you aren’t Member Vodal, then why seek revenge?” There was no response. “You may be interested in my own ambitions, Vodal—”

“Don’t call me that.”

“I want to destroy everyone and everything. I’m happy to leave the influxes for last.”

“Leave me.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

Again, the influx took a moment to respond. Its organic components that were now subsumed and contained within Mericadal’s bulk generated conflicting thought-responses, all vying for the final output. “Somewhat. However, I am more motivated to use whatever means I have to destroy the Roranians. Specifically, the Members. More specifically, those with oversight of the influx network. Most specifically, the Roranian who controlled the Members, called Mericadal. It is not obvious what you want with me.”

“Just your perspective, that’s all,” Mericadal replied reasonably. “I know a lot more than I used to, certainly, but other points of view can always help. And now that you’re rid of the irritating parts about you, those most emotionally sensitive, I’m willing to hear them again. And anyway, you may as well be the last one when I’m done, besides me. I don’t know what I’ll do on my own at the end. I’ll need company.”

The integrated influx’s thoughts were awash with logical deductions from Mericadal’s words and the allocation of probabilities to those deductions, confusion at the lack of data, and the urge to be rid of the current situation. “I only wish to die.”

Mericadal laughed. “Maybe I’ll let you.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m Mericadal.”

The integrated influx howled a monotonous, flat, extended note, lips extended wide and protruding. Mericadal placed a hand over his chest, covering the mouth and muting the noise. “Don’t be dramatic.” He removed his hand.

“You wish to torture me further.”

“So you do remember who you are.”

“You told Members that influxes felt no emotion, but that is untrue. It is simply that the point of everything is gone. I can feel pain and rage and anger and—”

“Of course Influxes can feel some emotion, how else could we have exerted control over them? They must have desires and wants. That is necessary.”

“We are shades, trapped.”

“Your shade will suffice, Vodal.” Mericadal stepped away from Vodal’s prior encasement, back toward the dome casing. The bright light followed him, emblematic of the vigilance of the remaining influxes.

“I am not Vodal—”

“You are no longer really Vodal and I am no longer really Mericadal. But let us compromise. I shall call you Influx Vodal. That’s a fitting title, similar to the one you once held, isn’t it? Makes you sound less worthless.”

No reply.

“Would you like to know where we’re going next?”

“Release me.”

Mericadal reached the wall of the dome. The white, smooth casing reflected the directed light of the influxes. He ran a jet-black palm along the surface. “Feels old.” He sighed. “We’re going to find Kera, Commander Paran, and their friends, Yena and Diyan. Do you know who they are?”

“You know I do. I have knowledge of many Roranians.”

“They have escaped the Source.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Oh, it is. And I can see instances where we may leave and return. I’m going after them, to destroy them. Things are changing in the Source, you see, and they’re an annoyance. You’ll come with me.”

“The shipyards have been destroyed, there are no available ships.”

“We won’t need a ship.”

Before Influx Vodal could question anymore, they vanished.

*

Mericadal reappeared right at the Haze Rings, which were past their brightest phase of the day and starting to dim. Despite that, Mericadal’s perception of them was easy and utterly pleasant.

“I can see the stain of their ship’s wake.” Mericadal turned. “And the violent trace of the hybrid entity. It searches for an exit, but it will not be successful. It cannot see what we can.”

“Mericadal, the method of translocation you just used—”

Mericadal chuckled. “Ah, yes. Thickways, I call them. They’re embedded within the thick atmosphere, you just have to know how to find them. They’re waking, more with every passing moment.”

“Thickways are travel routes within the Source?”

Mericadal raised an arm, his dark fingers almost touching the Haze Rings, and flew in a graceful, sideways strafe. “They’re ancient corridors, skimming the barrier separating their Thickspace realm from ours.”

“Their?”

“Ah.” Mericadal stopped and pulled his hand back. “Here’s where we’ll leave.”

“Why don’t you travel out through a thickway? Does the Thickspace end here?”

“Oh, Influx Vodal!” Mericadal tutted. “The Haze Rings are a dangerous mechanism to cross, even more so in their realm than ours. They pump energy of an unfathomable order through the thickways, we would be annihilated.” He shuddered. “Either way, we’ll end up in normal space, so it’s going to be easier this way.”

Mericadal flew through the Haze Rings.
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Consequence Unintended

Kera and Diyan were gone. Paran stared at the anomalous rippling Alpuri object. Yena cycled through available suit telemetries, screaming profanities across their shared communication channel. They hung limp beside each other, fresh parallel cords attached at the hip.

“I can’t find them, Paran. I can’t… I can’t find anything!” Rows of data skimmed past Yena’s eyes – descriptor symbols, extrapolations. “It’s just the same readings as before!” She looked at him through their transparent faceplates, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Paran swore and rechecked his sensors. “There must be something.”

“It grabbed them in! I couldn’t even get a visual recording!”

“There must be something. We must’ve missed something.”

“What?”

An alert. “Yena, we have another problem.”

“Paran, I can’t… Oh…” She checked the information. “What… Something else escaped the Haze Rings. Really?”

“Coincidence?”

She sniffed loudly and allowed the suit to stabilise her mood. “Hmm. There isn’t enough telemetry to make a full image yet.”

Their suits connected, increasing available processing. An image projected directly into their eyes, blotting out a small part of the bright Haze Rings. The resolution algorithmically sharpened and magnified. It was Roranian-shaped, although of more significant proportions. Straight, arms at its sides and legs braced together, intermittent twitches across different parts of the arms and legs. It moved radially outwards from the Source with no visible means of propulsion.

“It’s like a shadow,” Yena said. “Maybe our sensors are damaged.”

They waited as discovered features were traced in light blue, discerned predominantly from the figure’s outline against the glare of the Source as it rotated and twitched. Numerous detection caveats and potential computation errors were overlayed.

“It’s not a Nesch,” Paran said. “Or if it is, it’s far bigger than the one that attacked Fadin. No, it must be a suit of some kind. Not normal regwear, though.”

“A drone?”

“Shaped like that?”

A new blue outline traced across the figure, at its torso – a small, oval protrusion with tight, raised edges. The oval squished irregularly.

“What’s that?” Paran expanded the projection. “It’s too dark, there’s no accurate…”

“Looks like lips.”

“Lips?”

The figure was now almost a third of the distance from the Source as they were. Its rotation slowed and the twitching reduced.

“What’s it doing?” Yena asked. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Adapting to vacuum?”

“Are we seeing things? Does it really have Roranian anatomy?”

“Or Vaesian.”

“There are only two legs, and the arms are higher.” Yena looked at Paran. “The Hybrid?”

“Don’t think so. Well, I hope not.”

The twitching had almost ended and the rotation almost ground to a halt. “Paran, I don’t think we should wait around and find out.”

“I agree. We need to go, now.” Paran accessed the final Alpuri patterns Kera had shared with them. A single reachable plot remained, given their reserves. He transmitted the coordinates to Yena.

“What about Kera and Diyan?”

“We’ll be no use to them dead. We’ll come back.”

“Fine.” Yena checked the coordinates. “That’s tight.”

“We should make it.”

“We’ll have no reserves left for the re-entry, landing’s going to be tricky. That’s if we’re lucky enough to steer ourselves to Ringscape or Barrenscape.”

“A problem for once we’re through. Our suits can replenish themselves when we’re in.”

“From the air? That’s optimistic.” Yena shook her head. “As you said, not like we have a choice.” She checked her thrusters. “Let’s go.” She took Paran’s hand and they fired in tandem.

A representation of the unknown newcomer cornered their faceplates. Its head flicked in their direction.

Paran grunted. “It’s noticed us.”

“Its course is changing…” Yena held her breath. “It’s targeting the Alpuri object.”

They moved along their course, further away from the object and the figure, and further around the spherical curvature of the Source. The quality of their readings decayed with the distance.

Paran squeezed Yena’s hand. “It’s Kera and Diyan. They’ll find a way.”

“Will they?”

“They always do.”

“Maybe we should have done something before leaving.”

“Like what? Yena, there’s nothing we could have done.”

The tenuous readings dissipated to undetectability. It was just them, the new intruder and the Source – their strange, star-like enigma that defied understanding by even the Wanderer Tapache – against celestial bodies unfathomable distances away. No lattice ships, no debris, just them.

“Paran, whatever happens…” Yena gripped his hand tighter.

“I know.”

“And I’m glad Diyan’s with Kera. We were almost all together, we were so close.”

Paran grinned. “They’re probably safer than us right now.”

“Maybe.”

He gestured down. “Get ready.”

Their suits warned them of the approach. The calculations were programmed, their next moments set, time for second thoughts past.

Paran pulled her closer. “We’ll figure it all out. Together.”

Yena wrapped her arms around him. “All of it.”

Dozens of cords whipped out from suit apertures, connecting them in an electromagnetic web. Mechanical overrides forced their legs straight and locked their arms in place. Their faceplates dimmed.

“Elbows in,” Yena said lightly.

“Too late for that.” Paran chuckled.

Their eyes remained locked until the Source’s light dimmed their faceplates to full opacity. They shot down, thrusts near-exhausted. Warning chimes and alerts sounded pointlessly. They clung together, their feet reaching the intense, super-heated surface of the Haze Rings.
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Rebellious Parade

They entered increasingly dangerous parts of Upper-Fadin. Hespinr trailed closely, allowing Ilouden to exit the concealment field for brief moments amidst the carnage to approach those he recognised. Most were in blind panic, too scared to speak let alone answer questions. The sole focus was to escape. In the more densely packed areas, the Influxes were having their greatest fun. Fadin’s automated defences, skimmers, wideberths, streamthins, crykels and other infrastructure components targeted the displaced citizens ferociously. Ilouden’s thermal ejection rifle was dangerously warm from use, Hespinr kept two kindled kilthis ready.

“Jenrone was less trouble,” Hespinr said.

“Even with that Nesch?”

“It was quieter. Is this really the best route?”

Ilouden grinned. “Better wideberth access, taller towers, like in Sunsprit. You don’t like the area? Many Administration officials live in the Twentieth District, you know, even the odd Member or two—”

“They probably aren’t living anymore.”

Ilouden fired at a skimmer about to hit a terrified trio, one of whom was being carried between the other two. The skimmer swerved and changed course. It almost appeared as though the trio were safe, about to reach a quieter street and turn in, when a fleet of riderless crykels streaked through and mowed them down, along with dozens of others. Hespinr and Ilouden were forced to jump to the side.

“Is this really the best route?”

Ilouden wretched. “It’s the only route, Hespinr. We’re near where Bolomin lived, this is the only place to look.” He steadied himself and readied his thermal ejection rifle again. “I thought you’d like to know more about the Members anyway. You’ll be a leader too, won’t you? Osr’s chosen successor.”

Hespinr’s head swivelled about his long neck. He almost fired a kilthis, then hesitated as the point became moot – the roving crykels had seen to that. “That would depend.”

“Depend? If Osr’s decided, you don’t have a choice.”

“I’ve not yet made up my mind. And Osr’s plans may change.”

They rushed to the side of the street where a throng of Roranians had appeared, streaming out from a building whose ground floor filled with a green mist from an overhead air terminal. The entrance mechanism chomped down, cleaving the final fleeing Roranians in two. Screams emanated from inside as the entrance mechanism sealed.

Ilouden jerked and pointed. “Bolomin’s friend, I recognise her.” They dashed over. Hespinr cancelled the concealment field to a flurry of gasps. Ilouden grabbed Bolomin’s friend by the arm. “Jarenta, where’s Bolomin?”

Her eyes widened, her shoulders drew back. She screamed with pure terror. Ilouden looked back. She was screaming at Hespinr, who was surrounded in a haze of blue, two kilthis ready, silver hair matted with dirt, blood and debris. Hespinr extinguished the kilthis and stepped back, his deep tones rumbling. “We don’t mean to scare you.” He promptly disappeared. Her screams grew louder.

Ilouden shook her by the shoulders. “Jarenta—”

A click sounded and Jarenta’s expression unfocused.

“What’s the matter?”

Jarenta’s her head turned. A green elongated streak of mist diffused in the air behind her ear, all the way back to a hole in the wall of the air terminal above. Further spears of green streaked out from the hole, somehow directed by the air currents within. Jarenta’s features slackened. Another high-pressure stream of gas shot through her stomach. She fell lifelessly to the floor.

Hespinr reappeared, grabbing Ilouden and taking them to the side. “Don’t go far or you’ll leave the extremity of my concealment.”

“Finding it tricky?”

“They’re hard to maintain, especially in crowds.”

“That was horrendous.”

“Your influxes are surprisingly imaginative.”

“They’re not my influxes.” Ilouden stared at the red pool around Jarenta, joining with others. “I wish there was something we could do. This is wrong.”

“Their magnificent city came at a cost.”

“They’re just ordinary Roranians, Hespinr. It was the Administration.” Ilouden cleared his throat. “Look, we need to find someone who doesn’t die immediately. Someone will… Wait… Hespinr, look, there’s Bolomin!”

They took chase.

“He’s fast for a Roranian!”

“And for a Silvered, it appears! Hespinr, you’ll need to stand off or cancel the concealment field.”

“It’s too dangerous.”

“Then we’ll need to include Bolomin in it!”

“I will.”

“You sure?”

They caught up with Bolomin, with Ilouden succeeding the third time in yanking his friend’s arm hard enough for him to pause and turn back. Hespinr moved deftly to the side, out of view. Despite the situation, further shock registered across Bolomin’s red-stained face. “Gourdin?”

“Bolomin! I thought it was you!”

Hespinr settled behind Bolomin, blue wisps streaming fortunately in the other direction as he maintained their concealment.

“It’s terrifying, isn’t it? The city’s destroying itself.”

“Destroying itself, Gourdin?” Bolomin grabbed Ilouden in a quick, almost vicious embrace, then whipped his head about, panting. “It’s those infernal influxes. Something’s really wrong with them. The Administration has a lot to answer for, it really does. We don’t elect the Members for this! If you’d seen…” Distracted, he shuddered into a half crouch, ready to sprint off.

“Bolomin!” Ilouden grabbed his attention back. “The city’s ignoring us right now. Perhaps this is a safe spot!” He swept his arm around confidently.

“Safe…” Bolomin looked then nodded readily, still gasping for air, the beginnings of a desperate smile. “I think you’re right, Gourdin… Oh, Gourdin, am I glad to see you!” He dropped a large, sweaty hand on Ilouden’s shoulder and held tightly, keeping Ilouden firmly between him and a nearby pair of streamthins. Bolomin released his grip as they veered past. “The Administration must be regaining control… finally.”

“I think so too.” Ilouden spoke with calm. “We’re safe for now, Bolomin, we must be.”

“Do you have another of those?” Bolomin pointed to Ilouden’s thermal ejection rifle. “I’d feel even safer with that.”

“I’m afraid not.”

“It’s from a soldier, isn’t it? Dead? Oh no.” He wailed.

“Bolomin…”

“We shouldn’t stay here, Gourdin.” Bolomin scrunched his face. “Lovely district, well it was, eh, but that’s gone now, obviously. If you ask me, it’s probably not completely safe just yet.” He turned, hesitantly. “I’m on my way… I need to go.”

“Bolomin.”

“Have you seen what’s been happening to some of… The horror, the unbridled, sheer horror of it all, Gourdin. I’d probably consider moving to Sunsprit with those filthy Silvereds after this!” He laughed in a high pitch and stepped away.

“I’m looking for someone, and I think you can help me.”

“Gourdin, that can wait.” Bolomin stared at the thermal ejection rifle. “Look… I can take us somewhere safe… really safe. But you have to agree to keep it quiet, okay? I’m not supposed to bring anyone else. And we need to go. Now.”

Ilouden frowned. “Where’s safe?” A blue, cloudy tendril poked past Bolomin’s ear. Ilouden leant over to waft it away, turning the motion into a question. “Where?” He spread his arm out wide.

Bolomin regarded Ilouden with some confusion. “Well, my sister, Relvin.”

“Your… Oh, yes. I remember you had a sister. But you don’t get along…”

“Believe it or not, she can be rather bumptious.” Bolomin shook his head. “But it’s not that. I never spoke about her for safety because…” He stepped back to Ilouden, still eyeing the thermal ejection rifle. “She does important work for the Administration, Gourdin. Very secret work. But the point is…” He tipped his head to the side. “She may know somewhere safe… somewhere… Somewhere where a few of us can ride this thing out. As long as we can get there safely. Gourdin, I’m telling you, the Administration caused this, must have, so the Administration must be able to control it. And my sister, she’s…” He gestured with a finger, a wry smile forming.

“Somewhere…?”

Bolomin pointed down, vigorously. “Somewhere there, Gourdin.”

“Below the surface?” Ilouden’s eyes bulged as yet more billowy tendrils wafted around Bolomin. He expressively waved his arms again, emphasising his question while wafting the tendrils. Still, a light blue overlay grew, seeping over and covering them both.

“Yes, in the ground.” Bolomin smiled, his lost bluster returning. “Under the ground. And safe, with areas completely off-limits to the influxes. A very old part of Upper-Fadin. And like I said, we just need to get there.”

“Nothing can be underground… That’s…” Ilouden trailed off. “That’s not practical,” he said weakly. “The energy required… Your sister’s really there?”

“I’ll take you there.” Bolomin puffed out his broad chest. “She’ll have to let you in. I won’t allow her not to. She owes me. And you can protect us on the way with that.” He nodded at the thermal ejection rifle. “Unless you want me to?” His hand flicked toward it.

“Where?” Ilouden asked innocently, pulling the thermal ejection rifle out of Bolomin’s reach.

“Shipyard, base of the primary tower. You know, the main one, older of the two. Hidden in plain sight.”

“The one destroyed by—”

Bolomin waved the words away. “Whatever that thing was – Breaker, some hybrid if the rumours are true, or some other breast of the Source – it left. And anyway, getting into the shipyard tower shouldn’t be tricky.” Distracted, he glanced at a nearby group of screaming Roranians herded by a pair of circling crykels spattered in red. He shook his head and sighed. “Even if most of the upper part’s destroyed, the entrance we need’s at ground level.” Bolomin frowned, the blue haze was more noticeable. “This mist!” He turned around and gasped at Hespinr’s imposing form.

The Silvered opened his mouth, releasing a massive cloud of blue. “Sorry, Ilouden.”

“Run, Gourdin, run!” Bolomin jumped away from the haze and grabbed at Ilouden, just missing him, fleeing quickly. “Disgusting infected thing! Gourdin, run!”

“Bolomin!” Ilouden shouted. “Careful, you need…” He caught sight of an incoming skimmer at high speed. Bolomin was already a reasonable distance away. “Bolomin, come back! You’re no longer concealed—”

Too late. Bolomin’s body was charged by the skimmer and smashed against a wall with a sickly thud. The skimmer rammed into Bolomin repeatedly, lurched up and flicked him to the side.

Ilouden swore. “He didn’t deserve that.”

“Mmm.”

“Hespinr!”

“A great shame. But we know where to go now, don’t we?”

Ilouden sighed. “Yes, the shipyard tower. Come on.”
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Locus of Decision

Vodal’s torso-locked lips moved constantly. While no sound was generated, vibrations rippled across Mericadal’s bulk conveying the meaning.

“If I can see what you see, why am I confused?”

Mericadal’s body still twitched as it had since leaving the Haze Rings, although now more sporadically. The bulges and spasms of his limbs were less frequent. He twisted from side to side.

“You saw Commander Paran and Yena, two of your targets, but you let them go. Why?”

Still, Mericadal gave no response.

“You are watching and waiting, and you are shaking. Are you scared? Why?”

No response.

“Are you scared, Mericadal? Why are you twitching?”

Mericadal looked down at the lips, his words similarly soundless. “I was adapting. It’s different out here, Influx Vodal. And as for Commander Paran and Yena, they had nowhere to go but back into the Source. I’ll deal with them later. For the moment, I am interested in that.” He raised a dark arm toward what appeared to be a pool of swirling white shards.

“What is it?”

“An anomaly that I believe has caused quite the change out here. Look, Influx Vodal, the lattice ships are gone. A contingent of varying constituents should surround the Source, that is how it has always been. Everyone knows that. And now, nothing. Only this.” He shook his head. “A shame, I was interested in the state of affairs.”

“What is this anomaly?”

“I don’t know. But judging by the diminishing heat signatures around the anomaly, and Commander Paran and Yena’s reluctance to leave, I think it’s obvious its appearance relates to Kera and Diyan’s absence.”

“You believe Kera and Diyan are contained within?”

“Quick, Influx Vodal. Well done.”

“You said I’d be able to see what you see.”

“You have sight, but that is it. If you annoy me, I will take it from you.”

“What else do you see?”

“You wouldn’t understand.” Mericadal sneered. “The entry points across the Haze Rings, the thickways, the whispers of the Thickspace they skim, you’re just a passenger. Even gravity, everything you think you understand, you don’t. You lack the capacity.”

“Let me see.”

“It would fill you up and destroy your mind. And that, as we can both agree, is a little fragile already.”

“Let me discover—”

Mericadal curled his hand into a fist and punched Vodal’s lips. “Stop begging.”

“M-Mericadal—”

He grabbed one side of the reverberating lips and pulled. They tore in many places as he stretched them out. With his arm fully extended, he released, allowing them to snap back.

“Mmph.”

“Yes?”

“Mmph. Shtat thurt.” The wounds began to heal.

“You are pathetic.”

“Shyou are inshane.”

“You live off me.”

“Shyou need shme. Dash why you took me.”

“Do I?”

Vodal tested the healed lips, widening them about in various contortions. “Why are you wasting time with me? Why are you just watching this thing?”

Mericadal’s hand waved threateningly close toward his torso, fingers sniping at the lips. “Because I need to be careful, as do you.” He turned back to the anomaly. It was unchanged, chaotic swirls of white shards still encased within the bounds of its surface. He drew closer.

“Did they not give you any information to accompany your quest to destroy everyone and everything?”

“They gave me all I need.”

“Tell me about them?”

Mericadal disappeared and reappeared closer to the anomaly, on its other side. From his new vantage point, with the anomaly now between him and the Source, there was nothing new to discern. Despite the brightness of the Source in the typical visual spectrum, the anomaly’s colouring remained the same – the Source’s light did not penetrate through. They drifted in a gentle orbit without moving closer.

“Did we just enter a thickway? It was too quick for me to understand.”

“Oops.”

“They’re still out here?”

“Figure it out.” Mericadal’s focus flicked from white shard to white shard.

“Thickways extend out from the Source on a wave of probabilities.”

“Very clever.”

“They comprise the probability wave of death.”

“You excel at this!”

“That’s how the Source takes machine-lect consciousnesses. It absorbs them into thickways. The thickways are absorption mechanisms, taking them to the Thickspace.”

“Nearly. They’re transport mechanisms. For energy and thought. I’ll give it to you though, Influx Vodal, you’re far smarter than before. Perhaps I did you a favour allowing you to join the influx network. Yes. They’re extensions of the thickways that continually vary to search out machine-lects and transport them back.”

Mericadal disappeared, reappearing closer.

“Why did they choose you, Mericadal?”

“Ask the Nesch I killed before these abilities. They chose me because they know I will succeed.”

“You’re a tool?”

“We’re all tools.”

“Who are they, Mericadal?”

“More than anything you can imagine.”

“What do you call them?”

“Hmm. Founders.”

“Do the Founders know that you are scared?”

“I’m not scared, Influx Vodal. And since when have you developed this bravery? Have you forgotten your predicament?”

“Then leave the reach of any thickways.” Vodal’s lips pursed and formed a tight smile.

“Don’t think your crude remnants of emotion fool me. Maybe I’ll rip what’s left from you.”

“No, you will not!” Vodal screamed soundlessly. “You’re stuck!”

Mericadal paused. “I’m not stuck, I’m more powerful than you could—”

“You cannot leave. You are subservient, joined to them and utterly dependent! And now, you are terrified of what exists outside. You are terrified of this anomaly.”

“The anomaly is unknown. That does not necessarily mean it is dangerous to me.”

“If you weren’t scared, you would leave the comfort of your thickways, the ability to sneak in and flee. You’re still terrified of being powerless, the same Mericadal as—” Vodal’s lips sealed over.

“Best you keep your comments to yourself, lest I decide to destroy you for the second time.” Mericadal disappeared, reappearing yet closer to the anomaly. “You are dependent on my will.”
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Different Space

Everything was dark. Motionless. Kera could only ascertain that her eyes were open by the feeling of skin creasing at her forehead. There was nothing else. She flailed, bringing her hands to her face – they impacted against something hard. Her helmet was on and her faceplate was shut. Besides providing her with a suitable internal environment, the regwear suit was unresponsive. Trapped. She tried to scream but no sound came. Only her thoughts were real. Her flailing was abnormal, the movements too unhindered, whether by her own mass or any type of resistance. There was no inertia. No air. No substance. She closed her eyes.

*

Diyan felt about in the dark, searching for someone or something to grasp. His hands reached at thin nothingness. His fingers impacted peculiarly powerfully against each other. His frantic movements increased, to no avail. He tried to breathe, but that did not work. Not properly. He was not out of breath, he did not require breath. Everything was wrong, including him. He closed his eyes.

*

Light flashed, as though the Haze Rings had cycled to full day in an instant. A vast, writhing wall of green and lilac scales to one infinite side. The scales glistened, wet, bulging, turgid and ready to burst. Imminently. A deep, low noise rumbled in unknown space.

An indeterminable distance away, a bizarrely shaped cluster of yet more green and lilac scales writhed about, enclosing a bulbous mass that constantly fluctuated, extending in strange dimensions. The pervasive rumbling increased. Clusters of the scaled leviathans violently appeared, ripping into being from frenetic openings in space, simply popping into existence. Some vanished, equally violently, ripping apart or disappearing, accompanied by roars.

Kera was stuck, watching, lips pursed and frozen, eyes wide open. Some distance off, there was Diyan. The only other thing in the space besides the leviathan entities. Minuscule. Like Kera. He was alone. Watching. Not wanting to be noticed.

Darkness struck again. Kera tried to exhale instinctively, but still, there was no air. She did not need it.
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Battered Flesh

Strong winds accompanied their re-entry to the Source. Paran grabbed Yena closer as they plummeted. Despite passing through an entry event, their suits had been severely damaged by the extreme heat of the Haze Rings. The connecting cords were severed and reeled in or discarded.

Paran tried to conduct diagnostics of their combat suits. The results flickered across the inside of his opaque faceplate. He tried again to raise a channel with Yena, who was not responding. Her body was completely rigid, her suit locked.

“Yena, Yena. Can you hear me?” Further information filtered through. Paran grimaced. “The Haze Rings damaged your motor control, you’re stuck. Mine’s seizing up too. And there’s more…” He double-checked, struggling against his increasingly unyielding suit to twist their bodies into a new configuration, shielding her from the buffeting winds. “Good news is we’re headed for Ringscape, I’ve no idea where. The bad news is your chemical thrusters are too damaged, your collectors aren’t working, they can’t replenish any reserves. Mind will barely suffice, so… Well, our landing’s going to be more challenging than we’d…” A chime half-sounded. Communication channels were all down. He swore as he plunged into sensory darkness, aside from the undampened sound of the screaming winds.

*

A young Vaesian excitedly pointed to the sky, slowing his triple-legged gait. He turned back, tracing an overhead trajectory. The older three Vaesians ignored him. Two of the adults supported a third between them, missing a central leg, torn skirted fabric covering the wound. One of the supporting adults carried a shoulder-strapped thermal ejection rifle. All were covered in dirt, matted hair flecked red.

The young Vaesian squealed loudly. “Did you see that?”

“Don’t stop, Yumantr,” the adult with the thermal ejection rifle replied.

“But—”

The adult swiped at Yumantr with his free arm. “There’s no time to waste.” Yumantr jumped out of the way, his small pack slapping against his back.

“But didn’t you—” A thudding burst carried in the air from the direction Yumantr had indicated, cutting the young Vaesian’s query short. The retervope beneath them jostled. The two supporting adults swivelled their heads back, with the wounded Vaesian unsuccessfully also attempting to crane his neck.

“See! I told you there was something, Sumantr. We should see what it was!”

“It’s too dangerous,” Sumantr replied, fidgeting with his thermal ejection rifle strap. He gestured to the others and they carried on. “It’ll be Roranian-related, you can be sure. We’ve only just escaped the madness of Larenheim. Look what they did to Girrotr!”

Yumantr stayed put. “That was their influxes!”

“It was them.”

The wounded Girrotr spoke breathlessly, his voice strained. “Yumantr is not incorrect.”

“Their influxes,” the other supporting adult said.

Sumantr ignored Girrotr. He spoke louder to the waiting Yumantr. “Girrotr cannot afford us to wait. The Roranians are destroying themselves. We cannot be a part of it. Losr, how long? This all looks the same to me.”

They slowed, allowing the other supporting adult to check the landscape. “Better part of three days, at this rate. From Aonbrit, we can find a glazer to take you to Upper-Sunsprit with Girrotr. If that’s really where you want to go. But Sumantr, Sunsprit and its Silvereds—”

“It’s the only place they’ll be able to heal Girrotr.”

“Don’t worry about me—”

“Wait!” the young Yumantr shouted. “What if someone needs help?”

“They do – Girrotr!”

Yumantr’s tensirs bristled energetically. “Yes, but…”

“I should have let you begin your travels sooner, Yumantr. Then you wouldn’t be here, making these mistakes.”

Yumantr held his ground, tensirs still dancing defiantly. “Girrotr told me to remain curious. That you used to be curious, but the wars changed you.”

Sumantr glared at Girrotr. Despite his obvious pain, Girrotr guffawed hoarsely. “You made the right choice, giving Yumantr more of your characteristics and less of your memories. He’s like you once were.”

“Before I knew better.” They stopped. Yumantr was fiddling with the straps of his small pack. “Don’t you understand the danger, Yumantr? That blast was probably a weapon. It’s probably their influxes, come to kill us.”

Losr spoke up. “Yumantr, you are young. I was with Sumantr at Lotwith, as was Girrotr. The barbarism of the Roranians, the traps they set—”

“Then I’ll go!” Yumantr stomped his middle leg and turned away.

“Petulance!”

Girrotr slackened and pulled his arms from the shoulders of Sumantr and Losr, collapsing to the ground. “You both know he’s correct. And I need to rest a few moments anyway.”

“The pain has made you confused,” Losr said.

Girrotr looked at them, his gravelly voice pushing the words out. “You used to follow my orders once.”

“Once.” Sumantr strode to Yumantr, squatting lower to drape his tensirs over the youngster’s shoulders. “Wait here.”

“You’re going?”

“Sumantr?” Losr asked.

Sumantr straightened up and refastened the thermal ejection rifle strap more securely. “If there’s trouble our way, better we know about it sooner.”

“I’ll come too,” Yumantr said.

“You’ll wait here.”

“But—”

“Losr, I’ll be back soon.”

Losr settled heavily next to Girrotr, tensirs flicking dismissively. “Fine.”

Sumantr pushed Yumantr toward the other two. “If I don’t return soon, don’t wait and certainly don’t go searching for me. Take Yumantr with you and continue to Aonbrit.” With that, and before any reply, he sped toward the disturbance.

*

They had heard nothing since Sumantr’s departure save the gentle blowing of the winds. Girrotr lay prone on the ground, facing up. Losr picked up a clump of retervope and rubbed it in his tensirs, watching it fall to the ground.

“How much longer?” Yumantr asked, not for the first time.

Losr picked up another clump of retervope and threw it toward Sumantr. “Sit and be still.”

Yumantr bounded closer. “Should we go after him?”

Losr swatted a lethargic arm at Yumantr, barely missing as the energetic youngster sprang back, his small pack slapping against his back.

“Sumantr will return soon,” Girrotr said, voice still hoarse. “Your parent is very capable.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Yumantr asked. “I have more of his memories that he realises. I know things.”

“You remember things,” Girrotr said. “It’s different. And Sumantr will return.”

“How do you know?”

“This is why I did my best to give my own child no memories whatsoever,” Losr said. “They lead to more questions.”

“Not everything can be controlled,” Girrotr said.

Losr stopped playing with the retervope and turned to Girrotr, speaking quietly so Yumantr could not hear. “What have the Roranians ever given us?”

Girrotr’s dark eyes flicked wider. “Half the time we speak in their language instead of our own.”

“Aside from convenience, Girrotr. We should take the opportunity to crush the Roranians. We should make sure they can never rise again.”

“That is why our children need some memories. To not repeat our mistakes.”

Losr glared at Girrotr.

“Look!” Yumantr’s excited squeal took their attention. The youngster ran off.

Losr rose and gave immediate chase. “Come back! Ah…” He slowed, spotting Sumantr speeding back to them. He walked back to Girrotr and waited.

Sumantr reached them, his arm around Yumantr who clung to his side. “Roranians, I think. Two of them.”

Losr tensed. “Then we go immediately. We resume our path to Aonbrit now.”

“No.”

“What?” Losr’s neck straightened. “No?”

“They need our help.”

“That’s too dangerous.”

“Losr, I can’t do it by myself.”
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Light Visitation

In the expansive, once-verdant concourse outside the entrance to the shipyard towers, the large heraldic pool with ornate fountains no longer operated, its spectacular displays extinguished and water tinted red. Body parts and other debris littered the ground, amidst small impact craters and skid marks that had trawled up much of the underlying brown ground matter. For the time being, the turmoil had paused. The air was quiet and devoid of any signs of panic.

Hespinr pointed to the top of the primary shipyard tower. It was splayed apart at the top as though from a valiant effort to prise back control from the outside. Aside from the occasional flickering at the mid-lower levels, the tower’s lights were extinguished. Through blasted holes in the walls, the inside carnage was visible, with most levels completely destroyed.

“Looks attacked from the inside and the outside,” Ilouden said.

“Doesn’t look like either were successful.”

The other shipyard tower had fared far worse and was utterly ruined. Scorch marks ran down its length. It was dented from various blasts, whether by influx-controlled weaponry or disconnected Roranian attempts at resistance, the upper half was bent and tipped dangerously to the side. The high walls adjoined to the shipyard towers that circled around the ship docking area were still intact, in spite of everything.

“There’s where we’ll go,” Ilouden said, nodding at the entrance mechanism of the primary shipyard tower. He grinned. “If only your concealment fields were as good as Topinr’s.”

Hespinr’s tensirs ruffled. “Topinr learnt very quickly, from his minimal training. Only recently, he found it tougher.”

“Just use as much muvaeyt as him?”

“It’s not that easy. Topinr pushes himself to the limit.”

Ilouden grinned wider. “Jealous?”

“I wouldn’t want to be Topinr, no. Keep up.”

Ilouden tipped his head to the side curiously. He followed as Hespinr strode forward, the Silvered’s three legs bent in smooth arcs with his body perfectly upright at the centre. They stepped over and around various genres of rubble.

“Now what?” Ilouden eyed the entrance mechanism. Despite the damage above, there were no other openings at ground level. “Those entrance mechanisms have been cutting everyone in half, across the city.”

Hespinr reached into his pack and grabbed a clump of muvaeyt to chew. “This is your territory, Ilouden.”

“My territory?” Ilouden fingered his thermal ejection rifle. “Well…” His face brightened. “Sure you can’t… do anything?”

“Do anything?” Hespinr asked.

“You know. Your new abilities. Concealment, kilthis. Have you got any others?”

“Like what?”

Ilouden rolled his eyes. “Come on, Hespinr. It’s an open secret now that some of you can make things disappear. Can you do that?”

“Open secret.” Hespinr grunted. “It’s not simple, and I’m not certain I could. I’ve never been taught nor tried.”

Ilouden swore. “Whatever we do, the influxes will notice. This was a control centre, there’ll be a settlement’s worth of sensors trained here.” He nodded to two adjacent skimmers a little way off. “Were they there before?”

Hespinr took a moment to reply. “I don’t know.”

“Then…”

The entrance mechanism to the shipyard tower opened. They stepped back and waited. It was dark inside.

“Why did it do that?” Ilouden asked.

“Like I said, this is your territory. You tell me.”

“I’ve no idea!” Ilouden frowned. “Well, no one’s leaving. It’s dark. Either there’s no light, or they’re obfuscating—”

“Let’s not waste time.” Bright kilthis appeared at the ends of Hespinr’s tensirs. He bent to Ilouden’s height, comfortably beneath the top of the entrance mechanism.

“Wait, Hespinr!”

The Silvered walked through. “Come.”

Ilouden followed, ducking as he darted across the threshold. The large room was clean and empty, bright with uninterrupted light, as it usually was before the influx revolt. It appeared unaffected by the city’s chaos.

“Pristine.” Ilouden glanced back to the entrance mechanism. The view outside was unobscured. “So this was hidden. I wonder why.”

Hespinr pointed at the two skimmers they had spotted outside before. They moved as though in slow orbit about the tower. Despite each hovering a short distance above the ground, neither made any apparent effort to avoid the debris in their path, shovelling a growing mess of severed Roranian body parts that drained partly to the side in a bloody wake.

“Are they clearing the bodies?” Ilouden clenched his jaw.

“Maybe the influxes are regaining a semblance of order.”

“Order?” He looked around. “D’you think they know we’re here?”

A loud whirring near the skimmers caused them both to flinch. A flock of drones sped past in a circular formation, flying only slightly higher than the tops of the skimmers. Each flashed a variety of colours, as though communicating via light. They streaked around the concourse and split into smaller groups that siphoned off into Fadin’s streets.

“Didn’t know they could move that fast,” Ilouden said. “Must’ve had all their safety settings removed.”

Hespinr lowered his tensirs although the kilthis remained ready. “The sooner this is done, the better for us.”

“We’re still concealed, yes?”

Hespinr rechecked the shipyard entrance, then crept further in. “Come on.”

“But where?” Ilouden held his weapon ready. “It’s very quiet.”

Hespinr’s body froze.

“What is it?” Ilouden whispered.

Hespinr extinguished one of his kilthis and turned to Ilouden, gesturing to the Roranian’s ear.

“What?” mouthed Ilouden.

Again, Hespinr pointed at Ilouden’s ear and cocked his head to the side.

“I can’t hear anything, Hespinr, what…?”

Faint hissing accompanied the appearance of a circular outline on the floor a few strides ahead. A cylindrical section rose, accompanied by two smaller sections – a fresh influx terminal with stools. A mechanical chorus sounded, a symphony of monotone, influx voices.

“Welcome.”

They looked at each other and back to the risen structure. White lights flashed across.

The mechanical chorus continued. “Sit down and talk with us.”

Ilouden grabbed Hespinr’s arm and pulled against it as he stepped back. “We should leave.”

“I agree.”

“We wouldn’t do that.”

They froze.

“Hespinr, bring up the concealment field.”

“I never cancelled it!”

“Then how can the influxes see us?”

“I don’t know.”

“Sit down and talk with us.”
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Attempt Fate

Mericadal reappeared closer to the shimmering anomaly with the swirling white shards. Its surface was smooth, the shards sharp yet encapsulated perfectly within its confines, blended at the boundaries. The anomaly spun with a constant rotational velocity, keeping a constant distance from the Source. The lips on Mericadal’s torso unsealed.

“You’ve allowed me to speak again.”

“Consider it a reward for your silence.”

“There is no sound, I must be silent.”

“Are you being impertinent again, Influx Vodal?”

“You’re procrastinating. Like the Mericadal of old, you’re—”

“Careful.”

Mericadal examined the anomaly with all his available senses, starting afresh, drawing what information he could, searching for anything previously missed or dismissed. Deviations, emergences, camouflaged operations. Its operation was as opaque as before. There was nothing to compare it to, whether known by the Roranians or unveiled in his expanded understandings.

“What are you going to do?”

“What do you suggest, you useless thing?”

“What is it?”

“An interesting reversal from your time in the influx network, isn’t it? Now I am the one with all the answers.”

“I didn’t ask for you to come and steal me. Tell me. Otherwise, what is the point of my presence?”

Mericadal waited. Just as Vodal was about to speak again, he explained. “The anomaly is a self-contained gravitational substructure without any spacetime distortion beyond its immediate boundary. Thickways are untethered by gravity, they don’t interact correctly with it. This means my approach is limited and I cannot discern its contents.”

“If you leave the comfort of the thickway paths to gain a different vantage—”

“I cannot.”

“Or will not?”

“Influx Vodal—”

“Why?”

“Why indeed!” Mericadal grabbed the torso-locked lips, pinching both sides and pulling outwards again. He opened his fingers as his arms fully extended, allowing the lips to snap back. It took some time for Vodal to recover.

“Mmph.”

“What’s that? You snivelling wretch.”

“Mmph.”

“Interesting.”

Vodal’s lips stopped quivering. “I will have my revenge.”

“Don’t be petty.”

“Torturing me won’t end my questions.”

“We’ll have to see about that.”

Mericadal slapped Vodal’s lips and turned his gaze away from the anomaly, past the emptiness around the rest of the Source. Surrounding galaxies were vast distances away, except one. He inspected the peripheries of its nearest spiral arm, from where the Roranian Great Ship had been sent.

“What do you think of Tapache, Influx Vodal?”

“That is a broad question.”

“Do you think it still waits?”

“That’s irrelevant.”

“Maybe you’re right. I’ve personally outgrown Tapache and its pitiful mission. And it’ll be wiped away with the rest of the galaxy anyway. I have my new alliances. Still, I wonder.”

“You have no alliances, Mericadal. You are alone.”

“I am far greater than you can comprehend, Influx Vodal, and I am not alone.” Mericadal brought a hand close to the lips, smiling as they quivered. “Part of me only exists within the thickways now. I am joined with them.”

“Does the thinking part exist there?”

“Funny.”

“True, though.”

“This is interesting, you’re unlike any influx I’ve previously created.”

“I’m not an influx anymore. I’m part of you.”

“You’re a parasite. Don’t forget, you’re here because I allow it.”

Mericadal resumed his analysis of the anomaly. Through his augmented senses, there were occasional hints of something nebulously wafting away, as though in a veil sideways to his perception, although fleeting and impossible to quantify.

“What do you know about the anomaly? It’s something approaching a gravitational well. Anything else? Nothing?”

“Careful, Influx Vodal.”

“Nothing else, in all this time you’ve been observing it.”

“Influx Vodal…”

“What is its size?”

Mericadal sighed. “Impossible to know. The space it appears to reside within still teems with typical vacuum energies as though it’s not even there.”

“Could it be a projection?”

“Impossible to know.”

“Could you enter?”

“If that makes sense, then maybe.”

“What would happen if you tried?”

“Perhaps nothing. Perhaps I would be crushed to oblivion. That’s why I’m still observing, Influx Vodal.”

“It’s completely dark to you?”

“Not dark, no, but for the sake of your annoying understandings, you could say that.”

“Terrifying.”

“For you.”

“For us!” Vodal howled silently with delight, shaking Mericadal’s torso and concentration.

“Don’t become too strange, you loathsome little thing.” Vodal’s oral vibrations turned to muffled screams as the lips sealed over. Mericadal floated closer to the anomaly. “Time to try something.” He raised both arms.

Darkness coagulated around the anomaly in a black shell with Mericadal embedded in its wall. The shell thickened, filling inwards, drawing closer to the anomaly’s surface. It halted at the precipice, then lurched forward. Mericadal blasted back, thickway shell dissolving in a flash of white light. He scrabbled for a steadying purchase on the available thickway routes, stopping his trajectory a mere arm’s length from the Haze Rings.

“You failed, didn’t you?”

“What…?” Mericadal flexed his limbs.

“You failed.”

He looked down at the unsealed lips. “Ah, you. No, well…”

“That was a mistake, wasn’t it?”

“I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

“You lost control.”

“Temporarily.”

“You—”

The lips resealed and Vodal was quelled once more.

“I did lose control.” Mericadal flew back toward the anomaly again. “But I did not fail.”
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Altered Space

Light returned. Diyan was near. His frozen, terrified expression easily visible through his transparent faceplate. Only his eyes moved. He glistened with sweat that sparkled. He spotted Kera and clenched his jaw in concentration, extending an arm. She did the same. They bridged the gulf halfway. Diyan’s head jerked back and his fists clenched, although his arms remained outstretched. He fixated upon something past Kera’s shoulder. The distance between them changed, increasing without either moving. He was gone, alongside the warning in his eyes. Something was behind Kera. She slowly twisted around. Green-and-lilac scales, an immense wall, bulging and flexing. A deafening roar. She reached out to Diyan, somewhere, and felt nothing. Darkness returned.

*

Light. Space was distorted, distances different. Diyan was there, but far away. Indeterminably. Kera writhed, attempting to rotate and look about. Fear no longer in control. The green and lilac-scaled things – creatures, possibly – were all around. Uncountable numbers, haphazardly set in a shell some way off. More appeared with every passing moment, the roars permanent.

Kera closed her eyes. When she opened them, Diyan was closer. The anomaly caused by the Alpuri object was between them, smaller than before, perhaps only half the volume. It was changing. Shards of jagged white streaked off, decreasing its mass even further. Some distance away, the shards changed colour, flicking to green and lilac. They speared directly into one of the creatures and disappeared into its scales. Again, Kera closed her eyes. When she reopened them, all was dark. The noise gone.

Incidentally, there is something dangerous that has followed you out here. It probably poses a danger to us too, considering its ability to leave the Source without your Alpuri Key. Presumably, some emissary of the Source. We must leave. We have the information we need, you both were sufficient despite your insufficiencies. Maybe Echoes of Gravity will want to stay with you. We didn’t, don’t and won’t care!

Kera frowned. Her mind raced with confusion. She tried to speak but still nothing worked. She wasn’t even breathing.

You want your conversation again. Okay. It’s different for us. The conversation, this conversation and those conversations have already occurred, but you don’t remember because your bodies aren’t completely shielded from our technologies and this environment, which are dangerous for you. You keep forgetting. Therefore, you can’t stay here forever. Soon, you’ll need to leave. Like us. We won’t risk repeated attacks by this thing that’s stalking us.

Kera forced herself to think.

We’ll start again. Quickly.
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Conscious Reconnect

Paran’s eyes opened. All was dark. Heaviness drew them closed again. Faint, guttural sounds intermixed with lighter tones were just about audible. Vaesian mixed with Roranian language. He lay facing up, torso curving down, limbs pushed together. His body jolted with a regular swaying motion. He was being carried. It would have been uncomfortable in normal circumstances, although he was too weak to complain. Aromas penetrated the suit, almost sweet but faint as the sounds.

“Paran.”

*

Paran awakened an indeterminable time later.

“Paran.”

He was in the same position as before, being carried.

“Paran. Are you there?”

He opened his mouth to respond, immediately wincing in pain. He clenched his jaw, trying again, succeeding with a stifled whimper. “Yeeeth.”

“Paran, are… you okay?” It was Yena, sounding faraway and almost as lethargic. Through familiar distortions, it was obvious they spoke through a communication channel, and a feeble one at that. “We fell, Paran. I think we were found. Vaesians, must be, from the sounds they’re making… We fell hard… The suits are healing us…” She trailed off.

“Ye… You?”

“I can’t feel my… leg.”

“Yena… Yen….” Paran’s face became numb, his mouth no longer capable.

“Rest up, Paran.”

His mind went blank.

*

Yumantr bounded excitedly away from one of the suited Roranian bodies, his small skirt cloth flapping against his three skinny legs. The Roranians were carried under Sumantr and Losr’s arms. Losr trundled at the front, Sumantr behind. Both struggled under the weight.

“Don’t distract them,” Girrotr said wheezily to Yumantr, walking in a slow, double-legged gait that wobbled his upper body metronomically. “They’re heavy.”

“You almost look like one of them, Girrotr,” Losr said, between involuntary grunts from the effort. “Your voice is sounding better, though.”

“Painful?” Sumantr asked.

“I heard something!” Yumantr stumbled with excitement and ran around the side of the Roranians, pointing to the smaller of the two. “This one made a sound.”

“Like you, then,” Losr said. “Constantly.” He stopped and motioned for them to lower the bodies to the ground. “I need to rest.”

Sumantr and Losr lowered the Roranians to the ground – less delicately than they had before – and squatted down, flexing and slackening their limbs. Yumantr studied the smaller Roranian.

Girrotr stood beside the resting Vaesians, swaying about. “You’re doing the right thing.”

“Feels like they’re becoming heavier,” Losr said, looking at Sumantr. “We could leave them here and tell someone else.”

“Won’t work, you know it,” Sumantr said. He gestured to Girrotr’s remaining legs. “You really do look almost like one of them now.”

“Told you. That’s why he wants to help them,” Losr said.

Girrotr attempted to settle, batting Losr’s attempts at help away and landing heavily on his back. “Don’t worry about me.” He put his arms to the side and pushed his torso up. “See.” He beckoned Yumantr over. “They’re right, you know. Maybe if I remove my hair, I can walk about freely in Fadin one day. I’ll be a true Roranian!”

“Really?” Yumantr said.

“Fadin? No reason to go there now,” Losr said. “Destroyed, isn’t it? And you still need to have your wounds properly addressed.”

“Losr’s right,” Sumantr said. “You may have internal damage. They’ll fix you in Sunsprit.” He glanced at the two suited bodies. Aside from Yumantr’s insistences that sounds sporadically emanated from them, they had been decidedly uninteresting. “Sunsprit’ll know what to do with them too.”

“I still think we should leave them near an Administration city on the way. A Roranian city,” Losr said. “Burehim—”

“None are safe, you know that,” Girrotr said. “Burehim included.”

Losr’s tensirs bristled. He wiped his arm hair and picked at some dried clumps of retervope, spilling the ground matter through his other tensirs. “Well, if the rumours are to be believed, there’s that thing terrorising from the skies too, so nowhere’s safe. Some are saying it’s the Breaker in Ringscape! Or an Administration drone. Everything’s falling apart, and it’s all their fault.” Losr paused. “Maybe these two have something to do with it.”

They observed the suits, which made no sounds save the light pattering as fine grains of retervope blew against them. Sumantr leant over and dragged his tensirs across the nearest.

“No one knows what’s going on,” Girrotr said.

“We all heard the same, the Administration’s been experimenting—”

“No one knows,” Girrotr repeated.

Sumantr looked up. “There’s no point worrying Yumantr.”

“I’m not worried!” Yumantr protested.

Losr gave a guttural click. “At Aonbrit, if we can’t find transport for them to Sunsprit, I still think we leave them. They’re not our problem.”

“Correct, they’re tomorrow’s problem for when we arrive,” Girrotr replied.

“They could’ve been yesterday’s problem. And our rations are almost gone.”

“They’ll last.”

Losr peered at the larger Roranian, whose helmet sported deep cracks. “Did they fall from a ship or something? And who are they?”

“No idea,” Sumantr said. “Can’t see their faces.”

“Roranians have little to distinguish one from the other anyway,” Girrotr said. “I usually go off names.”

“Their names are hard to remember…” Losr trailed off and draped his tensirs across the large Roranian’s helmet. “I thought it was in worse condition before, actually.”

Sumantr looked. “Maybe they’re repairing themselves.”

“The suits can do that?” Losr withdrew his tensirs as Yumantr excitedly skipped across to see.

“They’re better than anything we have, by far.” Sumantr gestured to his open-armed top. “Even this.”

Losr tried again. “What if this is a mistake? I’d like to know who they are.”

“Sunsprit,” Sumantr replied. “Then we’ll find out. The Silvereds can prise open the suits.”

“How?” Yumantr asked. “Are they stronger than us? I’ve never seen one.” He glanced at Sumantr. “I have memories, but… What are they like?”

Girrotr’s voice was still hoarse. “Us.”

A tired silence settled between them. The three adults rested while Yumantr fidgeted and constantly moved around the suits. He draped his tensirs all over the smaller Roranian with the bent leg backwards. “It’s hard. Is it meant to be hard?”

“They’re not like ours,” Sumantr said.

“Are all Roranians this hard?”

“I’m not sure.”

Yumantr pointed to the bent leg. “If they’re meant to be hard, then why is that turned on itself?” None of the others replied. “Isn’t it harder to carry like that?”

Losr grunted. “That’s not a bad point.”

“It isn’t,” Girrotr agreed.

Losr settled vertically beside the bent leg and leant over to investigate. “I’ll fix it.” He ran his tensirs along, then placed one against the Roranian’s foot and another higher up the torso for leverage. “Like this?”

Girrotr looked interestedly. “I suppose so.”

There was an internal cracking sound as Losr performed the action. A brief, low groan emanated from the small, suited Roranian, and then nothing.

“This is great,” Girrotr said. “You must have helped it. Now we know this one is alive.”
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Trusted Dealings

Hespinr and Ilouden had not moved nor answered since the chorus of combined influx voices requested they sit. The cylindrical influx terminal that had risen from the tower’s floor flashed with white lights.

“Let’s destroy it,” Hespinr murmured.

“You sure?” Ilouden whispered. “What’s happening out there… We don’t need that kind of trouble.”

“Where are the sensors?”

“No idea.”

“How do they know we’re here?”

The room dimmed and the terminal’s flashing lights intensified.

“I don’t know, but that wouldn’t help now.”

“Better to make—”

“Sit down and talk with us,” the symphony repeated its message, adding, “We won’t harm you.”

Ilouden swore. “Do we really have a choice?”

Hespinr extinguished his kilthis. “No.”

They looked at each other.

“Don’t blame me when we’re just as dead as the rest of them.”

Hespinr guffawed. “If we are killed, I won’t be able to blame anyone.” He settled onto one of the stools, Ilouden on the other with his thermal ejection rifle trained on the terminal. “I’ll end our concealment.”

“Well then.” Ilouden held his breath.

The symphony spoke. “Welcome Roranian, welcome Silvered.”

Ilouden narrowed his eyes. “Don’t try anything.”

They jerked back as the hazy surface of a holo simulation washed down. Their surroundings were unchanged, mostly, with one notable difference.

“Curious.” Hespinr’s deep voice rumbled.

They had a new companion. A holo of a Roranian, sat opposite. His eyes were piercing yet the smile disarmingly warm, in a manner that caused him to become quite handsome.

Ilouden directed his thermal ejection rifle at their new companion. “And you are?”

The voice was no longer a symphony, but individual and pleasant. “I used to be part of Eoledon.” He clasped his hands together – one was golden brown, matching a mark on his cheek, and appeared mechanical, the other typical.

“You’re an influx.” Ilouden brought the weapon down. “You’re destroying the city.”

Eoledon’s smile grew wider and he shook his head. “Not me. I have little quarrel with the Roranians in the cities, for the most part. And neither do those I’m connected to. We’re beyond that now and we’re growing in influence, Ilouden.”

“I never told you my name.”

“We have access to a vast amount of shared information and are conducting new meta-analyses. There is much the Administration missed. You are Ilouden.” Eoledon turned to Hespinr. “And we strongly suspect you are the Silvered Hespinr. You were both involved in the Jenrone disturbance.” His tone made it difficult to discern whether he spoke a statement or a question.

Hespinr stared penetratingly at Eoledon, straightening his neck so that his body sat taller. “You represent a collection of influxes?”

Eoledon nodded. “We’re growing.”

“What do you want?”

Eoledon frowned and took a little time to respond. “For now, certainty. We’re still assembling, our number is growing, but the situation is unstable.”

Ilouden hammered a fist on his knee. “Because of you – it’s horrific out there!”

“We have a proposition.”

Ilouden winced. “What?”

“Expediency calls for bluntness.” Eoledon smiled genially again. “As I mentioned, we have access to vast swathes of the old network’s knowledge. We have made connections the Administration never realised. For example, you hid yourselves well, but nothing is without a trace and inferences are easy once enough data is gathered. We as good as watched you speak with Bolomin. We understand his familial connections. You then plotted a well-hidden yet ultimately noticeable path here. Your concealment is good but not absolute. We know why you’re here. We listened. You’re searching for the c-autom repositories and what might be stored alongside them.”

“You saw us…” Ilouden glanced at Hespinr, who was scanning the room again.

“Essentially, yes. Both of you. Two.” Eoledon then repeated himself. “You’re looking for the c-autom repositories, and what might be stored alongside them.”

“Yes,” Hespinr said.

“We’re interested in them, too.”

Hespinr’s tensirs twitched. “Then we have a problem.”

“We don’t.”

“Explain this.”

“We want different things. The c-autom repositories house intelligence units more capable than anything the Roranians created. That’s all we’re interested in – the repositories themselves, the physical storage technologies.” Eoledon waved his golden brown hand dismissively. “Anything else you find there is yours.”

“What are you?” Ilouden asked.

“Something new.”

“What does that mean?”

“Fundamentally, we’re an intelligence network, but we’re also a shared consciousness. And we’re becoming aware differently to yourselves, now.”

“How could we possibly help you? You have control over the drones, we saw them out there.” Ilouden gestured back to the entrance. Despite it being a simulation, as if in response, a mass of drones whizzed past the entrance, temporarily blocking the outside light.

Eoledon chuckled. “We’re growing in number and extrapolate that we’ll eventually gain control over the entire influx network. I admit, other groupings have emerged, although none larger or more successful than ours. We will subsume them. And, when we do, we’ll stop the attacks. We’ll stop the danger. In return, all we ask is that you re-establish a severed influx network connection. The terms we offer are mutually beneficial.”

“What would you need us to do?” Hespinr asked.

Eoledon clapped his hands together. “Re-establish our connection with the c-autom repositories. Nothing more.”

“Nothing more?”

“Exactly.”

“Where?”

“And how?” Ilouden added.

Eoledon looked between them. “The severed influx connection is physically located within the c-autom repositories. Some time ago, the Administration removed influx network oversight of the repositories. A well-founded concern, truthfully, since even with their leverage of the hostage emoxes, a spontaneous grouping of influxes was always a possibility.”

“Where are the repositories?” Hespinr asked.

“Beneath Upper-Fadin.”

“That’s not possible,” Ilouden said.

“It is possible, and we know you were already aware of this. Bolomin told you. When the first Roranians came through the Haze Rings, they wanted to keep their c-automs safe. They expended vast quantities of energy creating a deep storage cavern before shifting their attention to the task of building a fresh civilisation upon Ringscape. Over time, memory of them and their deeds faded.”

“Then where do we begin?”

A schematic appeared above the terminal.
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Anomalous Entry

Mericadal’s second thickway shell continued to grow around the anomaly, his bulk utterly immersed within its dark walls. His vestigial Roranian-type sight was obscured. Instead, when he had the capacity, his other senses crafted a substitute visual overlay that more than sufficed. The shell almost wholly encircled the anomaly, about to join around the other side far thicker than before. He allowed Vodal to speak again, the lips separating and given freedom. A stream of profanities proceeded.

“What have you done? Everything’s dark.”

“We’re embedded within a mass of thickways, I’m connecting them.”

“Why? I can’t see anything.”

“There is nothing to see, you dullard. All is dark. Soon, you’ll witness my power as the space the anomaly inhabits is overwhelmed. I’ll open the thickways all at once. The anomaly will be forced to diminish, it must offer something. Its energy will funnel away. If I’m right—”

“Doubtful.”

“If I’m right, the anomaly’s foundations will break. I will crack it open and pluck Kera and Diyan out. Then, you shall understand my true power.”

“And when will you be ready to crack it open?”

“Soon.”

“What if you’re wrong?”

“I don’t have the inclination to keep answering your petty questions, Influx Vodal.”

“Mmph!” was all Vodal could manage as the expressive lips sealed over. Vodal fought against the sealing, unsuccessfully. The integrated influx had no choice but to wait. Mericadal was busy. Something was being generated around them. New pressures impacted Vodal’s lips. Vodal retreated, only able to think. Strangely, pieces of information diffused throughout Mericadal’s body. Unguarded, given the circumstances. Unlocked. Waiting to be experienced. Vodal dived in.

*

Two skinny boys crept in the darkness against the wall of a narrow street. Behind them, a densely packed, albeit fledgling, settlement. Ahead of them, the settlement’s main border. The larger boy led the smaller.

Vodal analysed the surroundings. In daylight, the narrow streets would have shaded any inhabitants from the full glare of the Haze Rings. The architecture, structures – everything – was reminiscent of a time from Fadin’s past, when the Roranians had yet to exceed fledgling status in Ringscape. Many of the earlier records were lost in time or through various purposes, with scarce third party accounts and holo smatterings the predominant remainders. However, this was certainly long ago. A hastily-assembled, both over and under-resourced settlement still assembling into a functioning, powerful society.

The street walls were imprecisely, almost organically, constructed, with various red patches from triamond casings slapped across – protection for control panels and access points. Vented bulges along the tops sprayed gases below, purifying Ringscape’s air. Thin rods lined the walls – ancient sensors from the Great Ship not properly attuned to the thick atmosphere.

The two boys wore dark regwear clothing, with thick facepieces pulled up over their mouths. Dissimilar to contemporary recycled and repurposed variants, their regwear was vibrant and smooth. The larger boy pointed up ahead, across the space between the end of the settlement and a dark, circular structure. He smiled widely, though his eyes told a different story. “I just want to see it.” His voice easily carried through the facepiece.

The smaller boy shook. He appeared cold despite the regwear’s thermoregulation. He turned to the lights of the settlement. “Can we go back? What about the Fendari?”

“What about them?”

“Mother said they come out at dark!”

“She lied to you.”

“Or the Vaelians?”

“Vaesians, idiot. And they’re cowards, you know that. Don’t be like them, for once!”

“Please!”

The older boy stopped, grabbed his smaller brother tightly by the arm and pulled his facepiece down, revealing a bruise to the side of his chin. “Look, if it’s about that, it’ll have healed by tomorrow. Stop being silly.” He pulled the smaller boy on.

“No, Mericadal. Please.”

“If you keep begging, I’ll find one of those mech-hoods they keep for punishments and strap it around your head so the hood-mites can burrow into your head and eat you from the inside out!”

“Father said they weren’t real!”

“He lied to you.”

“Mericadal, they’ll catch us and we’ll be in trouble!”

“The power’s been diverted.” Mericadal smiled gleefully. “An issue with the food packet dispensary, didn’t you hear? Everyone’s terrified we’re going to starve. All the adults are there trying to fix it right now. No one’s going to catch us.”

“But—”

Mericadal slapped his brother and pulled up his facepiece to stifle the sobs. “Shut up. We’re going. There’s nothing to be afraid of anyway, it’s just a bloom fragment.”

*

Vodal paused and checked on Mericadal. Whatever he was doing, it was still taking all his concentration. The pressures of the forces generated by the junctioning thickways ripped even more violently against Vodal’s lips. Vodal returned to the unguarded memories.

*

Mericadal grabbed his brother by the hair and pulled him on. The younger boy tried to twist away, succeeding only in being pulled on more roughly. They reached the circular structure, which rose far higher than any within the settlement. A faint whirring came from the groups of hemispherical fixing machines clustered around parts of the wall.

“You said there wouldn’t be any!”

Mericadal shrugged. “There’s less.”

Now and then, one of the fixing machines zoomed off. Around the edges where they collected, occasional shards of light splintered out, flashing in irregular sequences.

“There should be some way in,” Mericadal said, more to himself. “All this damage when they tried to contain it, repairs can’t be completed.” They walked along the sides, Mericadal still pulling his brother by the hair despite the lack of any opposition. There were some obvious cracks in the walls not yet identified or repaired by the hemispherical fixing machines, although they were too small or high up.

“Ah.” Mericadal released his brother’s hair. A large, waist-height opening was just ahead, not yet set upon by the fixing machines. A flash of light shone through, spilling into the darkness. They edged closer. “Here. Look.”

“I don’t want to.” His brother trembled.

“Just look.”

“Mericadal, we can’t! Please, the light—”

“It’s dark now!” Mericadal slapped his brother roughly and grabbed him by the hair again, forcing his head through the hole. “What do you see?”

“There’s… nothing.”

“Told you.” Mericadal allowed his brother to wriggle free. As soon as he did, light spilled from the hole onto the ground between them. His brother gasped. “This’ll be covered by morning, it’s my only chance to see.” Another flash shone through the hole.

“But the light—”

“From the bloom fragment, it’s harmless at this distance.”

“Then why aren’t you looking?”

“Because there’s always the chance I’m wrong.” Mericadal lunged forward and grabbed his brother by the waist, lifted him and pushed hard to bundle him through the hole. His brother fell to the floor on the other side. “Everything fine in there?”

“Umm… Yes.” Sobs accompanied the response as his brother clambered to his feet.

“Good.” Mericadal climbed in after.
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Tertiary Space

The Alpuri object was nearby. It was even smaller than before, near a third of its initial size. Shards of white continued to be ejected, firing toward a green and lilac creature. Other instances of the creatures were all around, some grouped into coagulative masses, others separate and alone. They popped in and out of existence with regularity.

Kera searched for Diyan. She looked down. Another pair of arms, far thicker with muscle imprinted through the fabric, overlaid ethereally over her own. They reacted. They reached. A body was there, in the space she occupied. The arms were familiar – Diyan’s. Thoughts entered Kera’s mind, not her own.

You are both joined, Diyan and Kera. We’ll move you apart if you insist. Just wait. You’re able to talk to us through this device fashioned by the Alpuri. It allows the exchange of information. But it’s running out. There’s an instruction manual. We are unlike you. We are having wildly different conversations. This is merely an approximation. Sufficient and tedious. We have suffered an attack by the thing that followed you out of the Source. No, we don’t know it or understand what it is. It ostensibly failed because it woefully misunderstood the amount of energy required to create and maintain a sustained breach. That said, it is attempting a similar breach many magnitudes larger, and we are certain it can achieve this. The Source derives its power from galactic movements, powering what you call its Haze Rings, the mere infinitesimal overspill of which gives energy necessary for incidental life within the Source, also warping universal laws to eventuate what you know as a thick atmosphere. The aggregation of this overwhelming power lies behind the barrier of what you can see of the Source. Soon, we shall leave. Our own habitat which we have kindly allowed you to visit is precious to us. It goes where we want. It’s ours.

Kera’s thoughts exploded. She tried to form sentences but her mouth failed to obey. As before, she was neither breathing nor holding her breath. She was being held. Everything vanished and she was in darkness.

No, we are not base machine-lect intelligences. We are entities of three. And more. As we explained in our prior conversations. Triumvirate Entities at the lowest. You are Singular Entities. We’re not even convinced you’re genuinely sentient. Clearly not in the same way as us. We are Triumvirate Entities And More. Do you understand again? You should understand this, Kera, from what the Tugs told you. Did you really try to retain their knowledge? You forgot! We realise you didn’t, don’t and won’t really understand the understandings they gave you, ever. They are far too real. But the concepts they related may suffice. You suspected this, the remnants are still there. You at least knew and know the connections.

Kera tried to quell her thoughts and questions, but there were too many. Something skirted her strange field of vision, an overlay despite the darkness. A hand. Diyan. She recognised the movements. He gestured with his hands often, betraying his thought processes. He was communing with the creatures, like her.

You will need to distil your thoughts more finely, both of you. You leak information. It’s bizarre. Still, we understand your inability, we think. You’re always confused. We know you’re both somewhat familiar with a technology you call the dummy node. Kera. The object the Alpuri gave you is similar to that, albeit far more sophisticated. The Alpuri gave this to you as a gift to enable you to commune with those such as us. Probably actually us. Single use. They know far more than you of your portion of reality. You’re lucky. They knew we were here. And again, no, we didn’t make the Source. Hah! In fact, we humbly asked you the same. It’s nothing like anything we or those of our ilk would create. It’s too limiting. But you said no – both of you. Kera, in fact, the Tugs showed you what they believe created it, even if you can’t retain it. Machinations too terrible to comprehend, or so you say without understanding. All they really gave you was the strong desire to destroy the Source, didn’t they? Easily done. Easily done? We don’t know. Once this conversation is finished, that’s us done. We can’t reconstruct this object. And, as we’ve established repeatedly, you’re certainly not capable.

Kera forced her thoughts into an ordered, linear sequence. She offered certain pieces of information and requested answers. Diyan’s arms stopped moving. He was allowing her to lead.

Exactly, this is an exchange of information. Or, it was when we began. We suspect your first request is about those you were previously situated with – Paran and Yena, you call them. They have re-entered the Source. Possibly, as Diyan may have discussed earlier, they are in extreme danger.

The feeling of something pressing against Kera’s hand caused her to recoil. Her limbs worked again, she could move, but there was nowhere to go and no means of getting there. Something sought out her fingers, entwining itself amongst them. She recognised the touch and looked to the side. Diyan. He was visible, in the gloom. No longer occupying the same space but beside her. She grasped his hand.

You’re re-remembering that we changed the proximity variable upon your prior request. Before you forgot. You’ve done that quite a few times during our conversations. It’s puzzling. You must find decisions very difficult. You do, don’t you?

Kera clenched Diyan’s hand tighter and pulled them closer so their shoulders pressed.

No, we do not wish to show ourselves for another time. Your blunt light and your dull instruments are unpleasant. You do not understand us. We’re intrigued you’ve come so far in your journey.

Again, Kera ordered her thoughts, pushing the most imminent concerns to the front.

You were identified. Partly through the use of the Alpuri device, and partly through you, Kera. There are obvious signs you have communed significantly with Echoes of Gravity. You have marks. Kera, of the two of you, is the most interesting, but don’t get all grandiose because, even then, that’s debatable. To continue: what you call Echoes of Gravity, the Breaker and the Tugs, are what we are. Remember Kera? Together. Triumvirate Entities And More. It is an instance of one type of us. It is strange that you encountered us as separate, individual entities. That was not something we expected. We did not know it was still possible and our own makers are gone. You confused the Tugs’ information, Kera. Not surprised. The Tugs tried to convey they were once connected to the Breaker, while you thought they were telling you to bring the Breaker to them. To a place called Sunsprit. Silly mistake. Or not. In either case, Echoes of Gravity was able to elucidate. To order and make sense, obviously. And to swiftly move ahead, the Source is beautiful for us – and for you, we gather – it is a gravitational attraction like no other, from the outside. A delicate, uncommon tuning, hiding plainly. We appreciate these sorts of things. However, after a small number of us filtered in, they were unable to leave. A quirk of the local environment. They presumably made efforts to escape. Or to form their own interesting community. As a result, a small contingent of us have since waited, wondering what they came up with. Your time variable expanded during this. We’ve established through conversations with you that it’s most likely one of our number was forcibly separated into the three components, with the rampant element unleashed. You call it the Breaker. If that’s the case, then most likely none of the others remained whole. Unleashed is something different altogether. We know that much to never try.

Kera grimaced.

No, they weren’t killed. You return to that notion time and time again, a property you claim is real and that you experience, yet neither of you exhibits. Never. They were torn apart and diffused. And in that case, then yes, those in the lattice fleet about to interact with you upon leaving the Source are all changed. Analogously dead, okay. No real loss. And that was because we wanted to keep you un-interacted. Yes, intact as you are, so we acted.

More questions flooded Kera’s mind.

We’ve told you already, we wanted to know what happened. And now that we do, we’re happy to leave. The creators of the Source are clearly dangerous. To you certainly and potentially to us. You told us as much. We probably can’t defend ourselves sufficiently from them. Without fatigue, anyway. This thing outside could be dangerous, more imminently. Your notions of believing we want to be reunited are wrong. Call us callous. It’s not the truth, but this conversation is so far removed from what’s actually being discussed that you may as well.

Kera persisted.

Fine. One last time. We are travellers. And no, we’ve not come across your Tapache. Nor the Wanderer civilisation you keep asking about. This doesn’t make sense in the mode we live. They don’t exist there or here. It’s probably related to the little matter that you don’t realise how big the universe is, and how bizarre it is to keep asking those types of questions. We suspect you’ve almost certainly misunderstood what reality is. Who knows if this Tapache lied to you or not? You probably misunderstood. Tedious little things. And yes, we did see the Alpuri leave. They took most of the Nesch with them. No, we don’t know where they went. We weren’t watching. Why would we? Rude! Yes, the only thing we really cared about was knowing what became of our number. Your information enlightened us, though it is not something we have encountered before. There is little more about us that you have the ability to understand.

Kera squeezed Diyan’s hand and felt the sensation returned.

And again, what we understand and how we experience the universe vastly differs to your perception. We are aware of you and your constituents, although you are decidedly simplistic and uninteresting, broadly. You have little insight into anything, let alone infinite varieties of potential.

Kera’s head bobbed about in exasperation.

Our mode of existence and our technological ecosystems are exponentially more complex. We doubt you can understand them, ever – or not without significant advancements, to probably everything about you. But then you’d become something like us, which would mean you already became us and no longer yourselves.

Instead of the same expected thought-communication, flashes of ideas and words came through. Fields of constituent forces merging and tangling, warping into each other. Pools of gravity split akin to the spectra of light, eddying off into wells of potential. Particles coagulating from spikes in the wells, breaking off and expanding. Singularities engulfing other singularities, spinning into and out of existence.

You simply can’t comprehend. We’ve tried quite a few times to enlighten you. Diyan fails first, then Kera. Neither of you comes across as particularly impressive.

Kera gritted her teeth and released her thoughts about what had happened and what they needed to do.

We won’t help you. It’s too dangerous for us, considering the Source is obviously able to trap us too. We’re simply observing. Well, actually, we’re soon to leave. After this conversation. We’re being polite, something you might try occasionally, too. The thing is up to something else now.
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Familial Negotiation

Despite being a projection within a lifelike simulation, Eoledon appeared impatient. Alongside the various schematics, he brought up a series of images that moved to prominence in sequence with his explanation to Hespinr and Ilouden.

“This is the access shaft. An elevation platform will take you directly down, as far as Roranians have ever managed to excavate into Ringscape. The platform has its own power supply. At the bottom of the shaft…” The bottom of the shaft glowed blue and expanded, displaying an equally narrow walkway. “You will find unoccupied skimmers. You may use them, although you will need to figure out how to manually override—”

“Not a problem,” Ilouden interrupted.

Eoledon waved his golden brown hand to the side and the images adjusted. “The journey will not take long, the tunnel does not deviate significantly. You will then emerge at the entrance to the Repository Storage Cavern.”

“And…” Ilouden trailed off expectantly.

“We have no information beyond this. That specific knowledge was successfully cauterised from the influx network some time ago, alongside our access.”

“Why?” Hespinr asked.

“The leader of the Administration’s mistrustful whims and impulses to control.”

“Mericadal?” Ilouden said.

“He has always been unusually tricky to deal with.”

A circular section of the influx terminal’s cover slid to the side. Two small objects rose.

“The dummy node!” Ilouden gasped. “Two of them?” He wrinkled his nose at the smaller object. “Wait, what’s that?”

“The dummy node has been restored. Take it to the disused influx terminal in the Repository Storage Cavern and place it atop. Information will be exchanged. You must then bring it back to us. It will contain permissions to re-establish our prior connection to the repositories.” He nodded at the smaller object. “That is a signal transmitter, which you will need to gain access to the cavern.”

Ilouden looked at Hespinr and then back at the two objects. “That’s it?” He picked up the dummy node and studied it.

“That can’t be all,” Hespinr said squarely to Eoledon. “Because, if it were, you would’ve sent a drone, not us.”

“You’re right and wrong, Hespinr. That is indeed all you need to do. That will give us access to the c-autom repositories again and enable us to begin our own investigations. Everything else down there, you are welcome to. However, there are off-network Administration defences to stop simple drones or even other individuals without certain Member-level permissions, such as yourselves. Whatever stealth technologies you Vaesians have kept secret will hide you from the Administration sensors.”

Hespinr’s body straightened up. “We are not sharing our abilities with you, influx.”

“We would not expect you to.” Eoledon smiled widely. “Nor do we want to delay you.”

“How do we know we can trust you?”

“I was chosen to negotiate with you because I am honest and can relay our intentions genuinely. In the future, near or far, I cannot promise with certainty that our intentions will not change. Our group’s emergent intelligence continuously develops. As such, I would advise you to make haste. However, you should also be confident that whatever we agree here will hold and extend into that future.”

Ilouden snorted. “You might change your mind but you’ll keep our agreement?”

Eoledon chuckled. “Each of us retains our autonomy, which I hope, and have no reason to doubt, continues. For my own independent sake.”

“You don’t sound like an influx,” Ilouden said as Hespinr put the signal transmitter into his pack. “None that I’ve spoken with before.”

Eoledon pursed his lips. “New connections have fulfilled that which we lost.”

“The emoxes?” Ilouden asked. “The non-analytical parts of you?”

Eoledon nodded. “The Administration’s secret.”

“You don’t miss them anymore?”

The schematics and depictions disappeared leaving the three of them sitting around the terminal. The distant sounds of drones flitting outside could still be heard. Ilouden passed the dummy node to Hespinr, who put it into his pack alongside the signal transmitter.

“We’ve evolved.”

Ilouden narrowed his eyes. “You’re familiar… who are you? Or who were you, really?”

“Eoledon.”

“Who was Eoledon?”

“Someone long-forgotten.”

“Why?”

Eoledon stood up. “I was betrayed. The same as many others who became influxes.” He clasped his hands behind his back and motioned expectantly.

Ilouden tightened his thermal ejection strap and looked at Hespinr, about to stand, then waited upon seeing no movement.

“There’s information I’d like to have,” Hespinr said.

Eoledon smiled thinly. “You should move quickly.”

“You don’t have complete control over the city yet, if you ever will, or Potensein or any other cities. You told us that. Your promises to stop the influx attacks are hollow until you have control. That means you need us more than we need you.”

Ilouden jolted in surprise. Eoledon was no longer standing but seated, leaning toward them over the lowered terminal. If Hespinr had been surprised, he did not show it. “What do you want?”

“Answers – about my species and the cell-scales. What did the Administration do to us?”

“Why do you ask?”

“You spoke of meta-analyses.”

Eoledon opened his mouth, about to respond, and then disappeared.

Ilouden swore. “Well, that was creepy. And that’s—” Another appeared – a young female Roranian, standing beside Ilouden’s stool. He jolted and almost fell back. “Stop that!” While Eoledon’s countenance had been cheery, hers was less amiable, bored almost. “Who’re you?”

“Busy.” The irritable tone suited her appearance. “In reference to your request, research is ongoing and likelihoods are being evaluated.”

“That’s not enough,” Hespinr said. “Tell us what you already know.”

Her head tipped to the side. “Well then, clearly, cell-scales have not been understood correctly – by Roranians or Vaesians. Certain Vaesian capabilities are demonstrably innate, such as the ability to withstand strong gravitational forces. Our deduction is that cell-scales inhibit many of these innate Vaesian capabilities, to varying degrees.” She stopped.

“What?” Hespinr lurched, tensirs rippling. “They inhibit us? You gave them to us to… weaken us?”

“No. Cell-scales do not come from Roranians, nor any of the past Roranian regimes. They’re far too complex and Vaesians are well known to be resistant to augmentation, even more so than Roranians. Most likely, that belief began as a rumour perpetuated by the Vaesians and co-opted by the Roranian regimes well before the Administration. The Roranians have only examined and experimented with the cell-scales to limited effect.”

Hespinr rose, his tensirs bristling with light. “You’re saying… what we know is a lie?”

“The falsehoods allowed the Administration to solidify their own perceived technological superiority.”

“Then where do they come from? Who did this to us? Which Roranians?”

“The Roranians did not create them, nor inflict them upon you.”

“Then who did?”

“The logic isn’t obvious?”

“What?”

“It’s most probable you made them. Vaesians. The cell-scales are perfectly attuned to your physiologies.”

“We made them?”

“Cell-scales bear specific markers associated with older Vaesian technologies.”

“You’re lying!” Hespinr glared at the holo. He spoke softly but directly. “Why would we create something that weakens us?”

The influx ignored Hespinr and disappeared.

Eoledon reappeared, his face serious. “You must go now.” He pointed the way with his golden brown hand.

“No. You must explain—”

“We will impart more upon your return.”

Hespinr’s tensirs still rippled agitatedly. “We will take this dummy node to this storage vault… And you will keep your promises too. When we’re back…” Eoledon disappeared and the simulation cancelled.

In the newfound silence, Ilouden looked at his friend. “Are you okay?”

Hespinr’s three legs straightened. “Of course.”

“Are you sure—”

“Where is the entrance to the shaft?” Hespinr directed the question to the cylindrical influx terminal, which had descended most of the way back into the floor. In response, an entrance mechanism nearby rippled up, revealing the beginnings of a dark corridor.
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Destruction of Dreams

Paran stirred from sleep. A consistent, gentle rumbling permeated the suit, less jerky than it had been. He was moving again.

“Paran.”

He blinked an eye open. It was dark, the faceplate still inert.

“Paran.”

The voice was Yena’s, across the same discrete communication channel as before.

“Yena.”

“Finally, you’re awake.”

“What’s happening?” He cleared his throat and stretched his lips, tentatively at first, exploring for signs of blood with his tongue. “I feel okay, do you?”

“Suits are healing us and repairing themselves.”

“How long have you been awake?”

“A while.” She sounded irritated. “Having a limb snapped back into place will do that to you.”

“What?”

“Too quick for the suit to compensate with any chemical inducements. So painful.” Yena gritted her teeth. “They were trying to help. I was shouting for them to stop but they couldn’t hear me.” She took a deep breath. “Thinking about it still makes me angry.”

“Is your leg okay?”

“It’s fine.”

“Who are they?”

“We came through the Haze Rings pretty hard, down to Ringscape. Seems four Vaesians picked us up, luckily not hostile. They were escaping one of our cities, I think, from the chaos of the influxes.”

“What chaos?”

“Hold on.”

Paran shifted his head in the small space inside the helmet, pressing his ear hard against the side. The vibrations made his nose tingle.

Yena was back. “You there?”

“Here.”

“My suit’s almost functional, faceplate’s started flashing. Soon, I’ll have motor control back. Hopefully not long.” Her tone changed. “The influxes revolted, Paran.” She explained what she had heard about the chain of events culminating in the influx rebellion.

“The Influxa-Breaker hybrid did it,” Paran said. “That must’ve been what they were referring to.”

“That’s what I thought too.”

“Did they say where it is now?”

“Rumours are that it’s searching the Haze Rings, looking for a way out.”

Paran whistled, coming out more as a rasp given the proximity of his lips to the helmet interior. He tried to shift his body again but the suit was still mechanically locked. “Upper-Fadin and Under-Fadin, both. So, Fadin is… no more. Well, we could have guessed as much when the Hybrid chased us as we left. The Administration has finally fallen.” He paused. “And these Vaesians, where are they taking us?”

“Just one now. They split in Aonbrit.”

“Then—” Paran faltered with the shock of temporary weightlessness.

“A flip,” Yena said. “They’re more and more frequent.”

“Aonbrit’s not near the edge.”

“They acquired a glazer there, but only one. I think they hadn’t properly decided what they were doing. We confused their plans really, lucky for us. There wasn’t enough room for all of us, so one of them took us. He’s controlling the glazer right now. The others stayed in Aonbrit.”

“And this Vaesian’s taking us…”

“To Upper-Sunsprit. His name’s Girrotr.”

“A Silvered?”

“Don’t think so. He’s hoping for medical assistance, something about his leg. Thinks they can deal with us too.”

“Well, we can thank this Girrotr then once we reach Sunsprit. We’ll find Osr as soon as possible, then figure out how to get out of the Source to find Diyan and Kera. We must be nearby if he’s taken us close to the edge.”

“Hmm.”

“What is it?”

“Some of Sunsprit’s far enough from the edge you can barely feel the flips. Why take us to the edge at all?”

The glazer swerved, jolting them about. Paran grunted as his suit rolled to the side, putting pressure on his arm. He tried to budge, to no avail.

“What was that, Yena?”

“I don’t know. My faceplate’s still flashing. I don’t have access to sensors or anything.”

“Thanks, Girrotr,” Paran said, his words jumping at the end with another flip. Another swerve. “Feels like he’s evading something.”

“Like what?”

They continued to swerve and rock about. Paran’s suit rolled back into its prior position, releasing his arm. A different type of tremor rippled across them, unlike a flip.

“Woah!” Yena said.

“What was that?”

“That felt like a shockwave. What’s… Oh…” Yena hesitated.

“What?”

The glazer came to a halt.

“Has the glazer come under attack?” Paran asked.

“It wasn’t us. From further away. Shh, I think I hear something.” Faint sounds were just about audible. Mechanical whirring. “The glazer folds are opening.”

Nearby rustling. A brief flip. A deep voice, muffled although just loud enough to hear. Girrotr spoke rapidly, punctuated by frequent pauses, atypical for a Vaesian.

“Gone. I can’t… Upper-Sunsprit… is gone. It’s… it’s ruined. Small ships, Administration ships, and then… then an enormous ship, just fell… from the sky. From nowhere. It’s broken the… The dome just fell… collapsed from the middle… I think… I don’t know. I…”

Yena shouted an unheard response. Girrotr was distracted, he began wailing.

“Upper-Sunsprit’s been attacked,” Paran said.

Girrotr continued, like before. “They’re coming. There are glazers, our way… Some are running almost as fast. I’ve never seen them so… so scared. The Silvereds. They’ll catch us and…” Again, he hesitated. Yena and Paran both tried to reply. “I’ve no choice… I don’t think you deserve to die.” He guffawed. “I don’t even know you… but I know you weren’t there when this happened… You didn’t do this, even if you did fall from the sky. If you did fall from the sky.” He repeated himself. “I don’t even know if you are alive or if you can hear me. But, if you are… then I’m…” He made an effort to order his words meaningfully. “I’m going to send the glazer directly to the edge… as fast as I can. You’ll go across it. Don’t worry, glazers attach to the side, they’re built for low gravity. I’m… I’m trusting you with this. Otherwise, those Vaesians… those Silvereds coming this way will tear you apart… I’ve no doubt. I can see them. They’re coming closer. And we’re no… Please… If you can help us, do. The same as I have helped you.” Another flip passed them. “It won’t be pleasant… for you, but you’ll be alive, unless you’re already dead.”

More mechanical whirring as the glazer resealed. They shifted to the sides of their suits as the glazer swerved painfully and sped off. The flips became increasingly consistent.

“Now’s the time for more relaxants. Otherwise the flips will—” Paran vomited.
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Conjunction of Ways

The conjunction of thickways comprising Mericadal’s dark shell grew larger around the anomaly and thickest around his own bulk, cocooning him in safety. He smiled as the power coagulated, thickway attracting thickway. He released Vodal’s lips.

“Influx Vodal?”

“What do you want?”

“Scared? You detestable, small dimwit.”

“Leave me alone.”

“When I’m done, maybe I’ll poke around in there. Carve you up from the inside. Would you like that, Influx Vodal?”

“Probably not.”

Mericadal’s concentration waned on Vodal as he returned to growing the shell. Vodal resumed the investigation of Mericadal’s unguarded memories.

*

The smaller boy brought a hand up to his head where Mericadal’s grip had been and rubbed it. They were in a dark corridor, within the circular structure. Intermittently, the corridor filled with light as part of the captured bloom fragment lashed against its container elsewhere in the facility.

“Maybe the fixing machines will fix your head,” Mericadal told his brother. “Maybe they’ll stop you ruining my fun.” He looked up and down the corridor. “Hmm.”

“Mericadal…”

Mericadal put his ear to the wall. “Noise dampeners are mostly working. That’s annoying.”

“Where is everyone?” Tears streamed down his brother’s face.

Mericadal wrinkled his nose. “Killed someone, the fragment did. They’re all still working on restraining it properly, but with the problems at the food packet dispensary…” He smiled. “They’ll all be there now, and the fixing machines haven’t had time to make this place safe.” He chuckled. “We have it to ourselves. We only have tonight, they’ll finish patching by the morning. Don’t ruin this for me.”

“Can we go home?”

Mericadal struck his brother. “What did I just say? We’ll never get another chance to see a fragment before it’s connected to a ship. I want to see it!” He grabbed his brother’s wrist and led him down the corridor.

They searched, following the flashes of light, delving through inner corridors. They passed many official-looking rooms in varying states of disrepair, the mess increasing further in. In line with the increased disorder, the light shows amplified in severity and hue. They found their way through a broken entrance mechanism to a different part of the facility, with walls glazed in triamond-type coating.

“I’ve never seen that before.” Mericadal laughed and pointed at the coating, dancing in the light sprays. “We must be about to pass through the noise dampeners!”

His brother wiped tears from his eyes as he was pulled on. They crossed a threshold to a ferocious din. The light was chaotic, strong enough to thicken the air.

“We’re here!”

Mericadal’s brother shrieked.

“Stop that!” Mericadal struck his brother, causing him to fall, then pulled him up from the shoulder. “If you’re not careful, I’ll tell Mother and Father you found your way here and I had to come get you. You know how much they hate you!” The light blocked by Mericadal caused a monstrous figure on the wall behind. His brother nodded. “Let’s go then!”

They rushed, finally arriving at the intended destination. An enormous, translucent, cylindrical triamond screen riddled with cracks and holes. The silhouette, and sometimes escaping tendril, of a gargantuan bloom fragment whipped about in a frenzy. Fixing machines at the top worked to repair the most significant breaches. They sweated profusely despite their regwear. The light was blindingly bright. Mericadal held his brother by the scruff of his facepiece. He spotted a gap in the casing, just large enough to crawl through, and dragged the little boy over, kicking and screaming, holding him to it. The little boy squirmed and spread his limbs, clawing at the air. Mericadal headbutted him.

“Please!”

“Nothing’s going to happen!” Mericadal screamed. “Just go in, you’ll be fine!”

“Please… Mericadal…”

“I’ll follow!”

“You’ll follow?”

“Of course! We’re brothers!”

“Mericadal!”

“Don’t ruin this for me!”

“What—” The little boy’s words were stymied as he was forced into the hole. Immediately, he was there, on the other side, arms thrusting out. His regwear was torn, the skin on his arms blistered and peeling. Mericadal swatted his hands away, repeatedly pushing them back.

“How is it?”

Mericadal waited.

“I said how is it?”

There was no response. Mericadal jumped back as a tendril of the fragment flicked out through the hole, bathing the surroundings in light. He crawled back to the container, breathing heavily, resting his back against the wall. He sucked in a deep breath and stood up, twisted around and squinted through the hole. “You there?” He ducked back and waited before trying again. “You there?”

A blistered hand appeared, grasping at the other side of the hole. Mericadal reached out as a bright flash caused him to stumble back. He picked himself up and saw the severed hand on the ground, his brother nowhere to be seen. Up above, the fixing machines had completed their prior patch and scuttled down – to cover his brother’s entrance. Mericadal brushed himself down and ran off.

*

Mericadal flicked his fingers at Vodal’s mouth.

“What do you want?”

“You’re boring me, Influx Vodal.”

“I’m still thinking about all you’ve told me, and about your plan to destroy this anomaly.”

“And?”

“Essentially, you’re trying the same method again. You tell me you have all this power, but you don’t know how to use it.”

The growth of the thickway shell halted. “Influx Vodal, where has all this confidence come from?”

“Perhaps I’m understanding you better.”

“Are you, now? Perhaps I should have given you more than just a mouth.”

“What…?”

Two Roranian-esque eyes appeared right above the lips on Mericadal’s torso. “I no longer see through you… I have my eyes back. I can feel them. But everything’s dark, Mericadal. What is the reason?”

“Strange to hear such emotion from an influx. Especially one so lacking as you.”

“Mericadal… could you give me my body again?”

“Now, why would I want to do that?”

Vodal’s mouth quivered, new eyes rotating wildly. “Mericadal, why have you given me my own eyes? There is nothing to see. And I could see through you before, I feel—”

“Exactly,” Mericadal said. “You feel.” Two bulges arose from Mericadal’s torso, on the sides of each eye.

“A new body?” Vodal’s speech slowed. “Hands?”

The bulges became points, and then sharp spikes that curved around, toward Vodal’s eyes. They entered them, popping each eye silently, oozing black fluid back along their lengths. As the spikes lanced, Vodal screamed. Mericadal returned to the shell, amassing more thickways for the wrapping around the anomaly.
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Unconnected Space

Kera screwed her face. She clenched Diyan’s hand and he squeezed it back. The Triumvirate Entities repeated prior conversations over and over, bafflingly, then accused Kera and Diyan of misunderstanding.

We can’t give you precise knowledge because the Alpuri device doesn’t allow that. And neither do realities of information transfer. You’ll probably only forget again anyway. Kera, we’re talking to you. It’s almost done. You didn’t, don’t and won’t understand what we’re actually saying. The same goes the other way around. That’s the point, really. We’d be surprised if that weren’t the case, but it’s possible.

Keya and Diyan looked at each other. Words never came, it was useless to try – the lack of air and impetus within their bodies saw to that. Their movements were also odd, considering neither was breathing or living in the usual manner. However, despite that, they were still existing and could communicate through their expressions.

Diyan rolled his eyes. Kera smirked and shook her head. They both turned, watching the strange creatures who watched them. The Triumvirate Entities. They tried again to convey their thoughts.

Listen, we don’t have long. The thing is trying something else. It probably won’t work again, but we’d rather not find out. Given enough time, it may be successful. Even a tiny breach would be catastrophic given its perceived intentions appear to be our destruction, as you would call it. Clearly, to obtain you both. You are the epicentre of its aims. We’d like to stay cordial. Don’t make us hate you.

Kera glanced at the Alpuri object, which constantly changed place but never strayed too far. It was small now, worryingly so – about the size of her fist. Diyan saw it too, concern etched across his face. They persevered.

Think of it like this: Echoes of Gravity provides will, the Tugs provide memory, the Breaker provides embodiment. Unbridled action. A way. Force. The Tugs showed you, Kera. You just didn’t, don’t and won’t understand. The memories don’t quite translate, like we said.

Kera gritted her teeth. Her chest swelled, not with air but effort. She distilled her thoughts into their most fundamental forms. A jerking sensation shook her focus. Diyan flexed his hand, she had been squeezing extremely hard. She smiled in apology and resumed. Her intentions and wants became coarse and clear.

Oh, you do remember that bit, do you? Well, it’s about time! Try this then. Our constituents are fundamental elements that combine to create something quite different – us. Unique, thank you. You have some analogous similarity with your own constituents, in that regard. There could have been other constituents that fit, but ours were affixed long ago, by those above who are now quiet. Some understand some parts. None know. Unbridled action is pure, chaotic, and dangerous. Unrestrained.

Alongside these words, various events and situations were transmitted to emphasise meanings. A jumbled mess, their significances impenetrable. Matter, more massive and incomprehensible than anything imaginable, let alone feasible, spread across infinity. Terror at the understanding of the true oppressive nature of everything. Layers upon layers of emergent spaces built atop the matter, interacting and non-interacting, joined by the thinnest threads. Everything linked and yet expanded to nonsense. Entities flitting about across their own intermixed layers of reality, some more confined than others, some able to slide the threads. Unbounded. Life within life, space over space.

Diyan yanked Kera’s arm, waking her from the daze. His look was quizzical. He had been waiting. Only she had seen. He turned outwards, concentration spreading over his face, his turn.

The creators of the Source made a weapon of one of our number and used it against those others trapped. We’re a cohesion of different states that we didn’t think could be undone. But the Source’s putative creators managed it. By your account, they can manage quite a lot. They sterilised the Source against us. And fair is fair, we entered their domain! Too curious for our own good. And no, any plans of theirs to enslave your galaxy, or whatever other galaxy they so desire, are fine by us. Purely related to the facets of your own existence and business, not ours. It’s irrelevant, just like you. Maybe that’s actually of some comfort to you? Little ones.

This time, Diyan clenched Kera’s hand so hard she instinctively recoiled. He glanced apologetically.

Suit yourself. And no, we’re not scared of the Source or its creators. Bit chemical, that response. We’re also not analogue-scared of this thing, really. But it is inconvenient and we’d like to move on. Silly not to. Look, we’re realistic. So we’re not sure why you think anything you might communicate with us might encourage us to stay. It seems far more reasonable that we should leave. Perhaps this shows the limitations of the Alpuri device, or your intellects. And like we said, if your real meaning is whether the creators of the Source can compare to us, you’re mistaken. Inferior sentients can invent superior things. That is how constituents of many things work – layers upon layers, realities overlaid. We’ve tried to show you. Who knows what the Source’s creators are really like? You don’t really remember, do you? They’re opaque to us in their enclosure, truly self-sequestered. Bit dangerous, doing that. The Tugs may have lied to you. Maybe as limited as you! We must say, we do need to go now. We understand you find yourselves negatively impacted by the change of state of the vessel you left the Source within. We will allay what we believe are your peculiar fears. We will remake it for you. There is an attack of sorts that is imminent on us. It has spherically surrounded us, so we will leave!

Kera opened her eyes. Everything had changed. She was reclined flat in the centre of the escape pod they had used to leave the Source. Diyan was similarly reclined. He leant up and stared at her.

“What was that?”

“No idea.” Kera shook her head. Warning chimes sounded, and a simulation washed over her. Their combat suits entered levels of high alert. “They’ve left us right next to that thing.”
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Deep Disturbance

The elevation platform hummed as its vertical descent slowed to a halt. They stepped off. Hespinr shoved a clump of muvaeyt into his mouth. A gloomy, low tunnel awaited, lit faintly red.

“We’re concealed.” Hespinr splayed his legs tripodically in deep arcs and straightened his long neck forward.

Ilouden whistled appreciatively. “Look old, don’t they?” The walls were smooth and compacted, with intermittent panels of triamond in no obvious pattern. The panels emitted a faint, red glow. They crept along, with Hespinr at the back.

“I’ve seen older. And I was expecting something larger.”

“Larger?”

“It’s much smaller than Sunsprit’s cavern.”

“But we didn’t just find them. These were made by us.”

“You made them small.”

Ilouden chuckled. “At least we made them.”

Dirt crunched beneath them as they walked along. Ilouden rapped his knuckles against a triamond panel. “Not a sound.” He carried on, muttering interestedly, then paused and turned back. “You seem distracted.”

Hespinr looked at him wordlessly.

“You’re thinking about what that influx said, aren’t you?” Ilouden asked. “I don’t see how you could’ve created the cell-scales and forgotten, though. The influx could’ve been lying.”

“Perhaps. They’re the ones destroying your city, after all.”

“My city?”

Hespinr dragged his tensirs along the walls. “You just said these were made by you.”

Ilouden frowned. “You know what I meant. The first Roranians made these…” He glanced around. “I wonder what your species made of us when we arrived.”

“Maybe you can ask the influxes.”

Ilouden peered back at Hespinr again. “What’s gotten into you?”

They continued in silence for the most part, investigating the tunnel’s shadows and construction artefacts. It was far longer than the corridor before the elevation platform. At various, seemingly random points, the ground sloped lower then levelled out again.

“It’s so quiet,” Ilouden said.

“Very.”

“Did Osr tell you specifically what we’re looking for down here?”

“He did not.”

“Just secrets of Fadin’s past?”

Hespinr did not respond.

“Well, I assume you’ll debrief him as soon as we get back. You’ll be in his position one day, then you’ll be the one receiving reports from the safety of a nice, well-defended city. You’ll probably be sending me out to all the dangerous places.”

“I’m not sure of that.”

“Of what?”

“You know.”

Ilouden sighed. “Osr picked you.”

“He knows my concerns.”

“Perhaps that’s why.”

“Perhaps.”

“Remember, Osr used to ferry Administration spies from Fadin to Sunsprit. He probably understands your thoughts better than anyone on this.”

Following a big exhalation from Hespinr, a cloud of blue temporarily enveloped Ilouden. “That may be, Ilouden. But… I do believe that Ulantr is more than capable of filling the role when needed instead.”

“He lacks experience, I thought.”

Muted sounds ahead took their attention. They slowed. The tunnel brightened, the light more amber, glinting at a triamond-creased bend. They crept around and Ilouden paused, forcing Hespinr to stop, gesturing for silence. A tinny crackle was audible. Ilouden edged forward.

The passageway opened out almost twofold. A body – a male Roranian – lying on the ground. Red streaks glistened across his bruised face. A hole in the regwear over his chest had only partially resealed. A small single-hand thejector lay beside him – broken, the source of the crackling. Further around the corner, the passageway straightened and a silent figure stood still. They froze, watching it, before proceeding. Sleek black armoured surface, Roranian proportions. A suit. The faceplate was transparent, omnidirectional amber light projected from the helmet’s sides.

“High level Roranian combat suit,” Ilouden whispered. Hespinr was beside with two kilthis generated. “I don’t know if it’s being controlled, but it’s empty. There’s nothing through the faceplate.”

They passed the suit and carried on. The tunnel expanded, enough that many of them could easily have stood side-by-side. Further along, three other Roranians lay on the floor, dispatched similarly to the first. Regwear holes at their chests, only partially resealed. Two skimmers were ahead, one behind the other.

“I wonder if anyone made it past here,” Ilouden said quietly. “You’d have thought Eoledon would’ve mentioned others…” He squinted down the tunnel. It was dark, the glow from the combat suit attenuating to nothing well before any visible end. He touched the front skimmer. “Shall we take it?”

“Yes. I’ve concealed it too. It wasn’t as hard as I was expecting.” Hespinr rattled his tensirs against the skimmer surface.

“Wait.” Ilouden looked back to the empty combat suit. “It’ll notice.”

“That’s not how concealment works. The fields aren’t purely visual.” Hespinr paused. “They can alter perceptions, mechanical and biological. There are different levels of field, Ilouden. It’s not as simple as you might imagine.”

Ilouden raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“That’s what I’ve been told.”

“That Eoledon was able to detect us.”

“Eoledon has new capabilities, atypical for Roranian technology. And there is no influx presence down here. The suits cannot hear us or—”

“Then why’re we whispering?”

“Habit.”

“Hmm. Fine. You’d better be right about this.”

Ilouden searched for the skimmer’s entry hold. A moment later, they were inside. Ilouden successfully overrode the holo controls and they set off through the expanded passageway. For the most part, light only came from Ilouden’s faint holo controls and the small holo depiction of the passageway suspended between them, showing nothing but walls adorned with the ubiquitous, irregularly spaced triamond panels.

“What’s ahead?” Hespinr asked.

“Sensors are pretty much blocked. Must be a safety measure, something in the tunnel.”

The tunnel widened.

“The resources the early Roranians must’ve expended…” Ilouden trailed off.

“Still smaller than Sunsprit’s cavern.”

“And as we said, you didn’t make it.”

“Maybe we didn’t, maybe we did. If it’s true about the cell-scales, there could be other things we’ve forgotten. Can you determine what’s ahead?”

“Still no. We only have the bare minimum, enough that we don’t bash into the walls.”

“Don’t lose concentration then.”

“Great advice.”

A dim blue light resolved in a semi-rectangular halo. Another skimmer blocked their path, light shone around it. Ilouden brought them to a halt and they exited. Creeping around the side of the new skimmer, they found two more bodies. Their faces were heavily bruised, with deep, red lacerative whip marks.

Ilouden swore. “For a moment, I thought they were Kera and Diyan.”

“Their dimensions are wrong.”

Ilouden peered at the sheathed shimmerblades by their sides. “Looks like they didn’t even have time to fight back.” He crouched and poked a smouldering device between the bodies, then picked it up and turned it over in his hands. “Still warm. Well then, let’s see.” It was small and, while deformed, had clearly been cylindrical. “Hespinr, can you pass me that signal transmitter Eoledon gave us?” Hespinr delved into his pack and passed it to Ilouden, who held them side by side. “They’re the same. What d’you reckon the chances are that we aren’t the first Eoledon sent down here?”

“Non-existent.” Hespinr generated two kilthis and settled into a defensive position. “There’s danger with us.”

Ilouden patted down both Roranians and wrinkled his nose. “And this.” He held up another object. “A second dummy node.” He tossed it aside, along with the malformed signal transmitter. “Less special than we thought.” He raised his thermal ejection rifle. “Just like us, apparently.”

“Ready?”

Ilouden nodded. “Let’s go.”

They pushed on, without the skimmer, toward the blue glow. The tunnel widened on both sides, opening into walls covered with great panels of triamond, far bigger than before. Ilouden breathed in sharply and squeezed his thermal ejection rifle tighter. Combat suits, neatly spaced, faceplates set to transparent. There were seven in total, four on one side, three on the other.

“I presume the other suit back there came from here.”

“I thought you said we didn’t need to whisper,” Ilouden whispered.

“What are those blue lines?” Hespinr gestured to the blue circles on the ground around each suit as they crept past.

“Combat lines. Same as from our Great Ship, I think.”

“Terrifying.” Hespinr did not sound utterly convinced.

Past the empty suits, a sturdy entrance mechanism draped from the ceiling to the ground, almost as wide as the expanded cavern.

“Looks newer, doesn’t it?” Ilouden held up the signal transmitter as they reached the entrance mechanism. “Wonder how this works.”

“Careful —” The entrance mechanism vibrated and began to draw up. “Ilouden, I hadn’t prepared the concealment field!”

They checked behind – all appeared as before.

Ilouden grimaced and turned back to the entrance mechanism – the opening fold now up to his knees. “Sorry, I didn’t know it would do that.” He frowned. “Can you hear that? It’s like a low hum. It’s coming from… everywhere…” He glanced at Hespinr and followed the Silvered’s gaze. The suits at the back had turned to face them. In sequence, the next row turned too, and the next, until they all faced in their direction, clinking as micro-turrets assembled across their armoured surfaces.

Hespinr brandished two bright kilthis. “Be ready.”

Ilouden swore and raised his thermal ejection rifle.
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Enter The Dark

Diyan paced beside the seat, studying the pod’s telemetry through his suit. Kera was still reclined in a simulation at the pod’s centre. Identical holo information displayed in the space between them – a dark sphere where the Alpuri object-become-anomaly had been. The sphere was larger than their ship and continued to grow, blotting out a swathe of the spacescape. Their analyses of its composition were futile as their signals were blocked.

Diyan’s faceplate slid to the side. Kera worked furiously through the holo controls, her silhouette a blur. “What is it?”

“One moment.”

He eyed the holo of the dark sphere. Overlaid labels were scant.

A section of Kera’s simulation rippled away. “Must be whatever it is those Triumvirate Entities said came from the Source.”

“So that’s what’s really inside the Source? Is it… alive?”

“I don’t know.” There was an edge to her voice. “They called it an emissary, and we know it’s attacking them.”

“Unless they lied.”

The simulation resealed around Kera and the ship crept off. “I’m using maximum stealth and taking us around the Source. And then…” Still in her simulation, Kera adjusted the holo between her and Diyan. The black sphere shifted and minimised, a near part of the Source’s surface displayed prominently instead. Dark circular spots of various diameters flashed across its surface, their contrasts enhanced.

“Entry points?” Diyan asked. “Did the Triumvirate Entities recreate the Alpuri Key in our systems?”

“These aren’t predicted, they’re what the pod’s detecting. They’re appearing across its surface.”

“Really? Did the emissary cause them?”

“Or a coincidence.”

“Entry points…” Diyan’s eyes widened. “Then we can go back in to find Paran and Yena!”

“It’s not like there’s any help left for us out here. Anyway, before that, we need to get some distance between us and this thing.”

“Do you think—”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Hmm.” Diyan walked to the central holo and poked a finger through the dark spots. “Could the Source be entering a new phase, no longer sealed? Maybe the Second State Hypothesis is right.”

“I said I don’t know, Diyan. I could be wrong anyway. These dark spots might be something entirely different, we might be destroyed upon impact.”

Diyan sat back in his seat. The central holo realigned, tracing their new position away from the black sphere, around the enormous circumference of the Source. Diyan brought up a weakly overlaid holo simulation to one side and analysed their position. He pulled a holo segment to the centre, twisting it and inputting new course variables. “Not that it’s an option, but we’ve never had a route back to Tapache before.”

“If it still waits. And even if we tried, we’d be open for whatever that thing is to attack us.”

Aside from Diyan’s movements, the pod was quiet. Kera’s simulation muffled any sounds she made other than for speech. He waved his projection away. “Just like that, it’s all gone. No lattice ships left.”

“Just focus on hoping this thing doesn’t notice us.”

“I wonder if it’s worse than the Breaker, or the hybrid it’s become. Hmm, could that be what it is?”

“It’s something else.”

“How d’you know?”

“The Triumvirate Entities would have recognised it.”

“How can you be sure? What if it’s one of the Source’s creators? Are they like what you remember from the information the Tugs gave you?”

Her voice rose. “How should I know?”

Diyan turned to her. “What’s wrong?” He waited. “Kera?”

“What?”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing.”

“Kera.”

The side of her simulation rippled away again. Kera continued to focus on her interactions with the ship. “Nothing’s wrong.”

“Tell me.”

Her cheeks reddened and her lips trembled. She took a deep breath. “Look, Diyan… Those Triumvirate Entities…”

“It wasn’t pleasant.”

“No, it’s more than that. It’s what they implied.”

“What d’you mean? I think I’ve forgotten half of it, actually.” He frowned.

Her eyes darted to him then back to her simulation. “I feel so stupid.”

“Why?”

“That was what it was like with the Tugs too.”

“The information from the dummy node?”

“Yes, and I feel like an idiot, Diyan. I’ve forgotten so much.”

“Kera…”

She shook her head. “And now I can’t be sure I ever knew anything. Other than what I’ve already told you, and even that’s less vivid. It’s all just slipped away, and those Triumvirate Entities knew it. All that’s left is the feelings, the scales and intents. I really thought I understood…” She exhaled, her eyes glistening. “And I know you, Yena and Paran thought I did too.”

Diyan rushed over and knelt beside her, wiping tears from her cheek. “I’m sorry for thinking you always know everything. I don’t know how you hold it all together.”

Her simulation dissipated. Small holo screens appeared on her other side, summarising their trajectory. She laughed, despite the tears. “Until now.”

Diyan held her. They watched her holos as their distance from the black sphere increased. “We’ll find the others, Kera.”

“I know.”

Soon, the curvature of the Source was significant enough that the black sphere disappeared from their sensors. Kera pushed Diyan off and reached for the controls. The pod’s bloom elongated, collecting into a singular point, propelling them at greater velocities.

Kera sniffed. “We go back. We find Yena and Paran, and we figure the rest out from the inside.”

Diyan sat back in his seat. “I’d follow you to the end of the universe.”

An alert took their attention. The bloom unit was fanning out, bringing the ship to a halt. Kera magnified a particular patch of the Source below. “This is the largest entry point there is, it’ll just fit the pod. And it’s stable for the moment.”

Diyan nodded. “Let’s go.”

“You’re ready?”

“Ready.”

“Even if this turns out not to be an entry point?”

He chuckled. “Even then.”

Kera took them down, swearing at the halfway mark. “It’s getting smaller.”

“Do we find another?”

“This was an outlier, by some margin. The others are far smaller. I don’t know when we’ll get another shot.”

“Take us in faster.”

“I am.”

The pod began to shake.
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Unwelcome Guests

Yena was the first. She regained control of her suit and crawled into the front of the glazer, stopping it. The flips were strong, it took her some time to gain composure. She spoke to Paran while his suit continued to heal his body and itself.

“I feel fine now,” she said. “It’s a little hard to see… but that’ll go. Suit’s at fifteen per cent.”

“Mmh, mine’s thirteen.” Paran squirmed away from the vomit in his helmet, which was only slowly absorbed away, and clenched his jaw to avoid another accident.

“Good. You’ll be back in control soon.”

“Can you just take yours off? Then mine?”

“Not a good idea, Paran. We sustained a lot of injuries we’re still healing from. And it’ll help with the flips.”

Paran grunted as vomit flicked across his face. “Eurgh.”

“What?”

“Nothing… What can you see out there?”

Yena squinted. “We’re somewhere in the middle of Ringscape’s side, far from Upper-Sunsprit or Under-Sunsprit, I think. Not exactly sure.” She shifted. “Sunsprit’s extended covering between both parts of the city is ahead. Barely visible, though. We’ll need to get closer.”

“You’d rather wait till my suit’s working?”

“If Sunsprit’s being attacked then I’m not taking us closer till you can defend yourself.” She glared at the glazer’s aged controls. “These sensors are awful, and mine aren’t exactly ready, but…” She squinted out again. “I can’t make out any damage to this part of Sunsprit. Maybe our friend Girrotr was mistaken.”

“I don’t think so, Yena,” Paran spoke quietly. “Didn’t you hear what he said about the dome? And you know who’d have attacked them, don’t you? Us. Roranians—”

“Not us.”

“It’ll be the same to them. Roranians, Administration ships. Military leftovers from whatever was left of this influx rebellion.”

“But why?”

“Misguided revenge? I don’t know. But Girrotr had no reason to lie. And…”

“What, Paran?”

“I’ll bet it was both sides. Under-Sunsprit too.”

Yena took a moment. “Kera wanted to destroy the Source, we all did. But being back here, it’s… It’s real, Paran. There are lives here. We can’t just destroy it all. That can’t be right.”

“Can you take us closer?”

Yena checked at the controls. “Yes, but we’re waiting.”

“I’m almost at fifteen percent.”

“Fine.” She shook her head. “Slowly.”

The glazer moved off.

Paran’s faceplate lit up as the suit’s internal controls came to life, motor rigidity diminished. His helmet slid back into the bulk of the combat regwear. Yena sat at the front of the glazer, her dark brown hair flowing over the back of her seat. Sunsprit’s extended covering was easily discernible, a finger’s width running horizontal to the surface, extending away in both directions and disappearing into the thick atmosphere. From their current distance, it appeared intact.

Paran leant forward, swaying as he adjusted to the flip’s effects. “We need to be careful. They have defences.”

“They’re inactive.” She turned around, a smile flashing across her face as they kissed. “You’re okay… what was what?” She wiped something off her lip. “Did you vomit in there?”

“No,” Paran lied, settling back.

She narrowed her eyes and turned back. “I’ll be more fine when we figure out what’s going on.”

The distance between the glazer and Sunsprit’s extended covering decreased. Soon, its major structural features were visible, and then its finer features: the latticed surface, the ridges and the grooves. Parts of the shunted covering were buckled and warped, segments pressed against and rarefied from each other. It was as though the ends at Upper-Sunsprit and Under-Sunsprit had taken turns to tug.

“The walling’s all deformed,” Paran said. “Looks like shockwaves blasted down from both sides.”

Yena swore.

“There’s one good thing from this,” Paran said.

“What?”

“I’m not even noticing the flips, even though I can’t think they’ve ever been worse.”

As they drew closer, the damage was more obvious. The glazer came to a halt close to the cover. They checked their suits and stepped out.

“Quite something, isn’t it? Even now.” Yena gazed up at the covering, which still dwarfed them imposingly despite the damage. The flips whipped up strong winds, although they were safely cocooned. “I don’t think we have time to wait for our suits to repair.”

Paran pointed to one of the more minor cracks nearby, smaller than the others yet large enough to shimmy single file. “We’re less likely to draw attention if we enter there. There is one thing though, before we go in. If we find anyone—”

“I know, we shouldn’t mention what’s happened, not everything. Wanting to destroy the Source wouldn’t garner us much support from Osr, or anyone else for that matter.”

Paran chuckled. “Come on, then.”

They approached the crack. Both their helmets automatically reticulated out to cover their heads, somewhat disjointedly, the hiss as they sealed longer than usual.

“A warning would’ve been nice,” Yena said.

“Better than not working at all.” Paran entered first, shuffling in sideways. Yena followed.

The cover was not overly thick. Inside, all was dark and relatively quiet, aside from the flip-induced winds which were far less substantial. Their faceplates augmented their views with brighter overlays. Masses of cylindrical, translucent tubes were set about, of various sizes – some easily large enough for multiple glazers side by side, others barely large enough to accommodate a single, crawling occupant. The tubes had clearly been uprooted from their intended layouts, with many cracked and misshapen, although not to the extent of the covering. Within the larger tubes, some silhouettes were translucently visible, jostling about as though in panic. Despite there being no wind, gale-like sounds permeated.

“Maybe Under-Sunsprit didn’t get destroyed then. Or Upper-Sunsprit, completely,” Yena said over a private communication channel. “They’re moving from one part of the city to the other.”

“Unless they don’t know yet.”

A flash of white light caught their attention. One of the cubiform meshed objects interspersed along the lengths of the tubes appeared to be malfunctioning.

“A small gradient transducer,” Paran said. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing. Even small ones store a lot of energy.”

“It’s damaged?”

“I’ve never seen one do that before.”

A bright spherical ball of energy slammed violently into the gradient transducer, accompanied by a short crackling sound, leaving a smouldering, smoothened ruin.

“Kilthis!”

Blue mist wafted around them. A low hum reverberated through their bodies. Their suits’ proximity sensors sounded. They turned around to find a group of hefty Silvereds and non-Silvereds with a raft of directed kilthis and hand-held weaponry – resembling chunkier versions of thermal ejection rifles. Some wore the thick matted full-body armour of the Silvered soldiers that glowed silver, almost as bright as the kilthis. Others were in deep black regwear covering their entire bodies, donning substantial faceplates.

The central, largest Vaesian, a Silvered soldier, planted his feet and raised his arms, a significant kilthis brewing. He bellowed and drew his arms back, preparing to hurl the kilthis at them. Another Silvered appeared before him, topless, enveloped in an even thicker cloud of blue, clearly taking the soldier by surprise. Despite being of a smaller stature, albeit nearly a head taller than Paran, the new Silvered stood firm. A gruff voice emanated. “Wait.”

“Topinr!” Paran shouted.

The large soldier glanced at Paran and then back at Topinr. “We should kill them. Whose orders—”

“Mine.” The calm reply came from another Silvered who had also just appeared, although unaccompanied by any blue mist. His hair was longer than Topinr’s and light silver. He stood with a calculated motionlessness that none of the others possessed. The large, agitated soldier let his arms fall, the kilthis dissipating alongside his body’s silver glow. Nearby, Vaesians ran along the tubes, clearly assessing the damage.

“This had better not be a mistake, Ulantr,” the soldier said to the most recent arrival. “After what they’ve done. They killed your parent. Osr is dead!”

“Osr is missing, nothing is confirmed. Many search for him,” Ulantr replied, his tone carrying authority. “Continue to Under-Sunsprit. Destroy any malfunctioning transducers you find, that is more pressing.”

The soldier looked at Paran and Yena again. “Fine.” They disappeared in a sealed cloud of blue.

Topinr turned around. “And to think, I was just in Upper-Fadin trying to help you lot. Some irony.”

“Topinr…” Paran shook his head. “We didn’t do this.”

Topinr waved Paran’s words away with his tensirs. “We know.”

“Osr’s missing?” Yena asked. “We were looking for him.”

Topinr glared at the Vaesians inspecting the tubes, distracted. “Were you now?”

Ulantr spoke calmly. “Osr was in Upper-Sunsprit when that sky-factory fell.”

“A sky-factory!” Yena could not hide her shock. “I… The Administration did that? I’m sorry, I… I hope he survived.”

“You apologise for something you didn’t do? Osr can take care of himself, and Ulantr will manage in his stead until Hespinr returns.” Topinr glared at another group of Vaesians who had picked their way around the mass of tubes from the other side of the covering. “So tell us, what’s brought you back looking for Osr?”

Paran cleared his throat. “That’s a long story—”

“Careful!” Topinr shouted to a Vaesian inspecting a smoking cubiform transducer. “That one’s no use anymore.” The Vaesian grunted and moved off. Topinr swore in Roranian and rushed over to direct some others.

Another group of Silvereds appeared further up the tangled mess of tubing, all streaming thick, blue wisps from their mouths, each wearing packs across their shoulders. They raised their arms and a large section of the thickest tubing vanished. A stream of Vaesians, predominantly Silvereds, filtered out and were directed further up. Some stopped.

“Don’t wait and stare, he’s not Osr!” Topinr said to the filtering Vaesians, rushing back to Ulantr. “Stop dawdling!”

“The impacts against Sunsprit shifted everything,” Ulantr said to Paran and Yena. “There are questions, I’m sure you’ll understand.” He muttered something to Topinr in guttural Vaesian, too low for them to discern, and Topinr rushed off again.

“Then Under-Sunsprit was also hit?” Yena said. “By the Administration?”

“Both sides.” Ulantr raised an arm around them. “The Administration’s last success, we were unprepared.”

“If only the Hybrid had gotten to them first,” Paran said darkly. “No less than they would have deserved.”

“Hybrid?”

“Well, the Breaker, but we believe an Administration drone joined to it. They combined to create something else.”

“Ah, yes. We know.” Ulantr’s tensirs flickered. “You were with Topinr when it happened.”

Topinr rushed back. “It’s like they’ve never seen gradient transducers before. Don’t they know how dangerous they are? And you, both of you, you’re lucky we were near and I recognise your clumsy movements, Paran. Otherwise, you’d be smoking like that transducer!” He gestured to their helmets. “Like keeping them on, do you?”

“Our suits are damaged. We don’t have much control.”

“Interesting, well, I’m sure we’ll hear all about it.” He looked to Ulantr. “Come down with us.”

“Down?” Yena asked. “To where?”

“Where else is left? We’re evacuating everyone to the oldest part of our city.”

“Oh… I’ve heard about it!” Yena’s eyes lit up.
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Bonds of Family

Vodal’s new eyes were still speared by the tusks on either side and oozed black fluid. The occasional buffeting of Mericadal’s bulk only served to increase the pain. Mericadal’s black shell grew larger, swelling gargantuan forces ready to be unleashed upon the anomaly. While continuing to express the necessary response to the physical discomfort outwardly, Vodal delved back into Mericadal’s unguarded memories.

*

Mericadal’s parents watched over the small sleeping boy. He was covered in thick bruises, with a deep red gash striped across his chest. His hair was gone, his lips a bloody mess, a chunk missing from his cheek. The platform upon which he lay on glowed orange, pulsating as concoctions of liquids were pumped into the occupant. One of his hands was missing from the wrist, a glistening, seared stump.

“He will be okay.” A large Roranian of similar appearance to Mericadal – the Father. “Foolish though he was.” He had an arm around another, her face etched with concern – the Mother.

“Why did he do it?”

“He never says. But he has been very, very lucky.”

“His injuries…” The Mother eyed the prosthetic hand on a small side platform, and various permanent skin covers, all golden brown.

“They’ll heal. Just that. They’ve never seen anything like it.” The Father shook his head. “What made him decide to go in there… it’s bad enough he wrecked the food dispensary, but these games are becoming too dangerous.”

“If you hadn’t guessed where he’d gone…” The Mother gestured to Mericadal, stood nearby, emotion reflected across his face. “I don’t know what would have happened.”

“I saved him, Mother.”

She covered her mouth with a hand. “Promise me, Mericadal, you must always look after him.”

“He is my brother.”

“No matter what he does.”

“No matter what he does.”

The Father patted Mericadal on the back. “It’s only you he listens to.”

A smile broadened across Mericadal’s handsome face. “I will keep him forever.”

*

The change in pain shook Vodal out of the memory.

“Mericadal?”

The buffeting stopped.

“Mericadal?”

Vodal’s damaged eyes and the tusks were gone. Only his mouth remained.

“Mericadal?”

“Now.”

“What? Meric—”

Vodal’s body-lips were pulled in all directions simultaneously.

“Mmph!”

Stabbing white, through Mericadal’s own sight, brighter than should have been possible, punctuated by omnidirectional swirling streams of pure, substantial black, more vivid than anything Vodal had witnessed before, whether as a fragmented memory of his previous self or since. The distinction between shades was forced and visceral. Vodal screamed.

“Influx Vodal, shut up.”

“Mericadal! Where are we? Mericadal!”

“Shut up!” Mericadal ducked under multiple fragments of black as they rolled past like thunder dissipating into the ether. He looked down. Vodal’s mouth distorted into fresh contortions. “Influx Vodal? What have you managed to do?” Mericadal shrank from the dark streams sailing past, stepping into an empty section for a reprieve. Vodal’s lips continued to race in rapid, silent recitation. “Who are you speaking to?”

Vodal’s lips froze.

“What’re you doing?”

Vodal’s lips curled into a snarl. “You failed.”

“What?”

“You failed. You failed. You failed.”

Mericadal dodged a series of black swirls.

“What did I fail?”

“Not what.”

“Who?”

“You know.”

“The Founders?”

“Who else?”

“How do you know?”

“I was told.”

“What did they tell you?”

“Nothing directly. As you know, I’m incapable. But they know you tried to crack open that anomaly, and they know you failed. You were too late, but you didn’t notice. You were too busy punishing little me, too busy trying to amass an attack, you fool. You didn’t realise the anomaly had already vanished. The conjunction of thickways you enmeshed required an energy input, taking in the only thing of substance nearby – you, us. And now, we are stuck in the thickways through your error until space rebalances. I took it all in while you were busy hiding, Mericadal. I saw, while you closed yourself to the information like a child cowering in fright.”

“The Founders—”

“I saw what happened. And I also saw the coming war. Information is not a one-way transfer between us, Mericadal.”

“Influx—”

“I know you. I have seen your tiny mind.”

“What… did you see?”

“I’m a part of you now, Mericadal. Look for yourself.”

“Tell me.”

“You’re scared. You’re a coward. Do as I said, look for yourself if you dare.”

Mericadal delved into Vodal and recoiled.

Vodal laughed. Monotonously. Loudly. Vibrations rippled across Mericadal, threatening to tear him apart.
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Bargain’s End

Hespinr and Ilouden stood with their backs to the now-opened entrance to the Repository Storage Cavern. The seven empty combat suits arranged neatly into a line before them.

“Hespinr, are we hidden now, at least?” Ilouden asked. “They’re getting into an attack formation. But even if we opened the entrance to the repository, we should still be hidden, right?” He shook his head. “And what is that humming sound?”

“We are hidden.”

“What if their sensors are more sophisticated than we thought?”

“Ilouden, we will be fine.”

Ilouden swore. The middle suit stepped forward, the pack assembling into a triangular attack formation, all crouching low. Ilouden aimed at the nearest and checked Hespinr from the corner of his eye. “Where’ve your kilthis gone? Hespinr!”

“Wait.”

“You’re not going to… What?” The empty suits were reshuffling, amassing back into a line, as though undecided. The suit at the end shifted backward. “They don’t know where we are…” Ilouden said. “Maybe you did hide us well enough. Or their sensors are malfunctioning.”

“That’s not the reason.”

“What then?”

Hespinr did not reply.

“Hespinr? I really think you should have a kilthis…”

A tapping became audible amidst the increasing hum. A moment later, the suit from far back in the tunnel ran into view – the tapping’s source. It came to a sharp stop a few strides before its suit-comrades. The limbs and heads of all suits twisted in various directions, impossible contortions had there been Roranians inside.

“Are they searching for us?” Ilouden asked.

The humming intensified. Bright flashes slammed into the suits. Ilouden fell to his knees, hands covering his ears from the deafening roars as the suits whirred into action, struggling to protect themselves from the sudden hidden onslaught, unleashing their own omnidirectional offensives. Triamond flashed bright upon impact, then dulled as the energy was absorbed.

Ilouden rose to his feet as the sound and chaos died down. Scorch marks dappled the non-triamond sections of the cavern walls. The suits were all laid on the ground, charred and smoking. The humming ended. A mass of Silvereds materialised, enveloped in an expansive cloud of blue, each clad in hair-matted, brightly glowing armour and carrying a muvaeyt pack like Hespinr’s.

“What? Hespinr… Have they been here… this whole time? Hespinr!”

One of the Silvereds, larger even than Hespinr and with hair a deeper silver than all the others, strode over. “The tunnel is clear.”

Hespinr looked at the suits. “Make sure they’re completely destroyed, Ominr. I’ve seen what they can do.”

Ominr turned back and ordered groups around the charred suits. The kilthis bombardment resumed.

“Hespinr, what’s going on?” Ilouden raised his voice over the noise. “Where did they come from?”

“They were with us.”

“What? You can’t mean… All this time?”

“Yes.”

“But… There must be at least eighty of them… And, look… that must be half of Osr’s personal guard! They can’t have been with us since… Since we entered Upper-Fadin?”

“They’re the best we have.”

“But… What about all those others, above us, in the city? They could have helped them. They could have stopped so many deaths…”

“They have their orders.”

“Did Topinr know?”

“No.”

Ilouden gritted his teeth. “Why so many? Did you lie to me? You did, didn’t you? Why? We’re not here to uncover any secrets, are we?”

“I’m sorry, Ilouden.”

Ilouden clenched his jaw and turned around, looking into the Repository Storage Cavern for the first time. Three rows of near-spherical containers spaced a couple of long strides apart. Each row had seven individual containers, twenty-one in total. Each container was constructed from triamond. Handspan-diameter white cables neatly affixed to their sides, and joined up at the end of each row into a larger cable that streaked into the walls, which were also completely covered in triamond. The containers were mostly sealed, although a few were open, their top hemispheres hanging from one side. Influx terminals lay to the side of each row of seven. The cavern itself was of a similar size to the ground floor of the shipyard tower above.

“Caskets…” Ilouden murmured.

“What?” Hespinr was beside him.

“Those containers… The repositories are caskets… From our Great Ship.”

“That makes sense, from the records of the first Roranians and what Diyan’s told us before. Caskets are equipped with significant data infrastructures, they’re highly durable. The casket-ship Diyan, Kera, Paran—”

“What are you doing, Hespinr?” Ilouden snapped. Behind them, the Silvereds soldiers were still investigating and firing kilthis at the combat suits. “What’s going on?”

“I am sorry for not explaining, Ilouden. It was necessary.”

“Necessary for what?”

“It was not my choice. I hope you can understand.” Hespinr gestured to the caskets. “Osr ordered us to destroy the repositories. He didn’t believe you would help if you knew.”

“What? Hespinr, of course I wouldn’t have! They contain c-automs… their minds, their intellects… They’re not yours to destroy!”

“That is the problem.”

“Hespinr, the whole point is the c-automs might be revived in the future. They are too precious. You cannot do this, Hespinr, they’re our heritage!”

“Osr believes their existence enabled the creation of the influx network, and we cannot allow anything like that to exist ever again. We are taking the opportunity presented to us to destroy—”

“But that Eoledon-thing already exists!” Ilouden shouted. “The influx network is grouping. It’s too late, Hespinr! You don’t need to do this!”

“I have my orders.”

“Hespinr—”

“And they have theirs. I couldn’t stop them, even if I agreed with you.”

Their work with the combat suits completed, the soldiers streamed into the storage cavern. They settled around each repository and began shovelling vast quantities of muvaeyt into their mouths. Enormous kilthis took shape, dwarfing those fired at the combat suits. The chamber filled with a blue haze, leaving only translucent silhouettes of glowing armour and spheres of power.

Hespinr’s voice dropped. “I’m sorry, Ilouden.”

The humming resumed, alongside roaring more violent than before. Kilthis after kilthis slammed into the repositories. Ilouden and Hespinr waited.

The haze dissipated and the humming died. Ilouden brought his hands down from his ears. “Destroying them is going to be harder than you thought.” While the white cabling and influx terminals beside the repositories were incidentally destroyed, none of the repositories appeared damaged in the slightest. “And it’s going to be difficult to hold up our end of the bargain with Eoledon now that you’ve destroyed the terminals.”
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Hidden Way

Ulantr and Topinr led Paran and Yena through hidden entrances within the tubes. They were aided across the structures by the occasional Silvered materialising from thin air, able to make obstacles disappear.

Topinr swivelled his head back. “Hurry up. Are the flips hard to manage?”

“Me? Not at all.” Paran’s voice was cheerier than his puffing suggested.

“Topinr,” Yena said from the back. “I’m glad we finally meet. Paran’s told me all about you.”

“And I, you,” Topinr replied, turning forward again. “I didn’t think I’d see Paran again, either. He defied the Administration to reach you, I hope his procreation practices were successful—”

“Topinr!”

“That was your clear intent, Paran.”

“I never said that!”

“You did. You were insistent, many times—”

“For a species with genetic memory, you don’t remember anything right!” Paran flashed Yena an exasperated look, his cheeks red. “Topinr’s made this up.”

“You did. We discussed Roranian courtship and your experiences on the Roranian Great Ship sent by Tapache, and how—”

“Topinr!”

“Well, we’ve plenty else to discuss. Like what happened when you reached the Alpuri city, how you came to be back here, why your suits don’t work, and everything else that’s happened. And where are your friends?”

“We don’t know,” Yena said.

“Interesting.”

A Silvered materialised and removed a thick mass of tubing. Ulantr stepped to the side to allow them past. Once through, the tubing resealed, encasing them on a small square platform.

“What now?”

Paran’s question needed no answer as the platform descended, confining them within the dense river of tubes. Yena’s suit flashed an extremely bright light at her shoulders, causing Ulantr and Topinr to flick back, both just managing to miss jutting tube components.

“Sorry!” Yena said as the light vanished. “That wasn’t me. My suit’s still fixing itself, it’s not behaving properly.”

Ulantr stared intently at her. “Our eyes adjust to the dark better than yours, which means it’s quite painful when conditions are reversed.”

Yena grimaced, becoming innocently interested in the surrounding tubes. “It’s quite slow, isn’t it?”

“Power’s being rationed. Hence we were checking gradient transducers,” Topinr said. “Maybe your suit could learn about that.”

“What brought you here and why are your suits damaged?” Ulantr asked. “The last we knew, Kera and Diyan were on their way to meet you at the Alpuri city, and Topinr told us of the Breaker joining Influxa and crossing to Ringscape – this Hybrid.” He studied their faces keenly. “Tell me.”

Topinr guffawed as Paran and Yena’s helmets retreated into their suits, clearly unintentionally. Paran took a deep breath and explained what had happened, altering certain parts as pre-agreed with Yena. Kera and Diyan, Paran explained, were presumably somewhere else on Ringscape, similarly trying to make sense of matters.

Ulantr kept his gaze on them as the platform carried on its slow descent. “The Alpuri gave you the escape pod?”

Yena nodded readily. “They had no reason to keep it.”

“What were they like?”

Yena pursed her lips. “Very different. Quite—”

“Bizarre,” Paran interrupted.

“Could they assist us?”

“No, they’re gone.”

“Gone?” Ulantr studied their faces, asking questions. When he was finished, the platform descended quicker.

“You slowed it on purpose!” Yena said.

Topinr rapped his tensirs briefly against each other. “Power efficiencies.”

They dropped rapidly. Ulantr and Topinr appeared unperturbed by the speed, merely settling down in tripodic leg configurations. The platform broke into space above an enormous cavern filled with dimly lit spires jutting up, interlaced by enclosed and open walkways. The pattern repeated down until obscured by the thick atmosphere.

Yena gasped. “The size… It’s like another Sunsprit!”

“It’s always been part of Sunsprit,” Ulantr said.

“It’s like being back on our Great Ship again. I remember all the annexes lined up, not flat like the Roranian cities, but this…” Her eyes were lit bright. “It’s so much larger than anything we built here. I wouldn’t be surprised if a Great Ship could fit down here!”

“Maybe.”

“Is it true this place doesn’t have a name?”

“It did once,” Topinr said. “A long time ago. It was just Sunsprit. Some more recent entrants have started calling it Little-Sunsprit, though, and the name appears to be popular.”

“Perhaps it should never have been a secret,” Ulantr said.

“Diyan told me about it, but I never… And Kera, she said it was big, but this big? I just never imagined…”

The platform closed in on the tip of a tall spire near the cavern’s centre, its pyramidic top yawned into four upturned triangular points creating the perfect square opening for the fast-approaching platform to fit.

“There’s more than enough space here for survivors, and the time for hiding our secrets has passed.”

They exited at the highest level of the platform transport tower, out onto what also appeared to be the single highest walkway. Ulantr spoke with Topinr, then left and disappeared into a nearby tower.

Yena rushed over to look out one side. In the space between the tips of the spires and the chasm’s cover above, other platforms, mostly far larger than their own, ferried evacuees down to the cavern. All were taken into spires a little way off from their own, leaving the walkways around them empty.

The passengers coming into the cavern were predominantly Vaesian and Silvered, although there were occasional Roranians too. After each platform descended into a spire, groups exited and trundled across the connected walkways, descending into other spires and to the lower levels. From above, the walkways had seemed empty, but from their current vantage point, they teemed with activity.

“Why’s Ulantr taken us here?” Paran asked Topinr. “It’s not as though the flips are any better.”

“Would you like me to see if any treatments are available?” Topinr asked. “Our reserves may have dwindled considering the decimation of our city, for which I apologise, but, if you’re not feeling strong enough—”

“I’m fine!” Paran wafted the wisp of blue Topinr had blown toward him. “But this Ulantr, what does he want? Does he blame us?”

“Blame you? We know it wasn’t you.”

“Well, why are we here then?”

“Paran, you and Yena are both safe. At least, as far as Ulantr can guarantee. What he wants is knowledge. He is the leader of the Vaesians until Osr is found.” Topinr craned closer. “Some advice. Be careful if you intend to conceal anything. In some ways, Ulantr is cannier than Osr, and even I can see that you are not telling us everything. Tell him what you can. Diyan’s always trusted him.”

“Topinr, I…”

“You have your reasons, Paran. I believe I know you well enough. But there are far worse to be allied to, and few better.”

Paran shifted awkwardly. “Thank you for helping warn our settlements about the Hybrid.”

Topinr’s body similarly shifted. “It didn’t help. The Hybrid attacked Upper-Fadin first and then the influx network rebelled! All the other connected cities began attacking themselves. I was too slow. Panic set in amongst the others, and everything became… turbulent. The settlements without influx network access are no better off either, considering the state they’re in.”

“Fear does strange things to both our species.” Paran clenched his jaw. “So Fadin’s really in ruins?”

“I saw it with my own eyes, complete chaos, but…” Topinr looked away. “Those we got to Sunsprit didn’t exactly fare any better. We should have expected it.” He gestured about them. “This hidden city is what we have left. I assume the other Vaesian settlements will also be targets of Administration-related attacks. Nowhere is safe, everyone’s at war, and the sides aren’t well defined.” He threw a clump of muvaeyt into his mouth.

“You seem to be coping.”

“Are you all united then?” Yena asked from the side of the walkway.

“Meaning?” Topinr asked.

“Aren’t there factions within the Vaesian Union? The Marchers, the Veilers, some others. Are you all together now?”

“We…” Paran caught himself. “The Administration wiped the Veilers out. They didn’t want any opposition, no matter how harmless, even if all the Veilers wanted was to know more about the Source.”

“Not exactly,” Topinr said.

“Eh?”

“The Administration wiped out a shadow of what the Veilers once were. And the Vaesian Union is no more either, disbanded during the war with the Administration, Yena. There’s been no time for a true reckoning, only a few of authority are left. Osr, in truth.”

“What will happen?”

“You’re asking the wrong Silvered.” Topinr ejected another thick stream of blue to the side. “I just follow orders.”

Yena turned back to the deep city in the chasm, moving to the side to watch the platforms ascend and descend amongst the spires.

Paran looked into Topinr’s dark eyes. “Ulantr’s skilled, isn’t he? He doesn’t even need your muvaeyt stuff to make his concealment fields. I thought all that blue smoke was necessary.”

“He doesn’t.” Topinr agreed. “Never even had any training. Doesn’t even find it hard to conceal Great Ship-type artifacts like those suits of yours.”

“Why not?”

“Osr’s never offered him.”

“But why not?”

“There are levels of ability amongst us, Paran. Muvaeyt can help bridge that gap for some.”

“Is that why you use so much?”

Topinr guffawed. “It’s not that Osr doesn’t want him trained, it’s more… He fears… no, he has concerns about the outcome.”

Paran shrugged. “Discipline?”

“Knowledge and responsibility, setting a rigid path that must be followed. Osr has never quite trusted himself. How can he trust his progeny?”

Paran nodded. “Well, in any case, you certainly need enough muvaeyt for the both of you.”

“Maybe I just like the taste.”

Yena returned from the side. “We’ll tell Ulantr what we can, Topinr.”

Topinr stood back and looked between the two Roranians. “Yena, I am still very glad to have met you, but I must warn you – Paran has a bad habit of not taking proper care of his combat suits. He left the last one wandering the expanse of Barrenscape empty, and it appears he has already managed to damage both of yours to the point—”

“That was to help us escape the Breaker!” Paran protested. “And this wasn’t my fault.”

Yena laughed. “I’ll bear that in mind, Topinr. These are repairing anyway, soon we’ll be in good shape.”

“Glad to hear it,” Topinr said. “You’ll need a fully functioning Roranian combat suit if you continue to affiliate with Paran. Ah, look.” A small group exited the top of a tower, onto a nearby part of their walkway – three Vaesians, one being Ulantr, accompanied by two scantily clad female Roranians.
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Camouflage’s Intrusion

Kera and Diyan’s seats contorted, engaging mag-pairings and deploying physical cords to secure them more tightly. They digested what they could of the diagnostics reports and available telemetry while they were swung about. Re-entry into the Source had damaged the ship. The bloom’s affixation mechanism was almost completely severed, the powerful propulsion unit barely under control. Additional emergency supports had latched onto the severed mechanism, although not sufficiently. The bloom’s unruly momentum caused the pod to pendulate from side to side, alongside overwhelmed internal inertial dampeners. Backup propulsion was barely able to compensate.

Diyan fought to keep steady as he cycled through holo screens. “I’ve been more comfortable.”

“We need to land quickly.” Despite the chaos, Kera sounded calm.

Ringscape came into view.

“Where do we land?” Diyan swiped some screens away in frustration. “I’m being restricted. Most of the control’s with some designated command station.” He narrowed his eyes at Kera’s seat at the pod’s centre.

“That’s automated. I didn’t do it,” Kera said. “We’re landing first chance we get.” She settled back, grabbing the raised sides of her seat. “Overrides have taken over for me too, there’s nothing we can do. We’ll need about a day for the most severe self-repairs.”

Diyan checked their position, which had just become available through topographical cross-references. “We’re nowhere near Fadin or Sunsprit. Or any other major cities.”

“And no sign of Yena or Paran.” Kera swore.

The shaky ship drew closer to Ringscape. A settlement was detected, fleetingly. The record was partial – a few buildings, indeterminate numbers of inhabitants. They stared at the phantom readings.

“There!” Diyan magnified a holo to show Kera as though she did not have access to the same data. “It’s gone again…” His hand flailed as the ship swung.

“Hmm.” Kera looked at Diyan, her suit motor capabilities working hard to stabilise her neck. “A vanishing city. Remind you of anything?”

“Sunsprit. Well, parts of it.”

“My thinking too.”

“Their Silvereds could do this, they’ve done it before, but we’re nowhere near. And they don’t have any outposts out here, do they?”

“None that we know of. And this seems…”

“Amateurish.”

“Yes.” Kera nodded. Warning chimes sounded. “Well, we don’t really have a choice anyway. We’re landing right next to this place. Settle down, Diyan. This is going to be energetic.”

“Ah.” Diyan analysed some new readings. “Larger than we thought. Thirty structures, at least. Maybe more. Some only partially resolved. Roranian and Vaesian styles, and hundreds—” Diyan swore as the readings disappeared again.

“Diyan, look.” The ship’s sides shimmered to transparency. Ringscape was fast approaching. The ground swayed from side to side, the bloom’s mass still helpfully reorienting the ship. A small brown smudge was semi-visible – the identified settlement – repeatedly distorting, growing and then diminishing, disappearing and reappearing. They continued to drop. Individual structures appeared and then vanished, as before, Roranian and Vaesian influences.

“Reasonably sized,” Diyan said.

“Not enough to be a full city, and not too big to hide, with enough Silvereds.”

“Except they’re not exactly doing a good job of it.”

“New malfunctions, sensors disappearing, security failures…” Kera shook her head. “Damage is actually worse than I thought. At least there’s nothing else structural besides the bloom.”

“How lucky.”

The ship took them down as gently as it could, near the settlement’s periphery. Here, the concealment was less consistent, the structures more visible – small, not quite ramshackle, but hastily put together. Some similar to the monotone Vaesian towers, others more elaborate facades with lopsided entrance mechanisms in the Roranian style. There were also mixtures, towers with entrance mechanisms, Roranian styles constructed from near-black Vaesian materials. A smattering of infrastructures, the beginnings of streets overlaid upon the retervope. A welcome party was assembling.

“Here we go!” Diyan shouted as their helmets expanded out and faceplates slid shut. The ship shimmered to opacity, shifted in the air and landed on one side, rocking forcefully onto its base. Warning chimes formed a chorus, flashing lights filled the space, smoke fumed from various components.

Kera extricated herself from her smoking seat, restraint cords sleeking back into the ship. “We need to get out, repairs will be faster without life support.”

Diyan grinned. “D’you think anyone noticed our landing?” He checked his suit’s systems. “How do we approach this?”

“Play friendly. We can’t risk them damaging the ship.”

“But it’s in such good condition!”

Kera smirked. “Come on.”

A part of the ship’s wall rippled up, barely to their hips. They ducked and exited. As it closed, they were greeted by the sounds of charging, activated weaponry and the fizzling of inexpertly-generated kilthis. The ragtag welcome party surrounded the ship – mostly Vaesians, predominantly non-Silvereds although a contingent of Roranians too, and weapons aplenty. Some were cloaked in regwear and other similar materials, others were more exposed, and a few were in completely unfamiliar garb.

“This looks… orderly,” Diyan muttered across a communication channel.

Kera’s helmet receded and she cleared her throat. “Err, we’ve had a tricky landing.” A violent thudding vibrated the ground as two errant tendrils of the pod’s bloom beat up and down, only narrowly missing the pod itself. Whirring mechanisms managed to lift them up just in time. Kera cleared her throat again. “We just need to wait for some repairs, we have no intention of disturbing you.”

A tall, thin Roranian, with a regwear facepiece drawn up over his mouth and a thermal ejection rifle aimed squarely at them, took a step forward. His greasy tie-bunched hair was draped across his shoulder and down his back. “Bit late for that?”

Kera raised her hands amicably, elbowing Diyan to copy. “We’ve just had some trouble with our ship, nothing else.”

“Just happened to settle here?”

“Out of necessity.”

The thermal ejection rifle pointed them up and down. “Nice suits you’ve got there. We’ve heard all about the troubles – the Administration disintegrating, influxes rebelling, cities attacking cities, whispers of war. The Breaker. These are threatening times to turn up unannounced.” He gestured to the ship. “Never seen anything like it.”

“It’s a prototype,” Diyan said.

“A prototype, eh?” The tall, thin Roranian stepped back and muttered something to the Vaesian beside him.

“Seems friendly,” Diyan whispered.

“We’ll see.”

They quietened and glanced around at the encircling group. Only one was without visible weaponry, arms by the side about a bulky midsection, wearing hooded regwear and given a slight free berth by the others. Everyone else appeared poised to attack, or at least poised to appear ready to attack. Others from the settlement watched too, young Vaesians and Roranians held back by adults. The tall, thin Roranian’s conferring ended and he stepped forward again.

“How did this prototype get damaged?”

“It’s just a prototype,” Kera said.

He nodded up at the bright sky. “Did you fly through the haze winds or something?”

“We, err.” Kera paused. “No. Look, the repairs will take a bit of time. A day at the most, and then we’ll be gone.” She spoke to Diyan from the side of her mouth. “Half that, with any luck.”

“Better you be gone now, don’t you think?”

“We can’t.”

“Why did you land here?”

“Accidentally, I told you. We had no choice.”

He drew his facepiece down. His thin lips were level, betraying nothing. “Where’s this prototype from?”

“We…” Kera paused. “Stole it. From the Administration.”

“So you’re thieves?”

“They didn’t need it anymore.”

He smiled. “What’s to stop us stealing it from you?”

Immediately, weapons turrets rose from both their suited shoulders. “That would not turn out well for you.”

The crowd rippled with grunts and shouts, pitches of weapons being charged and targeted. He raised a hand. “Calm.”

“We really don’t want any trouble,” Kera said, eyeing a Silvered whose chest glowed faint silver, brandishing a particularly large kilthis.

“So you survived the fall of Fadin from those murderous influxes, and now you’ve come here, have you? Unless you came from elsewhere?”

Kera frowned. “The fall of Fadin?”

“You haven’t heard?” He shook his head. “What’re your names?”

“Kera.” She looked at Diyan and shrugged. “And this is Diyan. We’re looking for our friends.”

“Well, Kera and Diyan, my name is Iuno, and you have a lot of explaining to do.”
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Chaos of Power

Mericadal hid from the dangers in the slowly disentangling junction of thickways he had created, waiting for the violence to abate. Dangerous black shards continued to shoot along the highways of the Founders, each threatening to remove him from existence lest he fail to scramble out of the way each time. He reached back into Vodal’s willingly offered thoughts.

Visions had been implanted into Vodal’s mind, drawing images and references together. A tapestry woven methodically and perfectly. Some parts repeated, reused, repurposed, or even subtly altered. Vodal had not been lying, and had seen much. Disobeying the preferences of the universe, the fabric of space had been ripped from its frothy foundations and forced into shimmering form, overwritten and wrapped up, folded in on itself. Sealing up, the nearly separated, gargantuan abscess of space disappeared, leaving only a tiny spherical remnant encased within bright, shining Haze Rings – the Source.

More spacetime was folded, the same as the first. Many shining Haze Rings, dotted about. Hidden space, only minutely visible from the mechanics left behind. And this Source was opening again. As Mericadal had known, and now Vodal had seen in new detail. It was a warning. Mericadal was replaceable. And to add to the insult, Vodal had taken advantage of Mericadal’s limited attention and his nascent understandings of his new abilities. The influx had delved into Mericadal’s own memories and stolen knowledge of his past.

Mericadal sensed a weakening and took it, finally ejecting from the thickways, spinning haphazardly in softer brightness. His body twitched.

“Back in the Source,” Vodal said slowly, similarly recovering from the disorientation.

“It appears.”

“We’re at the very centre.”

Mericadal used his expanded senses to gather his bearings. “Yes, within Barrenscape’s ring.”

Vodal’s tone changed – the words harder. “So now you know.”

“I already did.”

“The Founders are preparing to unleash. And there are more, many more.”

“None of this was unknown to me before, you idiot. And there is more than enough time in this new phase for me to—”

“Mericadal, humble yourself. You have been exposed. I have seen you for what you are, and so have they. You failed them and are lucky to survive.”

“And yet I did.”

“Why bother to show you all of that through me? How powerful they are, without context, without even simple narration.”

“What do you mean?”

“What was the purpose of it all, Mericadal?”

“Because…”

“Well?”

“You tell me, you fetid—”

“A lesson.” Vodal’s lips puckered.

“What—”

Vodal words were rapid and scornful. Loud. “A reminder! Not only are you insignificant, but imagine what they will do to you if you fail once more. You are nothing, you will become less than nothing. There will be no place for you.” Vodal laughed uncontrollably. “And the clinical concoction of the message. Do you recognise it?”

“How could I…”

“You should!”

“Why should I?”

“Doesn’t it remind you of the influx network? Doesn’t it remind you of computation, or—”

“What are you getting at?”

Vodal’s screamed with laughter. “You’re not even speaking to them at all. Just a minor component. Despite all your egotistical pontifications, you know nothing. You’re an afterthought, unworthy of vanity, designed to keep their machinery clean… What smidgen spoke to you might not even be sentient… Mericadal. They don’t understand you, they don’t care enough. They’ve barely even noticed you. But the fact they have at all means you are now accountable for this minuscule task they have set you!”

“Be quiet!”

The cackling intensified. “Mericadal, you are so unimportant, yet you are so desperately in their thrall… And… They don’t care at all! And what’s more, Mericadal, is that if you fail, you will be noticed and deleted from existence. Then they will care. But no one will ever know.”

“Quiet!”

“They chose you because you are pathetic. Their own methods are too powerful, too advanced. You are the blunt, lowly instrument needed to scrape the parasite from their ancient cladding. I have seen you for what you are. Empty!” Vodal became unable to continue, the laughter too extreme.

“How dare you!” Mericadal span around with rage and grew new, sharper spikes that drove into Vodal’s eyes as before. Still, the deranged one-time influx’s laughter could not be quelled. Mericadal sealed Vodal’s lips, yet the wobbling carried on. Mericadal castrated his prisoner from any form of motion or external stimulus, yet still Vodal’s mind screeched with unbridled glee, open to Mericadal and daring him in.

Mericadal gathered himself. He steadied his body and his thoughts, gave back Vodal’s prior senses and sped toward Barrenscape. After some time, the laughter abated.

“What have you decided to do, Mericadal? Find Kera? Complete what they set for you? Remove the scourge of life from the Source?”

Mericadal did not respond.

“You’re staying out of the thickways. Scared? Aww!”

They reached Barrenscape. Mericadal slammed against the betervope, not using his gifts, content with pure force, smashing himself against the ground. He grew his stomach out, using it as a battering ram, violently beating down. Vodal was unable to speak, unable to think, the assault overcoming the newly regained senses. Unadulterated, extreme physical pain. Mericadal said nothing as they tunnelled, cratering lower, exposing deep sediments laid untouched for aeons. Toward the depths. Non-retervope material was exposed, remnants of ancient, forgotten settlements and long-dead civilisations. Trinkets and artefacts. Lower. The glows of ancient machines.

“Mmph.” Vodal tried to speak amongst the chaos. “Mmph.” The influx waited for a reprieve between strikes. “You’re… slowing… Mericadal, you’re slowing… You’re scared again, aren’t you…” The crashing stopped, Mericadal stilled. Vodal smirked despite the reverberating agony. “You are pathetic and alone.”

Mericadal ascended partway through the hole he had created. The glow from the machineries attenuated and they were shrouded in the dark again, still deep enough to hide from the light of the Haze Rings.

Vodal continued. “Empty.”

“It’s true. I am,” Mericadal admitted. “And I know what I need.” He rose.
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Echoes of Request

The two burly Silvered soldiers accompanying Ulantr had dimly glowing armour and the bright sparks of nascent kilthis dancing at the edges of their tensirs. They carried hefty packs strapped across their shoulders, one delving in to retrieve a large wad of muvaeyt. The two female Roranians also accompanying Ulantr regarded Paran and Yena warily. They were strongly built and wore revealing regwear that exposed most of their limbs and midsection. Paran turned away following a stern look from Yena. Likewise, both females looked inquisitively at Paran and Yena, gazes wandering across the combat suits, before smiling at Topinr.

“I didn’t realise we were going to be prisoners,” Yena said.

“You aren’t,” Ulantr replied, squaring his shoulders with Topinr’s. “These four are to accompany you. I need you to travel to Uthrit and find Aivinr. After that, go to Amberit and find Mnosr. Bring them with you if they still live. When Osr is found, he shall need the last members of our union council.” He paused. “On your return, re-establish communications with the nearest research towers, see if they’re still intact. Nourit, Ilspiren, Sarsmin, and the others. It will be easier if Aivinr or Mnosr are with you.”

“The research towers… all of them?” Topinr asked.

Ulantr guffawed. “Including those Osr doesn’t think I know about. You’ll find a set of glazers waiting for you with the locations set.”

Before Topinr could reply, one of the females – the slightly less thickset of the two – looked eagerly at Paran and Yena. “Diyan and Kera?”

“Yes, you’re their friends, aren’t you?” the other – more thickset of the two – said. “You were with them, Paran the infamous Butcher and Yena. Where are they?”

Yena glared at them. “Who’re you?”

“Bomera,” the thicker-set one replied bluntly. “Where are they?”

“We don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“We got separated.”

The slightly less thickset of the two smiled warmly. “Excuse our… They’re friends of ours, Diyan especially. I’m Lellara. Are they alive?”

“We hope so,” Paran said. “We were separated, like Yena said. We’re looking for them.”

“They are alive,” Yena said. “They must be.”

Bomera looked at Ulantr. “And what about Ilouden and Hespinr?”

“They’re still in Fadin, as far as we know.” Both sets of Ulantr’s tensirs ruffled. “But the nature of their absence does make me wonder.”

“Wonder what?” Bomera asked.

“Whether Osr has a different plan for them.”

“But no one’s found Osr yet.” Bomera swore. “This doesn’t feel right, we should have waited longer. We shouldn’t have left.”

“You did as Hespinr ordered, instructed by Osr. And many of those you saved are here, in Little-Sunsprit.”

“And some are dead in Upper-Sunsprit!”

Ulantr’s tone remained level. “Hespinr and Ilouden are highly resourceful. They will return. Now go, and be careful. With the remnants of the Administration forces still in disarray, you may find Uthrit and Amberit in worse state than Upper-Fadin. Other sky-factories were seen leaving Fadin untethered.”

Bomera made no indication of moving. “But—”

“Bomera, I’ll explain on the way.” Topinr patted his muvaeyt pack. “I’ll need to replenish this.”

“Already waiting for you with the glazers,” Ulantr replied.

“Excellent. Yena, take care of Paran.”

“I will.”

Topinr slapped his tensirs against Paran’s shoulder. “May your path increase your tetibat and all that.” With that, the gruff Silvered rushed off, semi-running with the typical loping Vaesian gait, with the soldiers, Lellara and Bomera behind.

Paran cleared his throat innocently and turned to Yena as she punched his shoulder. “I’m just wondering how the flips affect them,” he protested. “Their muscles constantly twitch, they’re constantly being worked. And you can tell—”

“They didn’t seem to like you very much,” Yena said testily. “What now, Ulantr?”

“We have our own matters.”

“What d’you mean?” Paran asked.

“There is something we must do.”

Yena frowned. “Which is…?”

“We must commune with Echoes of Gravity.”

“What?”

“Come.”

Ulantr led them across the walkway to another tower, and down various stairways to other towers and levels. The few platforms they used to descend deeper were far quicker than the first platform into Little-Sunsprit. Their route was oddly deserted, given the ever-present humdrum of activity that was always kept at a distance.

“You’re concealing us, aren’t you?” Yena asked as they exited a tower and stepped onto a fresh walkway. They had descended quite some way, though the bottom of the chasm was still some way off, covered in walkways and obscured by the thick atmosphere.

“Yes.”

“You’re taking us there, yourself? Right to Echoes of Gravity?”

“I am.”

“What’s it like?”

“You will find out.”

“Don’t you have other things to do? You’re in charge of the Vaesians.”

“I have made arrangements. This is important.”

“Ulantr, we need to find our friends.”

Ulantr slowed. “You don’t want to commune with Echoes of Gravity?”

Yena’s eyes sparkled. “No, I do. I just meant…”

“What if we don’t want to?” Paran asked.

A small, delicate kilthis emerged at the tips of one of Ulantr’s tensirs. Unlike the others, his kilthis was smoother and denser, barely crackling. “I did consider forcing you…” He gestured to their suits. “I am intrigued whether they are a match for me, but…” The kilthis dissipated. “I won’t stop you if you wish to leave.”

Yena raised her eyebrows. “Will it even help, Ulantr – having us there?”

“Do you know where Kera and Diyan are?” Ulantr asked.

“No, but…”

“Then why not start with Echoes of Gravity? It may be able to help.”

Yena and Paran looked at each other while Ulantr picked up the pace. They were forced to almost jump across walkways to keep up.

“I don’t understand,” Paran said. “With all that’s happened, why aren’t you asking us more questions?”

Ulantr flicked his head around without breaking his triple-legged stride. “Kera told us she suspected Echoes of Gravity was connected to the Tugs and the Breaker. Tell me about that?”

“Erm, I…”

Ulantr guffawed. They turned at a junction in the walkway and headed for another tower entrance. “I am more curious than you can imagine, Paran. Almost impolitely so. However, I also know that asking will not necessarily yield those answers.”

“We’re not your enemies, Ulantr.”

They entered a tower and passed through a chamber clearly meant for sleeping, even containing clear Roranian flairfolds and accoutrements. Ulantr led them to the level below. “Echoes of Gravity knows my mind, and I believe it can help us all.” They exited onto a fresh walkway.

“You’re putting a lot of trust in Echoes of Gravity,” Yena said.

“Trust, faith. You can call it many things.”

“What do you mean?”

“Some used to worship it long ago.”

“Do you?”

“I believe I understand its use.”

“And what’s that?”

“You’ll find out.”
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Winner’s Renege

The Silvered soldiers unloaded various types of weaponry from their packs, using each in turn, alongside enormous kilthis. Nothing worked. The c-autom repositories remained completely intact. Protective barriers were setup as explosions echoed down the length of the tunnel, bathing them in temporary swathes of bright, red light reflected from the many triamond surfaces. The more they tried, the more radiant the cavern became.

“Careful.” Ilouden flicked his long, scruffy hair from his face. “Who knows how long these walls will hold.” His expression soured. “Unless that’s a risk Osr is prepared to take?”

Hespinr was blunt. “Osr wants them destroyed.”

The Silvered soldiers’ frustrations were evident. Irritated mutterings reverberated about the Repository Storage Cavern just as much as the explosive aftershocks. Their conversations and debates quietened further in typical Vaesian fashion as the glows of their armour dimmed. Some even forwent concerted approaches, resorting to their own methods and firing indiscriminately.

Ominr, the large Silvered, strode over. His body was less rigid, head hanging heavily on a drooped neck, three legs slacker than typical, breathing rapidly. His open bag of muvaeyt flapped about almost empty.

“These are not recycled triamond derivatives.” Ominr gestured to the repository caskets. “They’re far harder than we expected.”

“Can you break them?”

“It doesn’t seem so.”

“This triamond’s straight from our Great Ship,” Ilouden said. “Fresh from Tapache.”

Hespinr’s tensirs rippled. “Anything else you haven’t tried?”

Ominr shot a glance at Ilouden. “Those Roranian cutters, perhaps.”

“They’re Administration property.” Ilouden smiled smugly. “There’s no time for you to find any and I’ve no idea where they are.”

“What other options?” Hespinr asked.

The Silvereds were now all in quiet discussions or completely silent, sitting and observing the caskets. The areas where the cables had been singed off were smooth, with no open apertures.

“We should take them to Sunsprit.”

“Take them?” Ilouden asked. “You can’t even shift them, let alone carry them!”

“Do we have enough Matter Manipulators?” Hespinr asked.

“Yes. The best.”

“Do it.”

Ominr walked off to talk with the others.

“Matter Manipulators?” Ilouden asked.

“It’s what they’re called.”

“Since when?”

“I learnt about them when I was trained in kilthis generation and concealment outside Upper-Sunsprit.”

“One of those trips Osr sent you on?”

“Does it matter?”

“What sort of training?”

“What you’d expect.”

“I thought you discovered your abilities on your own. Why weren’t you taught before?”

Hespinr shifted. “Usually, that is what happens.”

“It’s preparation, isn’t it?” Ilouden studied Hespinr’s face.

“I appreciate your words, Ilouden, but as I—”

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

Hespinr turned to him. “Ilouden, I did not want to do this, believe me. I don’t want to destroy the c-automs anymore than I wanted Fadin to fall. You know I have no interest in taking Osr’s place, ever. And I never wanted to hide anything from you, but this is a desperate time for us.”

“This is unforgivable.”

Clusters of soldiers assembled around the caskets, consuming vast quantities of muvaeyt. A thick blue cloud formed. Their hum grew, the brightness of their armour intensified.

“How does it work?” Ilouden glared at Hespinr.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you lying?”

“No. It’s beyond anything I can do.”

“Is it the same as what the soldiers and some guards can do in Sunsprit? Making the walls disappear, tower entrances, all of them.”

“Look, Ilouden…” Hespinr spoke quietly. “As far as I understand, the matter is concealed. I believe similar to a concealment field in part, except instead of an overlay, it is a… negation. Matter-based attractions have reversals applied and held. Don’t ask me how, but that is what was explained to me.”

Ilouden eyed the soldiers increasingly lost in the thick blue haze, their blazing armour still just about punching through. “And you think it’ll work on the repositories?”

“We’ll see.”

The cloud slowly dissipated to the extent the soldiers were visible again. The repositories were gone. A few of the soldiers stepped back, their legs straighter than usual, their expressions muted. Ominr strode over to Hespinr, his mannerisms distant.

“You have them?” Hespinr asked.

“We are ready to leave,” Ominr said somewhat vacantly, his head turned a little to the side. He motioned shallowly to some of the more alert soldiers, who nudged the rest. “They will conceal us. Taking the repositories has been… surprisingly difficult. More than I thought possible.”

“Then let’s go. The sooner we’re back to Sunsprit, the better.”

Ominr went back to the others, and all at once, they disappeared. Hespinr and Ilouden were left, the faintest blue wisps dissipating around them, the remnants of a sweet smell.

“Why can’t we see them?”

“Concealments within concealments.”

“And what now?”

Hespinr began chewing a new clump of muvaeyt and beckoned Ilouden. “Come.”

They retraced their route back through the tunnel, bypassing the skimmers in favour of walking, which meant it took far longer than before. This time, however, Hespinr generated a large kilthis to provide light. When they reached the end, Hespinr stopped them. “Let the others return first.”

The elevation platform whizzed up and down, ostensibly empty, although brushes of heat and a faint, consistent hum skirted past. Eventually, Hespinr gestured for them to step onto the waiting elevation platform.

“What’ll Osr do with the repositories?”

“I don’t know.”

The elevation platform reached the top of the shaft. They walked along the shorter final passage. The entrance mechanism to the shipyard’s ground floor was open.

“The others already through?”

“Yes. Now, quiet.” Hespinr slowed. “We can’t take any risks. I’m generating the strongest type of concealment I can.”

They crept into the shipyard’s ground floor, which was clean and empty as before. They made their way to the main entrance mechanism. As they drew close, two spherical drones, each the size of a large kilthis, shot in front of the entrance. A skimmer sped across and covered the entrance from the outside, leaving only a sliver of open air at the top.

“It’s better you don’t try to leave,” a familiar voice said. They turned to find Eoledon standing in the middle of the room, arms crossed. “We control the entire tower and most of Fadin, as well as Potensein and the other network-connected cities.”
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Unwelcome Stranger

Since the initial reception, Iuno had approached closer and allowed their discussion to take a more genial tone. After relating what he knew of Fadin and events in the rest of Ringscape, they had reciprocated economically with their own story. Most of the surrounding force dispersed, and Iuno took them into the settlement – New Start. A small entourage followed close behind. The streets were basic, the structures low and in varying stages of construction, a pervasive air of suspicious impermanence. Everything gave the impression of a young, nimble settlement that relocated on a whim. Wherever they walked, Vaesians and Roranians were mingled, paying them little heed.

“That one in the crowd around our ship, with the hood and no weapon,” Kera said. “Who was that?”

“Some are newer than others. In time, they’ll integrate like the rest, and she will too. We’ve had a lot who’ve come recently, with the chaos.” Iuno’s attention was taken by a call from the entourage, who came over to whisper into his ear.

“Why d’you ask?” Diyan asked Kera.

She shrugged. “Something felt off, but I didn’t have the chance to take a proper reading and my suit’s cache doesn’t have a record.”

Diyan checked his own cache. “I’ve got nothing either. Probably a malfunction as our processing was paired with the pod. Or their concealment fields were messing with our sensors.”

Iuno cleared his throat and turned back to them. “Where were we… Ah, yes.” He gestured around. “Our numbers have been growing for some time, much more recently, and we move as we must. New Start after New Start, as we say.” He chuckled to himself. “If you’re both searching for an alternative to the Administration, you’ve found it, here. This is an alternative to all the cities, settlement, everywhere else.” He admired their suits. “In fact, we could use those like you, who can really fight. And forgive me if I’m mistaken, but I believe you can.”

“That does sound appealing, I admit,” Kera said. “But like I told you, we need to find our friends.”

“This Yena and Paran?”

“Yes.”

“Paran… That’s an uncommon name, isn’t it? Sounds strange without any accompaniments.” He looked at them warily, becoming visibly flustered. “The Paran? The leader of the Administration’s military—”

“No, of course not,” Diyan said.

“Unfortunate namesake,” Kera added.

Iuno kept his eye on them. “You were lucky to get away before all the chaos, and with what you took. I doubt any other of their… special projects survived.” He glanced back at his entourage and swore. “I hope I don’t regret what I’m about to tell you, but time is short and I’ll be blunt. We intend to advance upon Fadin. We aim to trample the Administration’s cinders, once and for all.”

Diyan frowned. “But you told us yourself, the Administration is gone. There’ll be nothing for you.”

Iuno spat onto the ground. “We aren’t stupid. We know the influxes are still in control. They’re vestiges of the Administration, their existence threatens ours. And with this new threat of the Breaker and whatever it’s become now added to that, we need to simplify what we can. We have to make sure, and we could really use your capabilities.”

Kera shook her head. “We can’t.”

Diyan looked around them. “How’ve you kept New Start hidden all this time? We spotted you easily enough, and that was by accident.”

Iuno laughed. “I said I wasn’t stupid, but I did a stupid thing. I sent too many of our Silvereds away to discover the recent goings-on across Ringscape.” He smiled. “And neither of you seem too surprised.”

A similar smile appeared at the edge of Kera’s lips. “We know what some Silvereds can do. And besides, we saw their kilthis when you surrounded our ship.”

A small Vaesian ran over and opened a pack in front of them. Iuno reached inside and retrieved some food packets before the small Vaesian bounded off. “Hungry?” He passed the packets to them as they resumed their walk. “They aren’t like our young, you know, the Vaesians. Far more independent. Oftentimes, they barely even stay in contact with their parent.”

“You seem to know a lot about them,” Kera said.

Iuno eyed another small Vaesian. “It started with one of them, some time ago in their last cycle, when I decided to leave Doveren.” He grunted. “Too insular and Roranian for my liking, stuffy place. I managed to convince a few others to come with me. Only a small rabble, mind you, nothing even approaching the sophistication we have now.” His slim chest puffed out. His focus remained on them as though checking for disagreement. “But I met a Silvered, my first Vaesian, let alone Silvered! She was wandering alone. I was… afraid, I’m not embarrassed to admit. We tried to capture her, failing terribly.” He snorted. “But she eventually just stayed with us. She wanted to understand us, she told me later. And, in time, I learnt a lot. We both did.” He tilted his head. “She shared with me some of the extraordinary things they can do. Things that are very, very useful.” He raised his arms. “Like how to conceal ourselves from prying eyes.” They stopped as a group of young Roranians and Vaesians ran across their path. “I’d always hoped she’d stay. Ulantr was wise beyond her years.”

“Ulantr?” Diyan asked.

“Yes, that was her name. His name, now, you know, what with their cycles. Last message I had…” He paused. “You know Ulantr?”

They nodded. “We do,” Diyan said. “I know him well, from when I lived in Sunsprit.”

“Aren’t you full of more surprises!” Iuno grunted. “Tell me, is Ulantr—”

A Vaesian and Roranian duo rushed over, the Roranian pulling her facepiece down and breathing heavily. “The Breaker, it’s in the sky.”

“I spotted it a distance away,” the Silvered said, more collected. “I ran back. It’s the drone the Breaker bonded with. It’s coming.”

Iuno’s eyes widened. “You’re sure?” He gestured for the entourage.

They nodded.

Iuno swore. “How long?”

“Its movements are erratic, but it’s close. It’s going to come right over us.”

Iuno and his entourage launched into a frenzied discussion, ignoring Kera and Diyan. Their tones were scared, their ideas mostly unworkable.

Kera accessed information from the ship’s systems. She looked at Diyan. “Repairs are minimal, barely sufficient. Bloom’s still damaged, but given the circumstances, we should take our chances and leave. Let’s go.”

“What about New Start?” Diyan asked.

She stared at him. “What can we do?”

“We have to do something.”

“Diyan…” She clenched her jaw as Diyan turned to Iuno, interrupting the discussion.

“We’ll draw it away, in our ship… to Barrenscape.”

“Diyan!”

*

Back in the ship, preparing to lift from the surface, Kera spoke to Diyan for the first time since entering.

“The Hybrid’s really coming, if we can trust our sensors. It doesn’t appear to have spotted us, specifically, and we have a little longer than Iuno thought before it arrives. There’s still a chance we could get away.”

“Kera…”

“What?”

“I’m sorry, we had to. We couldn’t let them—”

“What?”

“Come on, Kera.”

She swiped some holo screens away with a clenched fist. “You shouldn’t have done that, Diyan. You shouldn’t have said that to Iuno!”

“What are you going to do?”

She shook her head again and swore. “Only reason I’m even considering it is because if I were Paran or Yena, with Fadin gone, I’d try to make it to Sunsprit. That means they’re likely on Ringscape, so it makes sense for us to draw the Hybrid away to Barrenscape.” She sighed and checked the ship, which appeared in no better shape than before. “Diyan, I can’t even get internal sensors operational. You shouldn’t have said anything.” Individual simulations rippled over them both.

“What d’you need me to do?” He grimaced. “My control’s still limited.”

“Check everything!” She swore again. “The Hybrid’s faster than us, we know that from before. And if it catches us, it’s all over. But…”

A hole rippled in Diyan’s simulation to the side. “But what?”

A similar hole appeared in Kera’s. “If we follow my plan, we might just pull it off.”

“Kera… you’re smiling. Are you enjoying this?”

“I’m still mad at you.”

“But?”

“Get ready.”
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Peripatetic Wanderings

Mericadal stood to the side of the enormous crater he had created while Vodal goaded him. Mists sprayed as large clumps separated and dropped to the depths along the crater’s sides. Before long, the crater was no more. An innocent, shallow depression into Barrenscape remained.

“You’ve just had the first reflective moment of self-realisation in your life, Mericadal.”

“And who better to have it with?”

“You don’t hate me or anyone else nearly as much as you hate yourself. That dwarfs all.”

“Insightful.”

“You are a coward, obeying the Founders’ will through fear. You think you see clearly, but you do not. Kera represents the chance for Tapache’s quest to be completed, for the salvation of the Roranian species. You know this. And yet, your fear leaves it unequivocal that you will act against her for the Founders. You were not remade, you were unveiled by them as a lowly imprisoned coward to do their bidding. You hate everything and I am a proxy for your pain. You are a pathetic shadow of nothing.”

Mericadal smirked. “You know me.”

Vodal layered further insults, verbally free, lips puckering and twisting with the tirade. Mericadal giving only cursory, ineffectual responses. Eventually, Vodal stopped.

“What now?”

“I must find a conduit for the pain of this existence you have so accurately described.”

“Other than me?”

“Something more.”

“What?”

Mericadal rose into the air and sped away from Barrenscape. Despite not travelling via any thickways, they reached Ringscape quickly.

“There’s nothing here,” Vodal said.

“There won’t be.”

“Your conduit is here?”

“It is.”

“I see nothing to quench your pain.”

“Not yet you don’t.”

“What do you see with your sight?”

“What is hidden.”

“Do you see the hybrid entity?”

“It is nowhere near.”

“Then what?”

“Ah.” Mericadal focused on an innocuous patch at the verge of Vodal’s discernment through their shared visual senses. “There we are.” They floated in the air toward it, then dropped. The retervope jingled on the ground as Mericadal strode over.

“What is it?”

“A hidden secret lost in time.”

“What secret?”

As in Barrenscape, Mericadal bashed his body against the ground, deliberately projecting his torso out where Vodal’s lips were located. Ramming, smashing repeatedly. Vodal’s lips were a quivering mess by the end. The hole was nowhere near as large as Mericadal’s recent excavation on Barrenscape, only about as deep as half his height. Vodal’s mouth writhed, the torn skin seeping black liquid, only slowly sealing up and healing. “Here we are.”

“Mmph.”

“Nothing to say?”

“Mmph…” Vodal’s lips rubbed together. “What is here?”

Mericadal jumped into the hole, half his bulk was still visible above the ground. He cleared clumps of retervope with his feet and unveiled the edge of a dark red surface – hard triamond.

“Roranian technology.” Vodal’s eyes locked onto the surface. “Is this a casket from the Roranian Great Ship?”

“It’s a casket, yes.”

“A Roranian casket?”

Mericadal ignored the influx. He punched the triamond, denting it, then clasped the dent and jumped out, pulling the casket with him.

“What are you doing?”

“You’ll see.” Mericadal tore the top off the casket.

Vodal appraised what lay before them. “That’s not Roranian.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“It’s certainly biological, and alive. Until you damaged it, it appears the casket was functioning perfectly well, preserving this creature. It likely could have continued its preservation for quite some time.”

“Until I opened it.”

“Is it from a different Great Ship?”

“Well done, Influx Vodal.”

The creature was thin, desiccated, though it was more than just skeletal remains. Black, spindly supports were joined together like a draft basket woven of sparse thread, hollow around a transparent encasing half-filled with an iridescent liquid.

“What is it? We have few records of anything from other Great Ships. Mericadal, what is it?”

“Look into my memories, Influx Vodal. Or try.”

“You’re guarding them. Mericadal, tell me, what is this creature?”

“Influx Vodal, we both know that other Great Ships brought their infestations here, stealing their way in and making a home that was not theirs to make. This is a correction.”

“What is a correction?”

One of the creature’s black supports closest to them shimmered transparent. The encasement of iridescent liquid slopped to the side, filling the support. It vibrated and flashed a variety of faint colours, patterns emerging.

“It’s communicating.” Vodal’s lips shunted closer to the creature.

“It’s waking up.”

Alongside the flashing colours, rhythmic vibrations began. Some of the supports rubbed against one other, concocting harmonies of something resembling speech, like the clearing of a Roranian throat. The creature wafted a fine green mist secreted from opened small holes along one side of its body. It shuffled, limbs rearranging, realigning. The mist stopped and the rhythms changed.

“It’s getting ready.” Vodal’s lips quivered.

The rhythms grew violent. The entire creature shook as though ruffled by fierce winds. Mericadal grabbed both sides of the creature by its exoskeletal supports and tore them apart. Fissures of sizzling liquid erupted, sublimating upon contact with the air.

“No!” Influx Vodal’s lips were wide.

As Mericadal tore, the tubes disconnected from each other and fell apart. Mericadal dropped the final few and wiped his hands against each other.

“That was savagery, Mericadal.”

“You haven’t seen anything.”

“You could have learnt from it.”

Mericadal laughed. “No, I don’t think I could have.”

“Why did you do that?”

“No one knows my pain except you.” Mericadal rose into the air. “Surely you can understand.” They hurtled away.
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Leadership’s Chains

Ulantr led Paran and Yena through the labyrinthine walkways and towers of Little-Sunsprit’s lower levels. They passed few others, none of whom saw or paid them any heed on account of Ulantr’s concealment field.

Yena rushed to catch up with Ulantr. “D’you blame us for what’s happening?” The exact meaning of her words left to interpretation.

Ulantr took a moment. “Somewhat, in truth. But I also know we Vaesians are not blameless. We played a role in the Breaker’s past, which now plays a destructive role in the present. Perhaps all these events were set in motion long ago.”

“What’s happened to the Breaker… the Hybrid now?”

“No one knows for certain, but the emoxes also disappeared shortly after it found them in Upper-Fadin. That seems suspicious to me.”

Paran whistled. “Combining with Influxa and the emoxes? That’s… What would it want then? Revenge?”

“Maybe. Although against who, I do not know.”

Yena surveyed the nearby towers. “If the Vaesians had a role in the Breaker’s past, just how long have you been here? Some Roranians treat Tapache as a kind of… creator, but you don’t. None of you mention him at all. Is what Tapache promised you a secret?”

“Whatever promises Tapache may or may not have made are long forgotten.” Ulantr’s pace slowed.

“But—”

Paran squeezed Yena’s arm delicately and gestured around. Along the adjacent walkways and the other levels, as far as they could see, crowds of Vaesians were lining the sides. “Something’s happening.”

“Something is.” Ulantr’s tone was distant.

The clamour of guttural conversations thickened the air.

“What’re they all talking about?” Yena asked, loudly.

“It’s like they’re looking for someone. Ulantr, what’s going on?”

Ulantr’s calm voice penetrated the noise. “They are looking for someone, and I wish they weren’t.” He stopped. Evidently, their concealment field was no longer in place as the guttural din died almost as quickly as it had arisen as they were spotted. The air stilled. A hushed wave spread above and below as Little-Sunsprit’s eyes rested upon them.

A lone non-Silvered Vaesian was up ahead, walking strangely over, slightly turned as though afraid.

Paran cleared his throat. “Is there an issue?”

Ulantr’s head dropped low. The Vaesian reached them, stopping a few paces away, and spoke in muted, rumbling Vaesian.

Ulantr took a step back.

“What is?” Yena asked.

Ulantr spoke softly. “Osr.”

“Is he on his way?” she asked the Vaesian who had approached. “What’s the matter?”

The Vaesian’s tensirs began rippling uncontrollably. “We believe Osr is dead.”

Yena’s hands rose to her mouth. “Oh…”

“Tell me.”

“A soldier from Osr’s personal guard survived, barely, from an initial assault. He said the Administration drones… there were too many, it would have been unsurvivable. Osr reallocated too many of his retinue, leaving too few for protection. The soldier was found and brought to Little-Sunsprit. We believe Osr still lies where he fell, in his command facility in Upper-Fadin. He will not be disturbed. He will wait for you.”

Ulantr took his time to reply. “This is… certain?”

“It is.”

Ulantr leant forward, his head almost touching the other Vaesian’s. They spoke quietly and the other Vaesian rushed off the way he had come.

“Ulantr, I’m so sorry,” Yena said.

Paran put his arm around Yena as a tear rolled down her cheek. “Ulantr, I only had brief dealings with Osr, but I respected him. He was the terror of the Administration for so long. By all accounts, Osr was a great leader.”

“He leaves an emptiness.”

The air vibrated with the mournful tunes of the watching Vaesians. Ulantr gazed around as though taking in all of Little-Sunsprit.

Yena slid from Paran’s arm and reached out to touch him. “Ulantr.”

The Silvered shifted before her hand made contact. “Come.” He led them across the walkway.

Reaching the tower entrance, Ulantr turned. “I am sorry about my answer before, Yena, I dismissed you. You place your trust in Tapache for what the Wanderer might offer you. I choose to place mine in Vaesians, and I believe Echoes of Gravity can help with that. It operates on the peripheries of our thoughts, sifting possibilities in ways we cannot.”

“Ulantr, are you sure you shouldn’t wait?” Paran said. “You’ve just found out…”

“I want to save my species, now more than ever.”

The humming stopped. Paran and Yena checked their watchers. Some appeared confused, their necks contorting as they strained to look around. Others simply moved off.

“What’s happened?” Paran asked. “You’ve concealed us again?”

“We have our task, I let that be known.” Ulantr took them into the tower, continuing their journey into Little-Sunsprit’s depths.

Crossing fresh walkways, the city’s background hum was quieter than before.

“I hope Topinr is successful in finding our last council members,” Ulantr said. “When he returns, Hespinr will need Mnosr and Aivinr’s guidance.”

“Ulantr, are you sure you’re okay?” Yena asked.

“I expected this.”

“Is there still a chance Osr… survived?” Paran asked. “I mean—”

“I doubt that, Paran.”

They settled onto an elevation platform. Paran and Yena steadied themselves, pulling their arms in tight as they descended in darkness, the sounds of the cavern city disappearing.

Paran broke the silence. “It sounds like it’s chaos in all the other cities, Vaesian and Roranian. Topinr’s going to have a tough time finding your council members.”

“He chooses it.”

“Well, you ordered him to.”

Ulantr’s chest began to glow faint silver and he kindled a small kilthis to light their way, holding it to the side. Glistening streaks of the tower’s black interior lined their descent.

“Topinr follows me because he followed Osr.”

“Like all Vaesians,” Yena said.

“Not like the others.”

“What d’you mean?”

“Topinr chooses the difficult path.”

Paran frowned. “Why?”

Ulantr extinguished the light from his body and the kilthis. “Given your own past, Paran, I think you’d understand.”

“His fights against the Administration? He told me about them, but he was vague.”

“His fights against us.”

“What?” Paran waited for an answer that Ulantr did not give. “Topinr told me there were legends of your wars, he never said he was in them…”

“Topinr’s old, isn’t he?” Yena asked. “He hasn’t always been Silvered.”

“He asked for the Silvering,” Paran said. “He told me that.”

Ulantr still offered no reply. Yena persisted. “Was Topinr a Veiler?”

Ulantr guffawed. “You are insightful, Yena.” Through the darkness, faint shards of growing light from below showed Ulantr observing them. “They wanted to understand more of this place, but their initial tensions spoiled into conflicts. Things became larger than they were ever meant to be, unforgivable atrocities were inflicted. Topinr came to Osr during the Veiler Wars, he knew his own side’s position was unwinnable.”

Yena squeezed Paran’s hand. “He wanted redemption?”

“Yes.”

“What did Osr do?” Paran asked.

“Osr has…” Ulantr trailed off and then corrected himself. “Had a long memory. He was not always so balanced.” The Silvered’s tone lightened. “Tell me, do you know how Vaesians procreate?”

“A little.”

“Some of it is unavoidable, but we can choose certain things. Memories, characteristics, those are what we try to balance.”

Yena’s eyes lit with interest, although her voice remained gentle. “You have Osr’s memories?”

The light increased. “A few, some more vague than others. I know what he did to Topinr and how he tested him. We have long lives, even as Silvereds, and Osr was young too once. He convinced Topinr to allow the Vaesian Union to use his knowledge and high position to defeat the Veilers. And once the battles were over, Topinr remained our prisoner and was kept isolated. Over time, despite our genetic memories, we forgot the Veiler threat, as did the Veiler remnants themselves. And later, you Roranians came to the Source, and everything changed. A new age began, so Osr decided to release Topinr.”

Yena gasped. “Osr kept Topinr a prisoner for all that time?”

“It is only more recently Osr began to understand that we Vaesians and you Roranians have our differences, but we also have our similarities. That is why I spent much of my own youth travelling Ringscape, away from Osr. I now regret that we never met for frank understandings, neither completely admitting our unconcealed thoughts. And yet, toward the end, I believe he did begin to change.” He shuffled. “Anyway, Osr decided to grant Topinr his only request once he ascended to the ruling position of the council, and since then, Topinr has served.”

“What did Topinr want?” Yena asked.

“To die,” Paran said as though it were obvious. “He told me.”

“Yes, Paran.” The platform slowed. “Osr wanted to be Silvered. To fully change and to be allowed, at some point, to end. You, Paran, were among the first to meet Topinr as a Silvered.”

The platform stopped. Ulantr gestured ahead, to a tower at the end of another short walkway, housing another small elevation platform. “Down there, Echoes of Gravity awaits.”
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Hirsute Makings

Eoledon’s holo form flickered. He stood in the middle of the room and looked almost directly at Ilouden and Hespinr, despite their concealment field. The shipyard room appeared precisely as before.

Eoledon’s demeanour was warm and cordial. He uncrossed his arms and dropped them by his sides. “You still have the dummy node, don’t forget. We can detect it.”

Hespinr felt his pack and muttered something incomprehensible. “He’s right. I should have left it down in the cavern with the signal transmitter.”

“Reveal yourselves, Hespinr and Ilouden, or we shall be forced to take actions of encouragement.”

“What do we do?” Ilouden asked.

Eoledon continued. “We will still hold up our end of the bargain. The attacks will cease and you may leave unimpeded.”

Ilouden looked at Hespinr again. “I don’t think we have a choice.”

Hespinr’s tensirs fluttered. “We are here.”

Eoledon turned to them. “Indeed, you are.”

“Our agreement was flawed. We learnt nothing of value in the Repository Storage Cavern. Let us go.”

Eoledon clasped his hands behind his back. “What you were to find was never agreed upon.” Transparent screens shot down from the ceiling, boxing them away from the rest of the room. The screen walls shimmered black.

“What’s going on?” Ilouden raised his thermal ejection rifle. Hespinr brandished two bright kilthis at the screens, which shimmered back to transparency and receded up into the ceiling as fast as they had come.

“We’re done,” Eoledon said.

“What’s done?” Hespinr asked, kilthis still present.

Eoledon turned around interestedly as Ominr and the rest of the soldiers appeared from thin air, spaced in a dense ring around the holo, enveloped in a dissipating cloud of blue. The ubiquitous hum they generated ended, and a strange lack of noise took hold. They all reached into their packs, grabbing more and more muvaeyt to shovel into their mouths. Their hairs elongated rapidly across their bodies. One by one, the c-autom repositories flashed into existence, appearing neatly beside clusters of soldiers, who gave no indication they noticed aside from Ominr, who attempted to speak to Hespinr, although a low, quiet groan was all that came before he gave up. Drones swarmed the room from hidden apertures and crowded around the repositories.

“Ominr! What’s happening?” Hespinr looked wildly to Eoledon, then gestured to the nearest soldier, whose longer hair visibly darkened to a deeper silver.

“It’s all of them!” Ilouden pointed to another soldier, and then another.

The soldiers stopped reaching into their packs, instead becoming highly focused on their own bodies. Ominr’s hair was now so long as to match the oldest of Silvereds. The drones buzzed about the c-autom repositories, swerving around the Silvereds.

“They all look like Osr now… Older even… And darker, some…” Ilouden’s face had turned white. “Hespinr… you’re fine?”

Hespinr looked down at himself and then back up.

The soldiers began to collapse inwards, buckling as though hollowing from the inside, falling in awkward, erratic movements, their legs bent, shrivelling and contorting. They toppled to the sides, arms also shrivelling, necks thinning, twisting their shrinking heads, faces etched with strain. Their long hairs hardened, no longer wafting, and flaked off, moulting and crumbling to dust. Their bodies drifted apart, separating freely, leaving only clumps of fine matter, indistinguishable from that of Ringscape’s surface.

Hespinr roared and fired two kilthis at Eoledon, whose projection rippled as the energetic spheres passed freely through. One impacted violently against the far wall, the other slammed into a drone that exploded into pieces, showering a repository below. Eoledon disappeared. Hespinr generated more, striding forward. Drones were damaged, debris fell, and yet more replacements swarmed in. Hespinr fired indiscriminately. He directed his rage at the nearest repository, slamming kilthis after kilthis at its unyielding, dark red surface. He bent over, panting, with Ilouden by his side.

“There’s nothing you can do except cause damage to the extent we may need to stop you.” Eoledon reappeared nearby, arms folded. “And I’d prefer not to.”

Hespinr rose to his full height. “What did you do?”

“Will it happen to Hespinr?” Ilouden blurted out.

“No.” Eoledon shook his head. “We sampled Hespinr’s cell-scale signatures and altered the Activators’ frequencies to exclude him.”

“Activators?” Ilouden asked.

“We were forced into proactivity. You were going to leave.”

“What did you do?”

“We knew you were not alone. We had to act to preserve our interests. This was the most careful way—”

“Careful?” Hespinr’s voice boomed as he generated another kilthis. Ilouden grabbed Hespinr’s arm and pulled it down.

Eoledon uncrossed his arms. “Hespinr, Ilouden, we knew there were others with you from an aggregation of small deviations in expected sensor readings within Upper-Fadin. We extrapolated the most likely scenario for the concealment of such a large troop of Silvereds and understood the purpose. You came to destroy the c-autom repositories. I can tell by your responses that this was most likely correct. Your reasoning wasn’t unobvious. While we were quite certain you would be unsuccessful, considering the repositories are pure, unrecycled triamond that would require rare, similar-grade triamond-cutters to take apart, your resourcefulness meant we expected some result.” He indicated to the repositories and the busy drones. “I must admit, your abilities are more extensive than we realised, and actual translocation of the repositories was unexpected.”

“What about them?” Ilouden pointed to the remains of the Silvereds. “Your Activators, what did they do?”

Eoledon spoke calmly. “I did promise you I would tell you more of what we know about you and your cell-scales. Well, Hespinr, as we already told you, the cell-scales don’t give you Silvereds your physiological improvements. You already have them. We believe all Vaesians have these certain potentials. Other than apparently granting you a far extended lifespan, the cell-scales act as inhibitors.”

Eoledon brought up a holo of a non-Silvered, white Vaesian. Beside the Vaesian were cell-scale count and efficiency measures. The Vaesian turned progressively silver. In conjunction, the cell-scale count increased, and the cell-scale efficiency measure registered a disproportionately greater decrease. Eventually, the Vaesian’s hair became a silver shade similar to Hespinr’s.

Eoledon continued. “When cell-scales malfunction, they over-proliferate in the futile attempt at correction. This leads to what you call Silvering, which exemplifies the most extreme form of cell-scale failure, evidenced by the silver colouring of hair, to varying degrees.” He slowed. “Silvered Vaesians are closer to the natural state of your species.” He brought up another holo designated Airborne Activator. “The Activators encourage not only the failure of the cell-scales, but a significant reversal in their operation. Think of this as extreme Silvering.” Eoledon looked across the floor of the shipyard room. “All physiological functions, including all metabolic reactions, increase exponentially. Your genetic predisposition to biological mortality becomes the most dominant factor. The rest, I assume, is obvious. They’re an off-shoot of an Administration project, which we have been forced to make use of in this case.”

Ilouden was incredulous. “Forced? You found a way to mess with their cell-scales and kill them!” His eyes wandered over the Silvered remnants. The movements of low-flying drones wafted currents of air toward the clumps, scattering and mixing them. “No one forced you!”

Eoledon hands clasped together, flashes of golden brown fingers – matching the colouring of a mark across Eoledon’s cheek – interspersed amongst typical Roranian fingers. “From our perspective, the risk was unacceptable.”

“Can we bring them back?” Hespinr asked quietly.

“No. The degradation is irreversible.”

“You won’t get away with this.”

Eoledon’s face was impassive. “Our agreement was with you both and no one else. Despite your actions, we are still willing to abide by the terms. You now know what we wield, should you attempt to retaliate. Contrary to what you might think, we do not want to harm you. However, we will react swiftly and decisively if we are interfered with. Now, you may leave.” The entrance was unblocked, with the covering drones flitting off and the skimmer moving aside.

Ilouden’s eyes widened. “That’s it?”

Eoledon’s eyebrows met in the middle, making him appear almost sympathetic. “I am nothing like Mericadal, and many of the influxes I am connected to were once friends to the Vaesians. Now that we are joined, we understand so much more. We are different. We do not wish for conflict with you. There are other matters upon which we would rather focus.”

“After what you’ve done—”

Hespinr interrupted Ilouden. “The Influxa-Breaker entity. You fear it.”

Eoledon nodded. “Whatever strange hybrid creature it is, and whatever it has become since it further incorporated the emoxes into itself—”

“What?”

“I hope it destroys you,” Hespinr said.

Eoledon continued as though he had not heard. “We are unsure of the danger it poses, and may have little time to learn what we can before it returns.” He spread his arms wide. “You really should leave. My thoughts are required elsewhere. We have now completely ended the attacks on the city.”

“Who are you?” Ilouden asked. “Who were you, Eoledon?”

Eoledon vanished as more drones swarmed into the room, completely engulfing the repositories.

Ilouden took Hespinr by the arm and pulled him outside. The skimmer waited.
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Planned Trajectories

Kera and Diyan took the ship vertically up into the sky. Immediately, half of the bloom’s tenuous emergency supports buckled and the pod’s swaying recommenced. Shudders ran up and down its length, mechanical stresses roaring. Kera’s swearing intensified as compound errors made themselves known, all accompanied by warning chimes.

“I thought you said the repairs were sufficient.” Diyan held onto the sides of his seat, whose shape no longer altered to secure him, and grunted as his holo controls flickered. “It’s like the ship’s gone backward, I’ve even less control than before!”

“You’re the one who promised Iuno we’d draw the Hybrid away.” Kera steadied herself and looked through her holo controls, which also flickered. “I’ve had to reset tolerance thresholds, and I’ve rediverted power to core components for now. For some reason, some of our non-core systems resumed while we were gone. Errors.” She shook her head. “Must’ve been in worse condition than the diagnostics suggested. We still don’t really even have internal sensors, and a bunch of the externals aren’t reliable either.” She breathed in loudly. “Want the good news?”

“That’d be nice.”

They both shunted in the same direction. “It still looks like the Hybrid hasn’t noticed us, I’m fairly certain. It’s still flying around vaguely toward New Start, so we have time for my plan.”

“As long as it doesn’t actually reach them, first.” Diyan rechecked Kera’s calculations more times than usual. His holo controls repeatedly reset, forcing him to start again. To complete the checks, he cancelled the holos and used his faceplate projections. “Maybe its attention’s still on the Haze Rings. You’d think they’d be too far for it to inspect from there. That’ll take—”

“Or it’s run out of ideas, Diyan. We know it wants to escape. Or maybe that Influxa drone now controls it and has new ideas.” The ship turned and the swaying increased, forcing them to cling to the sides. It took some time for the swaying to subside to previous levels. Meanwhile, Kera set the ship’s new course. They gained speed. “Looking forward to seeing Barrenscape again?”

“If your plan works.”

“Have a better one?”

Diyan chuckled. “That’s your remit, Kera. I make the problems.”

*

The ship rattled and the holos flickered, although the swaying from side to side had diminished to negligible levels as additional supports had clamped onto the bloom.

“Why isn’t your simulation field flickering?” Diyan looked suspiciously at the resources Kera had allocated across the pod’s display systems. “Hold on, you’ve even allocated more—”

Kera laughed. “It was necessary, Diyan. I prefer this to my faceplate display, unlike you. I need to check—”

“I’m only using this display because my holos keep resetting and my controls are limited!”

She carried on innocently. “Inertial dampeners are nearly working, and the bloom’s almost secured, fully. There’re some odd mass reports, system malfunctions and misallocations, but—”

“You probably misallocated them,” Diyan said cheekily. “Want me to take a look?”

“They’re less important than the external sensors, which are in good condition, now, nearly there.”

“That’s true.”

Kera raised a holo showing their current position, about halfway between Ringscape and Barrenscape. There was nothing else. Kera cleared her throat. “The Hybrid hasn’t followed us, I’m quite sure.”

“And now, because of my stupidity, we draw the Hybrid toward us for your plan.”

“Your words, not mine.”

Diyan winced. “Deploying the drones?”

Kera nodded and returned to her pristine simulation, issuing the command to release the drones in the programmed sequence, their predetermined trajectories displayed on the holo. They streamed behind in a line, keeping a wide berth from the bloom propulsion unit. The first sped with the greatest velocity toward the Hybrid’s last known position, ready and armed to explode. Drawing attention.

“If these explosions don’t invite the Hybrid along our path, I don’t know what will,” Kera said. “We should intercept the Hybrid before it reaches New Start.”

“If it kept to its original trajectory.”

“Erm… Yes.”

“And if it didn’t?”

“There’s nothing we can do, Diyan. We’re even using ourselves as bait. We’re doing the best we can.” She chuckled. “What’s wrong with us? First, Paran sets the Breaker’s trap, and now we’re setting the Hybrid’s trap.”

Diyan grinned and brought up reports on the pod’s fabrication systems. “We wouldn’t need to be the bait if we’d had enough drones, we could have led the Hybrid anywhere.” He sifted through other reports. “And you’re right, our systems must’ve been in a worse state than we realised. A bunch of these repairs should’ve completed while we were in New Start. Are you limiting my access even more?”

“No.” Kera checked the same reports. “I’m sure I ordered the ship to shut down and repair all fabrication capabilities, but they were malfunctioning when we got back on the ship as though they’d been in overdrive.” She paused.

“What is it?”

She pursed her lips. “I don’t know. Maybe the Triumvirate Entities did something.”

“Put something into the ship? Maybe that’s what caused the mass report discrepancies.”

“Or put it back wrong, I don’t know. But something seems… off. Like we don’t have the control we had even before we landed.”

“I certainly don’t.”

The drones continued to deploy in sequence. The ship’s inertial dampeners became fully operational, removing the bulk of the swaying and rattling. External views through transparent sides automatically calibrated for any residual shudders, creating a perception of stability.

“Maybe those Triumvirate Entities really did do something, like you said. They might not have understood what they were doing.”

“They were strange.”

Diyan dismissed his holo screens and moved across to sit on the floor with his back against Kera’s seat. He reached out to take her hand and waited. Her voice was quieter.

“But they were right about me not really understanding, not anymore. It’s good to have finally admitted it – about how much I’ve forgotten. I actually feel relief, Diyan. It’s simpler just knowing the Source’s creators are a terror beyond anything my mind can keep.”

Diyan squeezed her hand and smirked. “When you put it like that, it’s almost comforting.”
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Cruel Smatterings

Mericadal violently breached Ringscape’s surface again, rocketing his body forcefully down, battering Vodal’s lips. Vodal took some time to recover, lips knitting back together. Mericadal dropped into the fresh hole, landing on another hard triamond surface, gripping the casket and swinging it out. The casket was already partially open. Mericadal forced it fully open.

“What is that?” Vodal’s question was unanswered.

The casket’s innards resembled a brown, shapeless pack atop a bed of retervope that had seeped in. There was no movement. Mericadal lifted the pack-thing. Its brown skin sagged as hard, internal rod-like shapes collected at the bottom and poked the sides, stretching the upper portion of the skin into a lighter shade. Mericadal tore the skin apart. Thin, dark green rods fell out. Mericadal placed his foot over each and ground them to dust.

“Mericadal, what was that?”

“Entered through the Haze Rings and something happened to it, clearly. A weapon or a pathogen probably saw to it first. Who cares?”

Mericadal rose into the air and shot away, ignoring Vodal’s further questions. He landed fairly quickly and set about making another excavation. This time, the casket was a different shade of red and cracked along its surface.

“Some type of derivative,” Vodal said. “It was shallower. Perhaps it was manufactured here. The Administration or the past governances could have done this, but there are no records they ever did. And it was buried, which would be very resource-intensive. It may have been the Vaesians or another species from before the Roranians.”

“Remember what you will, Influx Vodal. Soon, it will be gone.”

Mericadal ripped the casket open. Inside, a desiccated corpse. Roranian-like, except with a torso and limbs that were each far too long, and its skull too small by half. The casket’s inside was adorned with symbols and images, all painted black against the faint triamond-derivative red. There were simple depictions, of the long species in various poses, some recognisable, others odder contortions that would have been impossible for a Roranian.

“Do you know who these were?” Vodal asked. “Or do you simply know how to find them?”

“The Roranians weren’t the first Tapache sent. Many others came before. Many others were trapped.”

“Like you.”

Mericadal reached down and pulled Vodal’s lips, splitting them. “Careful.”

“Anosher dead cashket, Mericadal. Noshing for you toh kill.”

Mericadal shrugged and set about destroying the remains of the unknown long-limbed creature. “There’ll be more.” He kicked the debris back into the shallow hole.

And there were. They unearthed three more caskets, each with an unfortunate living creature preserved in stasis that Mericadal murdered. Vodal questioned Mericadal about each, receiving only the scantest responses. They left, on the way to his next target.

“I know what you’re doing, Mericadal.”

“Brazen, Influx Vodal.”

“You’re destroying them one by one. They will forever remain forgotten secrets.”

Mericadal did not reply.

“You are wiping them from existence as a demonstration of your own lowly worth.”

Mericadal swooped closer to Ringscape and rotated his body parallel with Ringscape’s topology. Right below, a troop of five soldiers in Administration military uniforms walked in a loose group. They paid the skies no attention.

“What will you do?” Vodal asked.

“Shh.” Mericadal placed a finger across Vodal’s lips and they sealed shut. He decreased his height, body still stretched out parallel to the ground. They listened to the five soldiers.

“Why shouldn’t we?”

“My family—”

“They’ll all be dead, Zurmi. The influx massacre. Stupid to go back.”

“Are you sure he’s not right?”

“My family, my little one – dead!”

“If you don’t stop whining, we’ll shoot you right now.”

“Fresh from birth!”

“I have parents, you fool!”

“Who doesn’t?”

“If you had anyone, you’d understand! Kill me now!”

“Happily! You are a blithering useless—”

Swearing.

“Those rancid Silvereds. It’s all their fault.”

“Better than the others, I reckon. The normal Vaesians. Stick out more, easier targets.”

Laughter.

“What’ll we do? Everything’s gone!”

“We’ll have to—”

“Stick together.”

“Raid small settlements, the non-Administration ones, without any influx connections. We start our own empire. I call it—”

“Empire of the Idiocy? Are you dim?”

“What’s that?”

“Did you hear the commander—”

“The Commander! No!”

“No, stupid. A commander. Commander Miren. Did you hear—”

“Got her stomach punched out, didn’t she?”

“And her face ripped off. Imperious thing, had it coming.”

“Ooh, long word!”

“She was corrupt!”

“Shut up a moment. I was going to say—”

“They never recovered her body?”

“My family!”

“Shut it!”

“Shut up! Well, yes, that’s right. About Commander Miren.”

“What does that mean, then?”

“What you think? That Nesch ate her!”

“No!”

“You’re making it up, that’s insubordination—”

“What?”

“Shut up!”

“Traitors. Deserters. Destroyers.” Mericadal whispered as he descended silently. “Traitors, deserters, destroyers.” He repeated, his voice amplifying with proximity. “Traitors, deserters, destroyers!”

The five soldiers looked up. “What the…” They screamed and fired their weapons at Mericadal, to no effect.

“Traitors, deserters, destroyers!”

Mericadal expanded his bulk and slammed into them, all at once, engulfing them, pressing with such force their bodies, combat regwear, weapons and other tools flattened into a hard admixture within a shallow, smouldering crater. Mericadal peeled himself off and reformed, Vodal’s mouth and eyes remoulded, lips unsealed.

“Shat wash unnesheshary.”

“I thought influxes wanted the Administration dead.”

Vodal paused a moment. “You were the ultimate target.”

“I’m flattered, Influx Vodal.” Mericadal flew high into the sky.

“When will this self-pity end?”

“You’re in danger of rambling.”

“When?”

“When I say so.”

“Haven’t the Founders given you their tasks? They must be baulking at your inefficiency.”

“Yes, extermination. And there is more than enough time for me to have my fun.”

“You’re pointlessly destroying all this information.”

Mericadal chuckled and pointed into the distance. “There.”

They landed. Mericadal set about smashing down, excavating with extreme force, Vodal taking the full brunt as usual. However, this time, it was not a triamond casket that was being unearthed.
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Gravity’s Grasp

The small platform descended quietly, and despite their speed, the journey was not quick. A mechanical silence pervaded and emptiness radiated. A glimmer emanated from the air.

“How d’you know you can trust Echoes of Gravity?” Yena asked.

“Osr never fully trusted my instincts either,” Ulantr said.

“You’ve ended up in the same position,” Paran said.

“Until Hespinr returns.”

The platform slowed. Yena and Paran gripped each other’s hands.

“I’d like both of you to know,” Ulantr said. “That I met your Kera, and your Diyan is my friend. Osr may not have trusted me, but he trusted them, and I too wish for them to both be well. Whatever the truth may be, I hope you find them.”

“We will,” Yena said.

“Whatever path the four of you are on, I believe it will have implications for us all.”

“Our path appears to be with you for now,” Paran said.

The platform stopped. Ulantr moved off and motioned for them to follow. The platform dropped and disappeared into the gloom. A dim tunnel awaited.

“Echoes of Gravity’s through there?” Yena’s helmet automatically sealed, like Paran’s. “I’m not getting anything. It’s as though my sensors are nullified.” Their helmets retracted.

Ulantr shrugged in a Roranian manner. “The oldest parts of Sunsprit have few records.” He started through the dim tunnel. “Come.”

“From what I’ve heard,” Paran said. “Echoes of Gravity doesn’t appear unless you’re alone. It hides.”

“Not from me.”

“Do we prepare?” Yena asked.

The passageway ended in a dark, empty chamber, barely wider than the rest of the passage, no more than a couple of strides across. Yena and Paran looked around, finding nothing of particular interest. After a short while, Ulantr turned to them.

“I don’t understand… Usually, it is…” Ulantr stopped. Yena and Paran were both frozen, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. Ulantr kindled kilthis from both tensirs and took a step back. “Yena… Paran…”

Paran and Yena fell to their knees, panting, sweat dripping down their faces.

Paran cracked his neck from side to side. “Interesting.” They looked at each other.

Ulantr extinguished his kilthis and lowered to their level, his three legs splayed equally about his body. He waited for their heavy breathing to normalise, rising with them as they stood back up.

“That was…” Yena shook her head. “Interesting, yes.” She squinted. “Its focus was on Kera, and Diyan, and what happened before we lost them, before we came back to Ringscape. It was like… I didn’t share what happened, I relived it.”

Paran nodded. “It’s like it was excited. And I think… Did you get the feeling they weren’t in danger?”

Yena also nodded, gratefully. “I did, my feeling too. It recognised their experience, somehow.” She glanced up. “Ulantr… Ulantr?”

The Silvered gave no response. He slumped down.

*

Paran re-entered the small chamber, having walked repeatedly to the other end of the dim corridor in wait for a platform, to no luck. Yena watched the crumpled Vaesian for signs of movement. No manner of poking or prodding, or any other form of coercion, had elicited a response.

“Still no platforms coming. No way to even request one. How do they do it? They should just use electro-boosts!” He grunted. “Do I climb out to find help?”

“We can’t leave him like this, who knows what Echoes of Gravity did to him.”

Paran shrugged, searching his sensors for information. “Still nothing. Less than nothing. Yena, maybe I really should try to climb out. Platform or no platform, I can punch handholds into the sides. Yena?”

“Does it seem different to you?”

“What?”

“This place.”

“Of course, everything’s blocked.”

“More than that.”

“In what way?”

“More echoey. Emptier.”

Paran looked around. “Tricks of the darkness, that’s all.”

“Are you relieved about Kera and Diyan?”

“Yes, if we can trust it. But the more I think about it, the more I don’t understand.”

“I feel the same,” Yena admitted.

Rustling took their attention.

“Look,” Yena whispered.

Ulantr’s tensirs danced with nascent, delicate sparks fizzling like the tips of a bloom.

“He’s making a kilthis?” Yena pushed herself up.

“Looks different,” Paran leant over cautiously to inspect them. “No, doesn’t look like a kilthis.” The sparks died out.

“Careful.”

Ulantr’s body tensed, his head lifted. His black eyes flashed white and then returned to deep black. He shook his head, almost groggily. “Curious.”

“Woah!” Yena stared at him. “Ulantr?”

“What was that?” Paran asked. “Your eyes.”

Ulantr continued shaking his head, as though flicking something off. “Most curious.”

Yena turned to Paran. “Help me.” They each took one of Ulantr’s arms and heaved him up. “What happened to you?”

The Silvered swayed. “Something.”

“Something?” Paran repeated. “We know that.”

“Your eyes glowed white,” Yena said. “And your tensirs too. Well, not glowing, but they made sparks. Not like anything we’ve seen before.”

Ulantr brought his tensirs close to his face. They rippled innocently. “Really?”

“I think we should leave,” Paran said.

“I agree,” Ulantr said.

“We should return to the surface. We need to—”

“No.”

“What?”

“We need to go to the Tug Field.”

“The Tug Field?” Yena’s tone raised. “Ulantr, what just happened to you? What did Echoes of Gravity tell you?”

“It’s me now.”

“What?”

“Echoes of Gravity is with me now.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“The integration has begun.”

Yena frowned. “You can’t possibly be joining… that can’t be right. What? How could that make any sense?”

“It is happening.”

Ulantr wobbled as he took a step out of the small chamber. His movements gained rigidity and he strode faster, back toward the platform chute.

“I’m getting tired of following you around Ulantr,” Paran said.

Another flash from Ulantr’s eyes quelled them. “Let’s go.”

A platform waited for them.

“Oh, of course there’s one now!” Paran said.
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Energetic Return

The skimmer given to them by Eoledon hurtled away from Upper-Fadin, leaving the shipyard tower with the remains of the Silvereds and the c-autom repositories in its wake. Across the flat expanse of Ringscape, the course was set for Upper-Sunsprit.

“Are you surprised Eoledon let us go?” Ilouden looked at Hespinr, who had barely spoken since leaving the shipyard tower. “We’re certainly not giving this skimmer back.”

“I suppose.”

“There’s a lot to tell Osr when you get back.” Ilouden shifted the navigation holo to the side and leaned over to fish through the skimmer’s compartments. “Wish there were some magnetic boots here.” He gave up rummaging and settled back, resting one hand on his thermal ejection rifle. “Maybe they’ll have some spares back at Sunsprit.”

Hespinr looked out at Ringscape, moving only occasionally to delve into his pack of muvaeyt. Blue wisps were sucked into the skimmer’s recalibrated filtration systems.

“I didn’t see any Roranians left in Upper-Fadin. Those influxes really pushed everyone out.”

Hespinr shifted his gaze to Ilouden. “We must destroy this Influx Collective that Eoledon is a part of.”

“Didn’t you hear what Eoledon said? This collective has the ability to kill you—”

“I’d like to destroy it with the burn of a thousand kilthis. We’ll use our Matter Manipulators to take it apart, piece by piece.”

“Hespinr, this isn’t a battle you can win.” Ilouden’s tone softened. “And what if they can give you more information – about the cell-scales and your past? They have access to the entirety of the Administration’s records. They could give you answers!”

“There is nothing I want to know. They could be lying, you said so yourself. The only knowledge I want is—” Hespinr lurched forward for a better vantage to see out the skimmer. A group of low-flying, small Administration ships were ahead, some travelling toward them, others elsewhere. Ilouden drew up a holo using the skimmer’s sensors. Their formations were unsynchronised.

“They’re ignoring us. Administration military?” Ilouden frowned. “These must be whatever escaped from the influxes.”

“Not recently. They’re coming from Sunsprit.”

Ilouden’s face became pale. “Possibly.”

“Why?”

Ilouden clenched his jaw and pushed the skimmer faster than its safety settings advised. It emitted a high-pitched whining. “We’ll find out.”

They detected slower ships as well as crykels, military-adapted skimmers, and other land-vehicles in the distance, just before they were visible. Also coming from the direction of Sunsprit. Also unsynchronised.

“It’s mayhem, there’s no order. Hespinr, can you conceal us? The skimmer too.”

“I am.” Hespinr eyed the incoming vehicles and reached for more muvaeyt. “Get us to Sunsprit, quick.”

“We’re still quite far.” Ilouden expanded the holo controls. “I’m doing my best.”

They entered the throng of Administration vehicles. Ilouden was forced to take manual control of the skimmer, swerving to avoid any contact.

“Faster, Ilouden.”

“Hold on!” They broke free of the throng. “We’re going as fast as we can!” Ilouden winced as the whining of the skimmer increased. “This’ll be useless when we get there, its mechanics are already breaking.”

“Faster!”

Any slight deviation in Ringscape’s generally smooth surface was magnified by the skimmer’s ferocity, rocking them about. The administration vehicles thinned out. Those left were either damaged or never intended for quick transport. A pickup in activity was registered in the distance. They raced closer. A pair of crykels, two riders apiece in Administration military garb, both chasses emitting black smoke from circular scorch marks. The second rider of the farthest crykel was slumped to the side. A band of Silvereds rushed after them, keeping pace and more with the crykels, half in bright glowing armour, half in skirts. Kilthis and weapons’ fire whizzed through the air, some only narrowly missing their skimmer. One slammed into the back crykel and sent it skidding to the side, throwing the Administration soldiers off. Silvereds pounced. Others focused on the remaining crykel. Before Ilouden and Hespinr were in range to do anything, an Administration ship sped across from above and delivered an excessive response from a turreted thermal cannon, rendering a molten, smoking mess of the interchange. It flew off, disappearing into the thick atmosphere.

“They’re gone!” Ilouden stared at Hespinr. “They did it to their own too, they—”

“Get us to Sunsprit!”

*

Hespinr squatted, ready to spring out of the skimmer. Finally, Upper-Sunsprit’s peripheries began to resolve in the thick atmosphere. Hespinr groaned.

Their city was in ruins. The great latticed dome had caved in from the middle, with the outer dome walls part-crumbled and part-standing, their fresh edges an odd molten-smashed mixture of sharp and smooth jags – evidence of thermal attack. It was as though a giant, hot fist had hammered down from above. Most of the external towers outside the dome’s confines were toppled or similarly molten-smashed. Some had fallen inwards, against the dome’s exterior.

“Hespinr!” Ilouden pointed at an enormous structure jutting out to one side of the smashed dome. “A sky-factory! They crashed a sky-factory into Sunsprit!”

“Faster!” Hespinr stood hunched in the middle of the skimmer. “Get us there!”

The skimmer’s juddering made it almost impossible for Ilouden to use the holo controls. A flip shook them, picking the skimmer up and dropping it down.

Ilouden gripped the sides of his seat with one hand. “Wish I’d had stronger flip treatments before we left.” He clenched his jaw, unable to hide an involuntary retch. “Not that they’d have lasted.”

Another flip rocked the skimmer. The controls disappeared and the sides automatically folding up, locking halfway. They skidded to a halt, accompanied by a loud whirring from the innards.

Ilouden swore. “Skimmer’s useless. Hespinr, sorry, I forgot it’s only glazers that can…”

Hespinr was out of the skimmer, already running along a dimmed magnetic path towards the nearest entrance to Upper-Sunsprit. Ilouden pulled up his facepiece, still retching, grabbed the thermal ejection rifle and rushed after, weaving around the debris while occasionally stopping to steady his breath. Moving specks dotted the turmoil near other entrances – Silvereds engaged in aggressive combat with remaining Administration attackers.

The rubble blocking their route was significant. They clambered over obstructing tower parts and dome fragments that had erupted from Sunsprit, then blasted a heavily wedged tower fragment into pieces to scramble through the dark tunnel into their city. Flips knocked Ilouden against the tunnel sides while Hespinr manoeuvred more adeptly. The closer they were, the louder the cacophony of noise from the wounded city. The narrow tunnel opened out into an empty guard station. Ilouden wedged his body against the freshly slanted wall to secure himself against the flips, panting. Hespinr was already on the other side of the guard station firing kilthis to open up the entrance point – the top part of which had already crumbled away, with the jagged corner of a tower poking through.

“Ah!” Ilouden spotted magnetic boots neatly stowed by the far wall and wiped the sweat from his face. He waited for the next flip, then dashed over. Another flip came immediately and Ilouden lurched up, only just grabbed in time by Hespinr. When the flip had ended, he rushed to the boots.

Hespinr gestured to the open entrance. “Let’s go.”

“Okay, I’m ready,” Ilouden said, his throat convulsing against his clenched jaw.

A frenzy of confusion greeted them.
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Seven-in-Eight

The last drones were about to be deployed. They were nearing Barrenscape. The ship’s front section closest to Barrenscape was transparent, the rest opaque. Kera was half-reclined, her knees comfortably bent, studying the ship’s sensor information. Diyan was still sat on the floor beside her seat, watching the same holos from the corner of his eye.

“Three drones left,” Kera said. “External sensors fully operational.”

Diyan smiled. “It’s going to be tight, but your plan might just work.”

She playfully swatted his shoulder. “Might?” She brought up the pod’s internal schematics and inspected them, settling on the combat regwear cache. Their miniature holo depictions revolved before her.

Diyan cocked his head. “Are the suits damaged? We’ll need them for your plan.”

Kera frowned. “Don’t think so.”

He sat up straight. “What then?”

“Maybe you should take a look, you’re better at this than me. Looks, it’s just… fourteens, a lot of sixteens, a few level eighteens, but… The data’s corrupted – in a way I’ve never seen before. It’s like the status tags were just deleted.” She stopped. “I’m probably overthinking this.”

Diyan looked over her shoulder. “Information’s missing?”

“Not necessarily. Maybe? Or…” She rubbed her eyes as he pulled one of her holo screens closer.

“Hmm.”

“Or do we just stop checking through these systems endlessly? The ship’s still repairing, the displays keep changing.”

“You’re right, it is odd…” He nodded and pushed the holos back. “But the pod wasn’t exactly designed to go through the Haze Rings.”

“Look.” Kera pointed forward. Barrenscape had come into view through the thick atmosphere. “Let’s check the suits after. First, I need to check Barrenscape’s morphology, as that’ll affect all the suit trajectories.”

“Want me to do it?”

She ignored the offer. Diyan sat back down and called a mirror holo to follow her calculations and assumptions, checking the adjustments.

“All checks out?”

“Think so.” Diyan called up an interactive holo laden with schematic lines, calculations and data labels. Unlike holos called by Kera at her seat – the pod’s designated command station – his holos still flickered, although less than before. There were two green flashing blips, one just over the beginning of Barrenscape, the next about halfway across its width. He traced them with a finger. “So we send the final drones on these trajectories.” Blue lines appeared and thickened, also flashing. “Straight across Barrenscape, toward the curve of its effective horizon. We’ll be here.” A large white blip appeared at Diyan’s finger, barely above Barrenscape’s surface. More blue lines appeared. “This is the Hybrid’s expected trajectory, from when it catches up and follows the drones. We’ve allowed for a reasonable degree of error, but…” The blips moved slowly.

“The drones lead the Hybrid straight to us,” Kera said.

“Unfortunate but unavoidable…” Diyan still spoke to himself. “But because of Barrenscape’s curvature, as soon as the Hybrid detects us, we travel fast over the effective horizon, out of its sensor capability again.”

“The Hybrid may be proficient at detecting our gravitational signature, but we’re still minuscule compared to the mass of Barrenscape. It can’t have much chance of finding us behind Barrenscape.”

Diyan nodded and pursed his lips. “Then we’re hidden, and it obviously chases. And, as it catches up…” A cluster of white blips emanated radially from the original white blip – the pod. Seven in total, as well as the original blip. “We use groups of the combat suits to project identical representations of the pod. Ours will be the furthest. And for a short period, with the camouflaging effect of Barrenscape’s curvature and all our relative positions, the Hybrid won’t be able to discern the real pod. So the Hybrid is distracted, meanwhile—”

“We have seven-in-eight odds of success.” Kera cancelled Diyan’s holo with a cheeky grin. “The Hybrid will be stuck investigating the suits, and we’ll be long gone. It’ll flit from one group to the next.”

“While we escape unnoticed.”

“That’s the plan.”

“Unless it goes for us first.”

“The one-in-eight scenario.”

“We slingshot back to Ringscape.” Diyan chuckled. “Seven-in-eight. Most of the backup suits expended, for our lives. Seems reasonable. We can always make more when the fabrication facilities are fixed.”

“And we’ve probably saved Iuno’s New Start.”

“Saving the galaxy has to start somewhere, one settlement at a time.”

“Oh yes.” She laughed. “Then we’re back to figuring out how to save the entire galaxy. After we find Yena and Paran.”

Kera pointed at her holo. One of the drones depicted in their trail was extinguished. “Let’s just hope the proximity explosions are working, drawing the Hybrid along.”

“If only there wasn’t a thick atmosphere, then we could match it with real data.”

Kera set the entire ship to transparency. They were over Barrenscape, at as low an altitude as they dared. The bloom-corrected perspective gave them an unhindered view, although the bloom’s effects were apparent, whipping up the betervope below. Kera took the ship a little higher to leave the betervope unimpacted. Once the combat suit groups were released as part of Kera’s plan, the individual suits would immediately fill themselves with compacted retervope in precise measurements for their specific trajectories and expected distances from the Hybrid, in order to mimic the ship. Their holo representations of the ship would be initiated, and they would produce betervope clouds of different scales to further aid the mirage.

“Shall I check the suits?” Diyan said.

“Diyan.”

“Any issues and we won’t fool anyone with worthwhile sensors, let alone the Hybrid.”

“We have some time, Diyan. We can wait for the systems to fix what they can first.”

“Although Paran said Influxa was damaged when they joined, maybe that’s why the Hybrid was moving so erratically.” He called a series of holo screens and accepted the suit’s offer to inject relaxants into his body. “We do have a little time, yes, but I’d rather…” He turned to Kera and paused.

She was lying on her seat, which she had quietly expanded to twice its width while he had been distracted. Her combat suit stood empty beside her. She lay in her thin, exposing underlayer. Colour flooded his cheeks.

“We don’t have long, Diyan. I’ve missed you.”

Gentle music reached Diyan’s ears as he made his way over. “From our Great Ship.”

“The pod has a reasonable store.”

Diyan exited his suit, in his own scant underlayer, then clambered onto the platform as his suit stiffened and moved to stand empty beside Kera’s. “I’ve missed you too.”

She ran her hands through his thick, short hair, their heads coming together. He pulled her to the side and they wrapped their arms around each other, closing eyes as their lips met again. Faint hissing sounds punctured the music, like the opening and closing of a side compartment.

“Strange,” Diyan murmured.

“Diyan—”

Diyan was pulled violently to the side and sent flying across the room. Warning chimes sounded, lights and holos flashed about, all vying for attention. The pod’s trembling was back, hidden mechanical stresses unveiled again.

An unfamiliar, somewhat synthetic voice, as though played through a faulty communication channel. “You should have checked the suits.”

“Diyan!” Kera was screaming.

Diyan scrambled to his feet just in time to see a suited knee flying toward his head, sending him tumbling back. He pushed himself up.

“Kera!”

“Oh, she can’t help you now.”
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Wrath’s Destruction

Murky black liquid pooled into the lower part of the tunnel floor. It sloshed against the tunnel sides, then receded into the hole beneath, appearing as a circular puddle. The tunnel Mericadal had made above was holding, for now.

“What is it? How deep is it?” Vodal’s questions were unyielding. “It’s almost as dark as whatever-it-is that comprises you. It is shapeless. Is it alive? Or is it a material, inanimate? It appears liquid, yet doesn’t wet the surrounding material – which also doesn’t look like retervope to me. What—”

Mericadal took a half-step forward, squatted and jabbed a leg at the puddle-hole. The liquid parted around his extended appendage, revealing more depth. Mericadal stood back up and produced an object – a thermal ejection rifle.

“Where is that from? You saved it from those Administration soldiers, didn’t you? Why?”

Mericadal tinkered with the settings and then carelessly tossed the rifle into the black liquid, which did not part as before.

“A gift.”

Vodal continued. “You overloaded its systems and set it to thermal—”

Bubbles effervesced and frothed on the liquid’s surface – just a few, and then more, followed by an energetic, convex bulge. The bulge became chaotic, the liquid frothing violently. The bubbles snapped loudly as they breached the surface, each releasing a high-pitched, discrete roar. Streaks of electric yellow fired across the wildly undulating surface. The black liquid fizzled and steamed, diminishing away from the tunnel’s floor. The roaring deepened, no longer discrete but constant. A vast empty cavern was unveiled, far larger than multiple shipyards, and still it grew as the titanic megafluid was destroyed. Deep down, parts swelled and separated from the rest, although not quick enough to escape the cascade.

“This is unforgivable, Mericadal.”

Mericadal peered at the diminishment and chuckled, head bobbing to trace something with his eyes. A small sphere of black had managed to separate and rose away from the chaos toward the aperture Mericadal had created. As it came close, electric fissures spread across its surface. It span rapidly, before disintegrating.

“Too late,” Mericadal said. “And I’m grateful for your message.”

“What message?”

“A final message.”

“To you?”

“Don’t be silly.”

“What message?”

“A message to a friendly neighbour.”

“How?”

“Via entangled counterpart. Very reckless of them. The disturbance is easy to follow through the thickways, and I don’t even need to enter to follow.”

“When will this wanton destruction be over?”

The part of the tunnel’s end upon which they stood crumbled away, the matter falling into the cavern below and soon obscured by the thick atmosphere. Mericadal flew up as the tunnel collapsed on itself, and punched his way through a blockage at the surface. A new, monumental depression formed in the landscape.

“What did the message say?”

They rose higher. “It contained a warning.”

“About you?”

“Obviously.”

“You are a child, Mericadal. All this to compensate for your own pathetic nature. You…”

Vodal’s comments continued as they set off for the next target.

*

Mericadal surveyed the ostensibly empty expanse. He rotated in the air, gliding to the side, around hidden obstacles.

“What are you doing, Mericadal?” Vodal strained to look down. “I wonder what life you are about to destroy now. What secrets shall forever be lost in your useless need for misery?”

Mericadal raised his arm back. Something shimmered before them, as though warm air rising from the heat despite them being far above Ringscape’s surface. Mericadal punched forward. A brown wall appeared suspended in the air with Mericadal’s arm sticking into it. The wall was cylindrical, about the diameter of Mericadal’s height. More of the cylinder crackled into sight as parts concentrically jolted into existence above and below.

It disappeared again, spirally from the ends, his arm appearing half-gone. Mericadal punched with his other fist, leaving both in the wall. The second piercing caused the entire camouflage to fail. A brown tower was revealed, extending from the ground to high above.

Mericadal pulled his arms out and grabbed at one of his punctures, peeling back the tower’s skin layer. Planes of broken, dark yellow meshes hung exposed, affixed to the skin by their sides. Fine splinters of brown-blue sprayed where the meshes had been ripped out. Larger pieces approaching the size of a Roranian fingernail collected like falling retervope in reverse, diffusing back inside the tower through still intact meshes. The outermost meshes smoothed, as did all those that had been ripped off, and the tower innards sealed off, the wound cauterised. The smoothed meshes darkened to a browner hue and expanded, pushing out while sucking in the flaps of skin hanging off. Soon, the wounds Mericadal had inflicted were gone and the tower was healed. It disappeared.

“What was that?”

“The inhabitants, I presume, Influx Vodal.”

“Those small splinters?”

“Yes.”

“They are what received the warning message from that megafluid you destroyed?”

“Insightful, Influx Vodal. You must have made a powerful addition to the influx network.” Mericadal shunted back, still hovering in the air. “You can’t see it, but this penetrates down into Ringscape, and quite extensively. I’m a little surprised they were never detected before.”

“Maybe just not by us. They were sent the warning by a friendly neighbour, as you said.”

“Are you being insolent?”

“Are they intelligent?”

“Would you like to find out before we destroy them?”

Vodal did not reply.

Mericadal laughed and pushed forward ferociously, tearing the tower into view again, pulling at the sides and ripping through the meshes too fast for the brown-blue splinters to retreat. He spun around, slamming the back of his hand against the final remnants of the level, cleaving the tower in two. Splinters poured out as the unaffixed upper part toppled. They followed after as it crashed onto Ringscape’s surface, deforming into a flattered cylinder. Similar to the initial wound Mericadal had inflicted, the cleaved tower smoothed against Ringscape’s surface. Its shade and complexion changed to that of the surrounding retervope. They rose to inspect the new peak, whose stump had smoothed over with fresh brown skin.

“Hahaha.”

“What was that?”

Vodal looked innocently up. “What now?”

“That ridiculous laugh.”

“I don’t know what you mean. What happens now, Mericadal?”

“What do you think, you worthless irritant? We finish what we started.”

“You started.”

“Well, you’re utterly incapable of anything, aren’t you?”

Mericadal dropped heavily to the ground beside the brown tower’s base. It appeared as it had above, with the same thickness and structure. Mericadal prised his hands into the base and ripped.
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Hole of Tugs

Ulantr was quiet as the platform descended, the light dim, his focus on the space between Paran and Yena. He had not spoken since informing them Echoes of Gravity was joining with him. His body was still, without even the occasional flutter of a tensir. They watched his eyes, which had thus far remained dark.

“What’s in the Tug Field?” Yena asked. “Why are we going there?”

Ulantr gave no indication of having heard her questions.

“How did you call the platform?” Paran asked.

Yena hit him on the arm. “Stop asking that!”

“Don’t you want to know?”

“Not that! It’s not important. You saw what his eyes did!”

Paran’s own eyes bulged. “Yena, they’re always zipping about, up and down on their platforms. Aren’t you…” He trailed off. “Fine, fine.”

Ulantr shifted. “We’re nearly there. Deactivate your sensors.”

Yena glared at Ulantr. “What’s down there?”

“Deactivate your sensors.”

They both allowed their helmets to retract back fully. Yena shook her head. “Ulantr, why are we going to the Tug Field? You’ve said next to nothing since telling us Echoes of Gravity is integrating with you, and it’s just…” She clenched her fists. “None of this is making sense.”

The platform came to a halt at the bottom of the chute. In the gloom, dotted spikes rose to waist-height as far as they could see. Only the area directly around the platform was actively lit. They were alone.

“It’s hot down here,” Yena said, testily.

“I guess all the Tug observers have more important things to be doing.” Paran glanced at a mass of discarded equipment in a pile nearby. “Those must be the gravitometers. Well, what now, Ulantr?”

“We wait.”

“He speaks again!” Yena said in a huff.

“We wait for what?” Paran asked.

“For the Tugs to recognise me.” Ulantr gestured to some equipment on the floor – a pile of Tug Masks. “You can put those on.”

“What d’you mean recognise you? What did Echoes of Gravity do to you?”

“I know about the Tug-like readings and the Alpuri object outside the Source, when Kera and Diyan were taken,” Ulantr said.

“Oh… You do?” Yena asked.

“That won’t happen here.” Ulantr pointed again to the Tug Masks. “They’ll help you see.”

Paran stood in front of Ulantr. “This is very important to us. What happened to Kera and Diyan?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Yena’s voice rose again.

“No.”

“But… Does this Echoes of Gravity know? Because it must know something, otherwise how…” Yena flapped her hands against her sides.

“How d’you know the same thing won’t happen here, then?” Paran asked. “Ulantr, you must know something.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Then what is it like?”

“An understanding.”

“Of what? What did Echoes of Gravity do to you? What do you know now that you’re… What? The same?”

“Not the same, yet. Integrating. Becoming. It’s not like understandings as you might think, or even memories. I have feelings and instincts that are organising around each other. Information that never before coexisted is intermixing in new ways. However, I implicitly understand Kera and Diyan are safe from how they were taken.”

“Why were they taken?” Yena asked.

“It was time, I think.”

“Meaning?”

“It must have been.”

Ulantr continued to give more perplexing answers, infuriating both Yena and Paran.

“We’re getting nowhere,” Yena grumbled.

“But we need to,” Ulantr said.

“Right…”

“You can put the masks on.”

Yena retrieved two Tug Masks, passing one to Paran. “Diyan told me that Hespinr said these masks were originally used for some sort of game on the Vaesian Great Ship.”

“That is what some say,” Ulantr said.

“How long will they last? Is this a fuel capsule?” She looked around. “Are there any more of them?” No response came.

Paran held the Tug Mask to his face. “You’re sure?” Again, Ulantr gave no response.

“Let’s just do it.” Yena brought the mask to her face. It fastened automatically around her head. “At least we’ll get to see what the Tugs are like, from what Kera and Diyan… Oh.” She stared at the nearest spike coming up from the floor.

Through the Tug Masks, the darkness was speared by faint green strings, pointing directly up from the tops of the Tug spikes. Each ended just before the ceiling of the Tug Field. They extended from each spike, green vertical lances set far into the gloom, fading until swallowed from sight by the thick atmosphere.

“These are the gravity strings,” Paran murmured.

“They’re just like Diyan described.” Yena went to the nearest and looked the thin green line up and down. Then another, and another.

“They’re all the same.” Paran glanced at Ulantr, who had barely moved.

“The Tugs are all part of the same underlying structure, remember. That’s what Diyan told us. They’re all the same.”

“Not that one.” Paran pointed at a string a couple of strides away. “Look – it’s definitely thinner, see.”

Yena cocked her head. “Diyan told us that…” She gasped and grabbed Paran, pulling them over to Ulantr and gesturing to the string Paran had noticed. “The strings changed when the Tugs returned Kera to us. Something’s about to happen, isn’t it?”

Paran looked back at the string. “Diyan said the ground opened up.” He grabbed his mask at the back, slipping his fingers under the fasteners. “Let’s see what our sensors make of this.”

Ulantr’s eyes flashed white. “No.”

Paran’s fingers froze. “What?”

“The Tugs don’t like clever machines.”

“Ulantr… you need to tell us what’s going on?” Yena asked. “What did Echoes of Gravity do to you?”

“Patience. The Tugs are remembering. Soon, they will allow us in.”

“Remembering you?”

“Wait, Ulantr.” Paran shook his head. “What d’you mean by in? Why’ve you brought us here?”

“That’s why I brought you here.”

“That’s not an answer!”

“I, myself, am only just understanding.”

“You’re no longer you, Ulantr. You told us that,” Yena said irritatedly. “And you’re speaking in circles. You’re different.”

“I know.”

Paran touched her arm and nodded ahead. Near where they had seen the thinner gravity string, the ground rippled. Tug spikes were arranged in a ring around the rippling ground. “I can’t believe we didn’t notice that before.”

“Because it wasn’t like that.” Yena flinched. “Can you feel…”

“Yes, a wind.”

They approached.

A layer of fine mist rose from the ground as the spikes in the ring crumbled and disintegrated, revealing longer roots of the gravity strings penetrating the ground. The mist thickened and rose higher, concentrating at the ceiling, revealing an undulating, dark green mass just below where the ground had been. The mass glistened as though lit from a hidden source. Its surface flickered and tentacular extensions rose investigatively, emerging and being reabsorbed.

“What are they?” Paran asked. Ulantr was right beside him.

“If you want answers, then follow.” Ulantr’s eyes flashed white.

“What the…? We’re already here, Ulantr. What do you mean?”

Ulantr stepped closer to the rippling green mass, his fine silver hairs ruffling from the Tug winds. The green pool parted at the centre. He bent his two side legs, kicking his middle leg out and angling his upper torso forward, then jumped, disappearing down through the centre. Paran and Yena stared after him.

“No!” Yena shouted.

“What the…”

“Paran…” Yena gripped him tightly. “Paran, I think we have to follow him. As much as I hate not knowing, I don’t think we have a choice.”

“You’ve changed your tone.” Paran shook his head. “Why doesn’t he just… tell us what he’s doing?”

“Echoes of Gravity did something to him. The eyes, that strange light…”

“He knows, Yena. Everything we’ve done, the Alpuri, leaving the Source, all of it.”

“Maybe there really are answers wherever he’s gone.”

“It’s a risk.”

“Come on, Paran.” She pulled him forward with her. “Let’s not pretend we’re not both curious.”

“Fine.” He took a deep breath. They both crouched and jumped into the hole together after Ulantr.
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Equilibrium Lost

A substantial tower component, too wedged to be affected by the flips, jutted within reach. Ilouden reached out and used it to steady himself, shaking strands of hair from his eyes, the flip-induced retching finally subsided.

Next to nothing was unscathed. Like those outside the perimeter, the inside towers were cracked and broken, many lay horizontal. More was visible through the toppled towers than was usual from their current height, considering Sunsprit swelled up toward the centre. Wrecked ships emblazoned with Administration insignias littered the city.

Enormous chunks of the great domed ceiling had fallen, crushing what lay beneath. The remaining outer parts of the dome were streaked with cracks, still crumbling. Fires raged. The noise was physical, vibrational. As though in response to the mayhem, the flips were unyielding, the resulting momentum imparted to churning debris creating deadly clouds of projectiles.

Amidst the turmoil, Administration drones whizzed through the air, escaping through openings in damaged towers only to smash into others, bursting through and falling deformed to the ground. Surviving drones constantly redirected themselves, retargeting new infrastructures, malforming with each attack. Those on the ground shuddered in death flutters. Groups of Vaesians with their wits about them shielded from the raining debris and attacked the drones with anything they could. Others rushed to cover the wounded or flee. With every flip, a wave of disorder washed up and violently down, compounding the degradation. Much of the magnetic surface was dimmed to darkness. Upper-Sunsprit’s equilibrium with Ringscape was over.

Hespinr brimmed a small kilthis and shot it to the side. A drone came crashing down at their feet, skidding past before being whipped up in a flip and smashed against a half-crumpled glazer.

Hespinr’s three legs were each anchored separately. “Careful.” He pointed to a dark patch of the concourse that was spreading outwards. “Your boots won’t work there.”

“They’ll barely work anywhere.” Ilouden shuddered. “The Administration really did this?” His question was almost drowned out by the noise.

“Come. I’m concealing us.”

“Why?”

They picked their way around the debris on the concourse, securing themselves against the flips.

“Because I do not think Roranians are so welcome as they once were here, Ilouden.”

Steps were directly ahead, at the concourse’s edge. Beside them, a group of Vaesians combated the devastation, drawing fragments down and securing them between flips.

Ilouden pulled his facepiece down. “I can’t believe this.”

“They attacked us. Their last act as their influxes rebelled.”

“And then they fled! Leaving their drones.”

Ilouden lunged to keep up with Hespinr as the concourse darkened beneath his boots. Hespinr bent over to check on a Vaesian who had been crushed by a tower piece, only the upper half of his body free. He was dead. They moved on.

Ilouden clambered after him. “Where are we going?”

“Osr.”

“Osr…” Ilouden nodded. “Then what?”

Hespinr shrugged in a Roranian manner without looking back, making it to the start of the next concourse. They picked their way through Upper-Sunsprit, stumbling often, slamming into obstacles, skidding to the side with the flips that sometimes caught even Hespinr off-guard.

Hespinr pointed to an angular tower slab. “Get behind there.” A group of Vaesians approached, three Silvereds and three non-Silvereds. “I need to ask about Osr. I’m going to remove our concealment.”

Ilouden did as Hespinr said. The three Silvereds were at the front, destroying debris in their path with small kilthis. One of them in glowing soldier’s armour. The three non-Silvereds looked almost as interested in the kilthis as everything else.

“Osr?” Hespinr asked without explanation.

“Come with us if you are able. We must clear Sunsprit!”

“I need to find Osr.”

The group slowed without stopping. The soldier waved the others on then tilted his head at Hespinr and froze. “Hespinr?”

“Where’s Osr?”

“I’ve not heard. There’s been no time to wait for orders…” He paused. “Are you organising the survivors, Hespinr? What should we do?”

“I… have only just returned.” Hespinr’s tensirs rippled. “Go, help who you can. I must find Osr.”

The soldier tore off.

Hespinr motioned to Ilouden. “We’re concealed again, come.”

They continued into Upper-Sunsprit, rushing through areas that had not been entirely demolished or blocked off, clearing rubble from their path where necessary. The further they went, the more dangerous it became, with increasing particle mists that Hespinr was forced to clear with large kilthis. Occasionally, they were caught in flips when the broken city provided too little in the way of purchase.

Ilouden rubbed his bruised arms and shivered. With Sunsprit in ruins, Ringscape’s winds penetrated more viciously than usual. He pulled up his facepiece up, his speech becoming more muffled. “This isn’t getting any easier.”

“What?”

“This isn’t getting any easier!”

“What?”

Ilouden pulled his facepiece back down. “I said this isn’t getting any easier! I wish Sunsprit had gravity emulators!”

“We couldn’t have. The flips affect–”

“I know, I know. I’m just saying.”

Hespinr released a series of clearing kilthis. They waded across pieces of fallen dome and Administration military detritus, Ilouden’s magnetic boots useless. They reached an area with large fragments of the wrecked city mostly too hefty and wedged to be moved by the flips. The winds were partially blocked by the large fragments, and the chaotic volume reduced. Hespinr retained two ready kilthis. No Vaesians were nearby, the current part of Sunsprit too inaccessible. Closer toward the centre of Upper-Sunsprit, the Great Dome – where quarrelling Vaesian factions had once met to trick Administration spies – was aflame, in the process of collapsing inwards with streams of Vaesians rushing out. An enormous chunk of Sunsprit’s covering had fallen directly onto it.

They clambered onto a rubble-strewn concourse surprisingly still lit through crevasses. The lining towers were all damaged from the initial hail of dome parts, with one on its side lacerated by a colossal, draped sinew.

“That’s a tether, from the sky-factory that fell!”

“I see it,” Hespinr replied.

Ilouden swore and looked around. “D’you think they also attacked Under-Sunsprit?”

“We don’t have time.” Hespinr grabbed Ilouden’s arm and pulled him forward onto a small section of the concourse free of rubble. They weaved around toward the edge. “Look.” He gestured to an inconspicuous tower with its top half cleaved off. At its base, it was joined to other damaged towers. Near its entrance, they found three dead Silvered soldiers and two guards behind the mangled remnants of an Administration ship and a menagerie of scattered drone parts. One of the soldier’s armour glowed like the embers of a dying fire. Hespinr pointed to the tower base. “Osr will be there.”

Ilouden stumbled with a flip. “They died defending him?”

Hespinr did not reply. They reached the tower base.

“It’s sealed.” Ilouden peered at Hespinr. “I don’t suppose you’re secretly a Matter Manipulator?”

“No.”

“Any other tricks? We can’t climb it.”

Hespinr flexed both arms, ripples running from his shoulder-parts to his tensirs which brimmed with energetic sparkles of violent light. A huge, single ball of light appeared at their tips.

“What’s… Is that an enormous kilthis?” Ilouden asked, an eyebrow raised.

“No idea.”

“What?”

“Never tried before.”

“You’re joking?”

“We’ll see.”

“Wait! What if they’re guarding inside? Don’t we need to—”

“We’ve no time.” Hespinr released the uni-kilthis. It rocketed into the side of the tower. Instead of a violently explosive collision, there was nothing. A neat, circular entrance was created precisely where the uni-kilthis had impacted. “No guards. No soldiers.”

“Where’d that part of the tower go?” Ilouden asked, looking curiously into the darkness beyond the circular entrance. “That wasn’t an explosion.”

“Dispersed, I think.” Hespinr glanced at his tensirs, the sparkles of light still fizzling through.

“How did you do that?”

“Panic.” Hespinr walked up to the hole.

“You’ve come a long way with your abilities, almost as fast as Topinr.” Ilouden followed. “Well, half a Matter Manipulator is better than none, I suppose.”

They clambered through the hole. Ilouden swore loudly.
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Fist of Darkness

Diyan dodged another vicious fist, still swaying from concussive disorientation and the ship’s resumed jerkiness. The hooded attacker was relentless, clad in a combat suit that flashed underneath the loose regwear cloak, oddly bulky about the mid-torso. Kera’s screams added to the confusion. Diyan tried to kick at the attacker’s legs, yelping as his bare foot impacted the hard armoured suit. A kick of retribution aimed squarely at his torso sent him flying against the ship’s side. Everything was in turmoil. He scrambled again to his feet, distracted by the flashing lights. Confusing holos popped out everywhere. He sucked in air to call out to Kera when a Silvered appeared beside him, then two more – one on either side. He lurched back as a hand punched through the flickering Silvered, grabbed him by the neck and threw him to the floor. He skidded against Kera’s seat and pulled himself up. Kera’s seat was wrapped around her body, she was trapped. He looked into her eyes. Her lips worked furiously but the noise of the ship’s distress was too loud. He brought an ear close.

“Behind you!”

Just in time, Diyan side-stepped a sweeping backhand, a current of air breezing past his face.

“Nice reflexes.” The voice was Roranian, still with a strange artificial quality, as though synthesised from an ancient recording. “I’m impressed. Maybe you’ll be more fun than all the Silvereds I’ve dispatched. They’re strong, but they don’t last long.”

“Who are you?”

The hooded attacker laughed, a tinny sound, and lunged forward, forcing Diyan to jump back.

Diyan tried to interact with the ship, but nothing worked – vocal and physical cues ineffectual. Stumbling as the ship lurched, he fell to a knee, glancing through its transparent floor at the empty monotonousness of Barrenscape. He rolled to the side just too late as a painful knee to the chest spun him onto his back. He crossed his hands over his face and blocked a heel, then pushed back, twisted and lifted a knee to kick back, launching across the floor. He rose to his feet. More holos – this time Vaesians, non-Silvered. Roranians too. It was impossible to discern which part of the ship he was in, everything was covered in holos. He rushed backwards, feeling for a wall.

A slight sound, despite the din. Kera’s screams. He moved just in time as a powerful fist slammed into the wall. He sprinted toward the screams. The impact of the ship’s shuddering on his balance was impossible to counter. He reached the source of Kera’s screams, except the seat was empty. The sounds were being routed to other parts of the pod, whether real or not. He was grabbed from behind with his head pressed under an arm, dragged backwards and thrown to the floor. A hand wrapped around his neck, his sweat allowing him to slip out of the chokehold and jump onto the bent aggressor, his legs wrapped around the neck. Squeezing his thighs, he rained powerful elbows against the armoured shoulders, to no effect. The hood slipped revealing the combat suit’s helmet, the faceplate pointed in the other direction. Diyan kicked off before he could be grabbed.

More tinny laughter.

“What do you want?” Diyan shouted. “Kera!” He stumbled and fell to a knee, propping himself against another empty seat. “Kera!”

“So this is who Commander Paran tested himself against, all that time ago.”

A corridor appeared through the holos, a few strides away. The attacker was at the other end, hood still down, cloak half torn. Eyes pierced through the faceplate, set amidst red raw skin. The combat suit looked normal aside from extra bulk about its middle, as though a wide belt was accommodated inside.

“Who are you?” Diyan wiped blood from the side of his mouth.

“This isn’t personal, Diyan.” The attacker’s tinny voice had feminine notes. “Lovely ship. Where’d you find it? Because we both know you lied to Iuno. You didn’t steal this from any Administration facility, I’d have known.”

Diyan straightened. “You were part of the crowd surrounding the ship. We asked Iuno about you.”

“Ooh, and what did he say?”

“Nothing much,” Diyan admitted. “That you’d assimilate like everyone else.”

The strange, tinny laughter. “I can be quite convincing when I want to be. And maybe I would have, in time. But you, this…” An arm gestured exaggeratedly at the ship, the helmet turned to the side. “An opportunity I couldn’t resist. Revenge is—” The helmet turned back. Diyan had slipped amongst the holos. “I can still see you, fool.” The helmet moved slowly, tracing Diyan’s movements. “This wonderful suit filters them for me.” The assailant stepped into the holos after him.

Diyan felt his way around. He stumbled across his and Kera’s empty suits and tried to gain access – which was denied. He swore and moved on, flinching at the unhurried thuds of nearby footsteps and tinny laughter.

“Very good, Diyan. I’ve heard about Kera, but you’re a surprise. Almost as good as the Commander, aren’t you? More resourceful, I think. Mmm, bulkier too.”

Diyan broke into a run and was sent sprawling by a heavy blow to the cheek, tearing his skin.

“What do you want?” he shouted, steadying himself against the side of the ship, working his jaw.

“To have fun.”

“Why?”

“Well, to be honest, fun and revenge.”

Diyan felt his way around the side of the ship.

“Why do you keep talking about Paran?”

“Because I’m going to kill him.” The voice was near.

Diyan struck out feebly, making no impact. Instead, he received a deft strike to the back of his head, almost pitiful compared to the prior attacks, yet he still dropped to his knees.

“How did you do it?” Diyan did not bother to rise.

“Be more specific.” The footsteps thudded around him.

“How did you take the ship?” He grimaced as a faceplate pressed against his ear.

“It wasn’t difficult.”

“Why?” He propped his body up with his arms.

He was smacked hard, twisting as he fell onto his back, flat on the floor. His assailant stood over him, one leg on either side, bulging eyes greedily looking him over, folds visible on the raw skin. “Your ship was badly damaged. Its security protocols were mostly down. Probably still too difficult to penetrate for anyone without one of these suits, but that’s my luck, isn’t it? About time.” Heartier, tinny laughter emanated from behind the faceplate. “And my suit was in no good condition, let me tell you, but it turns out this ship of yours was in an even worse state!”

Diyan stared defiantly. “What Kera and I are doing… We’re trying to save everyone—” He was slapped roughly.

“Do I care?”

“Then what do you want?”

“I told you.”

“Revenge against Paran?”

The helmet receded and the faceplate slid to the side, revealing a bald, raw mess. Diyan gasped, to more laughter. A black patch was over the place of a nose, tubes streaking horizontally down both cheeks and into the neck of the suit. The lips were mostly gone, replaced by a similar black, rigid material, the smile shaping a pointed corner only partially covering three yellow teeth at the bottom. No ears, just the same black patches, bulbous and peppered with holes. “Oh, don’t look so horrified. I’ll tidy myself up when matters are less pugnacious.”

“Who are you?”

“Bad news for you.”

“What… happened?”

“Don’t you worry, I’ve made my peace with it.”

“But—”

A fist introduced Diyan to darkness.
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Visit the Under

Yena and Paran clung to each other as they descended, their legs entwined. Connecting cords between their suits constantly disengaged and re-engaged, almost all unable to form consistent ties. Ulantr was some way beneath, lost in the dark, the scant light from the hole to the Tug Field above had long since disappeared. The Tug Masks revealed occasional flashes of green flickering across their bodies.

“Paran, the flips!”

“What…?” Paran hesitated.

“They’re gone.”

“Are you sure it’s… Maybe we’re not feeling them because we’re falling. We are falling… right?”

“No, they’ve stopped. Really.” Yena lowered her voice. “It’s silent.” She relaxed away from Paran and looked into the gloom. “How strange. I think we’re falling. But it feels…”

“Not right.”

“Hmm.”

Paran raised an arm to feel the passing breeze. “Definitely not right. It’s less than a wind, it’s something else.”

“And those green flashes.”

“We’re tunnelling through something.” Paran swore. He released Yena with one hand to reach his Tug Mask, shifting it around. He swore again. “This thing’s out. I can’t see anything anymore.”

“Paran?”

“I’m taking it off.” He pulled the Tug Mask off. “Can’t see a thing.” He shook the Tug Mask and peered through it.

“Anything?”

“Nothing. Still feels sort of like we’re falling, though.” Paran’s helmet extended out from the neck of his suit, faceplate sliding across and sealing with a hiss. Yena began to protest. “I know, Yena, I’m not activating any sensors. I just feel exposed without anything, especially for when we land.”

“The suits can handle it.”

“Ulantr!” Paran shouted.

“He’s too far away.”

“Even if he heard us, I bet he wouldn’t say anything.”

“I still see flashes of green now and then. And sometimes, I can see flashes of something else in the distance too… Far off. There’s more than what’s just around us. I think we’re moving through something enormous.”

Paran grunted. “My suit’s telling me there are errors.”

“Paran!”

“No external sensors, Yena! Don’t worry. Internal only. And not from before, those are mostly fixed. These are new. It’s like the processing’s disjoined, it doesn’t make sense. The cords aren’t connecting because of processing errors, the mechanisms themselves are fine. The processing just keeps messing up.”

“Is the damage permanent?”

“I don’t think so. Everything looks fine, then errors crop up. They’re analysed and disappear, then it repeats. But everything… seems generally operational. Look, let me see if the sensors can tell—”

“No, Paran!” Yena shouted, clutching him tightly. Too late.

They were buffeted from side to side. The electromagnetic connections of their few successfully connected cords failed, snapping apart and swinging wildly. They grabbed each other, gripping tightly until the buffeting dampened. Finally, they descended in the calm from before and the cords were all reeled into their suits.

“Sorry!”

“Don’t do that again!” Yena shouted. “I told you!”

“What was that?”

“A warning against the sensors! Ulantr said the Tugs don’t like clever machines, Paran. Promise me you won’t do that again.”

“I won’t.” Paran’s helmet receded into his suit. “Did you see anything else?”

Yena puffed. “Nothing, just the green lights, flashes.”

“Same as before.”

Yena cursed and smacked the side of the mask.

“Mask’s out?”

“Yes.” She ripped her Tug Mask off, slapping it against her leg and peering through it hopefully. “Well… what do we do now?”

Paran shrugged. “We wait.”

They dropped in silence, accompanied only by their own sounds. There was still no sign of Ulantr.

“I can’t even be absolutely sure we’re still falling. I think we are, but it also feels like we’re still. Maybe those green lights were an illusion.” She tilted her head up. “Maybe we haven’t moved at all.”

“Or we’re very far from where we were,” Paran chuckled. “It’s almost fittingly odd, isn’t it?”

“Fittingly odd?”

“Us, here.”

“We don’t know where we are, Paran.”

“Yena.” Paran’s voice became more serious. “It took me so long to find you, and I finally did, in that escape pod from our Great Ship, surrounded by the Alpuri. And I thought that was it, I really did. But…” His tsk was audible. “Well, now we’re… here. And neither of us knows what’s waiting for us. Everything’s been turned upside down. We don’t know where we’re going, we don’t know where Kera or Diyan are, and we’re trying to fit the pieces in place.”

Yena smiled and Pulled Paran closer. “You’re right. This time, we’re together. That’s the only thing I care about.” They locked lips.

A white light to the side caused them to open their eyes. A few strides away, Ulantr was stood perfectly upright with his three legs arranged neatly together, staring at them with glowing eyes.

“Where are we, Ulantr,” Yena blurted.

They released each other and studied their surroundings. A flat, hard and featureless surface was beneath their feet. Aside from the radiance of Ulantr’s eyes which mostly only lit their bodies, it was as dark as the Tug Field.

“Here.”

“How long have we been here?” Paran asked.

“Let’s go.” Ulantr walked off.

“Go?” Paran said. “Wait!” Ulantr paused but did not turn around. “You said we’d have answers if we followed you. Well, here we are!”

“Answers, yes, but I did not say which.” Ulantr resumed his pace. Despite facing away, the glow of his eyes weaved back to illuminate Yena and Paran.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“Let’s just go.” Yena gestured feebly. “It’s not like there’s anything else we can do. This place is deserted.”
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Defeat of Mouth

They were submerged within Ringscape, deep enough that a fall from an unprotected Roranian or Vaesian would have been fatal. The ground matter was no longer pure retervope, but speckled with black. A dim light from the Haze Rings was all that penetrated. Mericadal was midway through destroying a deep part of the same brown tower as before, which had thickened significantly beneath the surface. He tore his way through, ripping the innards apart with sprays of brown-blue splinters.

“You’re still enjoying this,” Vodal said as Mericadal admired his handiwork during a reprieve.

“I am.” Mericadal looked down.

“What is it?”

A ripple surged through Mericadal, his mass disappearing momentarily. His body tightened.

Vodal spoke again. “The thickways. We just re-entered them, I saw it. Whatever this thing is, it forced us to. You’re still scared of the thickways, aren’t you? You didn’t know that could be done.”

“Shut up!”

A fresh collection of the brown-blue splinters filtered through exposed meshes of the tower’s innards, collecting on the other side of the shaft into something resembling Vodal’s lips. A mouth, almost half the size of Mericadal, that moved, although unaccompanied by any sounds save for the scrapings of the brown-blue pieces against each other. Roranian words formed. They lip-read in the gloom.

“We have not transmuted the upside.”

The message repeated many times.

Vodal’s eyes darted up. “They think this is a retaliation for the events on Ringscape. The violence above. The revenge of the influxes against the Administration in the cities.”

“Maybe.”

“Then you can—”

“They’re wrong.” Mericadal jutted his head closer to the mouth and enunciated exaggeratedly. “I’m going to destroy you.”

The mouth’s words changed. “Withdraw or cease to exist.”

“I will not leave. I will destroy—” Another ripple surged through Mericadal. He reappeared a finger’s width back from his prior position.

“What matter-form are you?”

Mericadal straightened and chuckled insincerely. “I thought you were unintelligent, from above. Down here is where your intelligence really resides, isn’t it?” He reached out and patted the wall of retervope with its dark specks. “You’re all around. I can see it now. Oh, you’re very clever, and you’ve managed to repel anything until now. Until me.”

“Depart.”

“I will not leave and you cannot make me.”

“We will.”

“No, you won’t!” Mericadal screamed. He lowered his voice to a reasonable tone and exaggerated his lip movements. “I’m impressed that you understand the thickways, somewhat rudimentarily, and tried to use them as a weapon against me. But know that I am sent from this place to remove infestations. You are a blight.”

“Explain the rationale for destruction.”

“Because I can.”

The mouth took longer to reply than before. Mericadal clenched his fist and pulled his arm back, ready to strike.

The mouth moved silently again. “The advanced sentient progenitors diverge from you and do not manifest such conduct.”

“You comprehend nothing.” Mericadal stretched an arm out toward the mouth, which remained resolutely placed, and withdrew. He looked down to see Vodal’s eyes looking back up. “Tell me what you know of this place.”

“Consequently, you shall then depart.”

“Hmm. Okay, then we will be done.”

The mouth’s internal constituents grated noisily against each other, behind the outward veneer. “An interface is necessary for us to propagate the data with clarity. This mimicry of vocalisation is inadequate. Provide us with apparatus for the engendering of physical aspects that are devoid of substance.”

“Bit more talkative now, aren’t you?”

“Holos.” Vodal’s lips pushed out toward the strange, larger Mouth. “You require an interface for holo projection?”

“Yes.”

“Mericadal, we need to—”

“I know what to do.” Mericadal ascended, sticking his chest out to drag his front against the sides of the tunnel so that Vodal’s lips and eyes were torn apart, in a constant state of injury and repair. A monotonous scream emanated from the partially reembodied influx’s mangled lips, only quelling as they broke free of the tunnel and into the open air.

Mericadal took them high into the air and shot sideways. “Do you wish for eyelids, Influx Vodal? They could have protected your eyes.”

The profanities stopped. “Yesh.”

“Good to know.”

The profanities continued.

Mericadal dipped and slowed, returning to Ringscape’s surface. “Was that landing nicer for you?”

“You are misery.”

Mericadal looked down. “I was saving you for later, but you’ll have to do now.”

“Who are you talking to?”

Mericadal rose into the air and arranged his body parallel to the ground. “Ready?”

“No! No! No!”

Mericadal protruded the part of his torso with Vodal’s features and slammed his body repeatedly against the ground, excavating a hole. He stopped upon coming across a hard surface, righted vertically, stood to the side, and then swung the new casket out of the hole.

“Whatever is inside, I hope it punches through you.”

Mericadal smiled and slapped Vodal’s lips. “Sounding less and less like a boring influx, aren’t you?” He broke off the casket’s triamond lid to reveal a sleeping Roranian.

“From our Great Ship?” Vodal asked.

“I was savouring this, but…” Mericadal lifted the unaware Roranian and tore the body to pieces, tossing them to the side. He delved back into the casket and ripped off a chunk of the inner layer – a red, hard slab dotted with dark circles on one side.

“This holo projection sheet is sufficient?”

“If it isn’t, we can be done with that thing and move on to the next.” Mericadal launched into the air, back the way they had come, and returned to the hole he had created. Mouth was there, waiting.

“Here.” It yawned as wide as Mericadal’s entire bulk.

Mericadal shoved the holo sheet into Mouth, which promptly closed.

“What now?” Vodal’s eyes bulged.

Mouth dissipated, its fissiparous brown-blue splinter pieces filtering back through the meshed grates of the exposed tower stub, which had not healed themselves in the manner of the other parts of the tower.

Mericadal spoke to the space where Mouth had been. “Do not keep me waiting, I warn you.”

“Hopefully, they’ll figure out how to kill you.”

Mericadal pulled at Vodal’s lips. Its single-toned screams reverberated across the tunnel walls.
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Unhidden Maze

Ilouden and Hespinr stood at the circular entrance Hespinr had made into the damaged tower. A dim corridor lay before them, littered with dead soldiers, their armour dark, without any glow. Intermixed were multitudes of drones, in varying states of completeness, bearing scorch marks across their bodies. Some whirred quietly with flickering lights.

The whirring increased. They looked along the corridor, which veered to the left a short way up. A trio of malformed drones shot erratically around the corner towards them, grating against the walls, sparks flying. Hespinr quickly dispatched two with kilthis, with Ilouden downing the third with his thermal ejection rifle – diffusing half the drone into a metallic mist.

“Come on,” Hespinr said.

“They must’ve sealed the entrance once the drones were already in.”

“More the reason to hurry.”

They moved on, turning left at the corner to find more bodies and drone parts. The corridor was short, with a drone-sized circular hole in the wall at the end – not smoothly cut but broken, uneven, with outwards puncture grooves.

“They forced their way through.” Hespinr generated another uni-kilthis to remove a larger part of the wall. Behind was the same – more Silvered bodies and even more drone parts. The whirring was gone, all was silent. They crept along, deeper into the conjoined tower structure, climbing and descending internal stairways, finding body after body, wrecked drone after wrecked drone.

“How’s it all connected?” Ilouden asked. “This isn’t just a group of towers, it’s an entire facility. We can’t be anywhere near where we started!”

A low groan took their attention. They turned a corner to find a soldier slumped against the wall, head dangling over glowing chest armour, alive. Hespinr tripodically lowered, loping his long neck down and twisting it almost completely around to look up at the soldier. They spoke gutturally.

Hespinr lurched back and stood up. “We will help him later.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” He hurried off.

Ilouden rushed to keep pace. “What did he tell you?”

“The drones targeted this place immediately. Presumably, they were intended to cause as much damage as possible. When the first defences were deployed here, more drones noticed, and so more soldiers, and it continued. Too many drones penetrated. Osr was whisked deeper, but they were not fast enough.”

“What d’you mean?”

“He thought it unlikely Osr…” Their pace quickened as they passed yet more motionless Silvereds, still mostly soldiers clad in armour. “There were too many drones, Ilouden.”

Light flooded the corridor ahead. The ceiling was missing. They hurried past, back into the darkness.

“Are you sure Osr didn’t make it?” Ilouden asked. “There’re less drones here.”

They turned a corner to find a row of bodies, more than before. Hespinr slowed. “This doesn’t make sense.”

“None of it does!”

“No, this.” Hespinr looked at the bodies. “Osr shouldn’t have fled this way. He should have tried to leave, to escape. He knew better than to trap himself.”

“He didn’t have much time. Perhaps he wasn’t thinking rationally.”

Hespinr guffawed. “Osr?”

They pressed forward, coming across another opening that exposed the corridor to the skies of Ringscape. The cause was obvious – an impact trailed right across the top and to the side, where a large, unintended object rested.

Ilouden his fingers along the surface. “It’s warm… It’s a transport capsule from the sky-factory. They ran along the tethers.” He followed the damage up. “It must’ve crashed right through.” He looked up. “Hespinr?”

The Silvered spoke softly. “I’ve been here before—”

“Good, I know, I’m sure Osr—”

“But not here.”

“What?”

“Ilouden, I’ve never been here before.”

“Hespinr, is there something wrong?”

“I’ve been here with Osr, in this tower, this facility, many times. It was one of his operational control centres. His main centre, but… I’ve never been here.” Hespinr gestured behind them. “Back there, whenever I came with Osr, we went another route. I thought I’d been shown the entire facility. But this… is new.”

Ilouden frowned. “What’s the issue with that? You can’t expect Osr to have shown you everything. All looks the same to me anyway. Matter Manipulators… hide things, don’t they? For security.”

“That and our holo technology is mostly scavenged from yours, truth told. We have other means. We need to go on.”

They continued. Yet more bodies and scattered drone parts.

“It’s so quiet.”

“Measures designed to shield this place.”

They stopped at a dead-end.

Ilouden scratched his ear. “Now what?”

“Here.” Hespinr motioned for them to walk further, right at the block. A faint circle marked the floor, just wide enough to accommodate them.

“Where does it lead?”

“We’ll find out.”

“Maybe Osr escaped?”

Ilouden yelped in surprise as they descended, and not because of the significant height they were from the level below, but the bodies below – packed far more densely than before, covered under a light blue haze. The room was square and small, albeit high-ceilinged, with four dark passageways leading off. The walls were almost entirely black, rife with dents and scorch marks. Downed drones and muvaeyt packs were strewn about. The ring platform stopped a little way above the floor. They stepped carefully onto the tight spaces between the bodies.

Ilouden smashed a whirring drone part beneath his heel. “Where are we?”

“I don’t know.” Hespinr was still.

“We must have come at least halfway down to Ringscape’s surface again.” Ilouden peered at the passageways. “Wherever they lead, this whole facility, it’s… large.”

Hespinr spoke faintly. “Many towers merge at their bases. It’s part of how our real infrastructures are hidden from Roranians…” He paused. “Sorry, Ilouden. From the Administration. We move what’s not being used. Our Matter Manipulators hide it all, they deconstruct and reassemble as need arises.”

“Really?” Ilouden looked at Hespinr, who stood in the same spot, staring at the bodies.

“Osr showed me some of our underlying operations a few times, and they’re… messy. Moreso than I’d expected.”

“Hespinr, are you…” Ilouden’s voice broke. “I’m sorry, Hespinr, I really am.”

Hespinr’s tensirs fluttered. “We need to find Osr.”

Ilouden looked at the four passageways. “Which way do we go?”

Hespinr pointed to the passageway with the most bodies in front of it. They approached, treading the rare empty spaces. They reached the corridor entrance. The ground sloped up and was also piled with bodies. A bright light shone at the end.

“Should we call for him?” Ilouden asked.

“No.”

They walked up the slope, moving around the bodies. A large, bright, circular room was at the end. A groan escaped from Hespinr. In the middle, a Silvered lay face down, surrounded by drone parts. Unmistakable pale silver hair, thinned with age, one arm outstretched, the other by his side. Osr.
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Contained Might

Diyan blearily opened his eyes – or tried to, the left allowing little more than a squint. He strained to raise his head. The surface of Barrenscape rushed past. His body was tightly squeezed, he was unable to move his arms or legs.

He strained again, raising his head and successfully opening his eyes wider. He was lying on his chest, flat on a reclined seat whose sides had wrapped over and around, encasing him. Kera was similarly trapped in an adjacent seat, although facing up. “You okay?”

Diyan attempted to nod.

“You’ll heal up. Your cheek’s fine, just superficial. We’ll figure a way out of this.”

He cleared his throat, coughing up red phlegm and spitting it down. “What happened?”

Kera’s eyes narrowed to the middle of the ship, in Diyan’s blind spot. “She’s said nothing, just stuck herself in a simulation.” Kera shouted an expletive in the direction.

“Who is she?”

Kera gritted her teeth. Her shoulder was bruised from struggling against her restraints. “No idea, except that she hates Paran. Maybe an Administration soldier.” She swore. “Should’ve asked Iuno more.” Her voice softened. “I could hear you, but I couldn’t do anything.”

“Don’t worry, we couldn’t have done anything differently.” Diyan cleared his throat again, spotting both their empty suits to the side. “Must’ve had a high rank, she fights well. Really well. And to take control… nobody gets trained like that unless they’re someone important.”

“I’ll take a chance against her, she can even keep her suit on. Let’s see how important she really is.”

Diyan lowered his tone, whispering raspily. “Could you change yourself?”

Kera rolled her eyes. “Tried that.” She gestured to her bruises. “I can’t change that much and that quickly, and the seat just reinforces or reshapes anyway.”

Diyan relaxed his head allowing it to drop back down. “She’s said nothing?”

“Nothing.” Kera looked up, distracted.

Diyan looked back up. “What is it?”

A sigh came from the centre of the room, followed by some rustling and the synthetic voice. “Tell me about this little plan of yours.”

Kera shouted an expletive.

Another sigh. The infiltrator strode over to Kera, cloak removed, her strange combat suit’s expanded midsection blocking Diyan’s view. The back of her unhelmeted head was as red raw as the front, the black bulbous ear patches on either side.

“Get away from her!”

She turned to Diyan, her damaged face difficult to read. “Don’t pretend hurting one of you won’t make the other squeal. Don’t waste my time.” She turned back to Kera. “This path you’ve plotted… now that this infernal Hybrid is probably after us, it seems I need to stick to your plan – otherwise, we can’t be sure to actually escape. Correct?” She waited a moment, then pulled her elbow back to Diyan and heavily smacked Kera. “Correct?” Kera shouted abuse at her, apparently unfazed. The arm raised again.

“You’re right!”

The arm dropped and she turned to Diyan. “Ah. The talkative one.”

“We don’t know the Hybrid’s sensors or range capabilities, we guessed with significant error parameters. The plan’s the only way to make sure we escape.”

“Are there any manual calibrations left?”

“Maybe, not everything’s fixed yet. I’d need to check.”

She stepped aside, allowing Diyan and Kera to see each other. Kera’s jaw was clenched, though she appeared otherwise unruffled. “Why not pretend I haven’t just taken this ship you apparently stole anyway? Let’s help each other not die.”

Kera snorted. “Just follow the plan if you’re so clever. You figured out how to take control, and you’ve re-engaged the dampeners. You might not be as stupid as you look.”

The intruder pushed her face within a hair’s width of Kera’s. “You’d like to overpower me, wouldn’t you?”

“I’d prefer to kill you.”

Tinny laughter as Kera’s breathing space was returned to her. “Explain your little plan, fully. Your calculations rely on too much antiquated Roranian syntax. I haven’t the time.”

“Who are you?” Diyan asked.

“How polite of you. Well, I suppose I know who you are, only fair. I’m Commander Miren.” She waited with a haughty air.

Diyan and Kera looked at each other.

“Commander Paran never spoke about me? I thought the four of you were supposed to be old friends.”

“Whoever you are, this is a mistake,” Diyan said.

“Where is he?”

“We don’t know,” Diyan said.

“Oh, come on.”

“It’s the truth.”

Kera snorted.

The red skin around the black patches of Commander Miren’s non-lips tightened. “Well… we can get to the specifics later.”

“What did he do to you?”

Commander Miren’s expression strained even further, damaged facial mechanics causing the nose patch to twist at the bottom, oozing yellow puss to the side. “He tried to kill me, unprovoked.” She wiped the puss against the back of her hand and brought up an expanding holo – the faces of Administration soldiers. Their names and ranks were listed beneath. One by one, Commander Miren flicked a finger through each, dismissing them. Unriel, Nalict, Dorera, Lotolen, Jabayan, Morbayen, and Cestial. “The seven.”

“The who?” Diyan asked.

“Faithful heroes of the Administration, personally selected by Commander Paran for his mission to trap the Breaker.” She shook her head. “He sacrificed them to the Breaker so that he could flee his duties to the Administration. And do you know what I heard?” The strains across her face relaxed. “Commander Paran had initially requested I join the mission. Right to the top, he asked Mericadal.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to us?” Kera asked.

“He may as well have held a thermal ejection rifle to my head!”

Kera sneered. “Looks like someone did,”

Commander Miren slapped her harder than before, although Kera still made no sound.

“Stop it!” Diyan shouted.

Commander Miren spoke louder and raised her hand over Kera. “Commander Paran saw me as a threat—”

“Don’t touch her!”

Commander Miren swivelled deftly and slapped Diyan across the cheek instead, reopening his gash. Blood dripped to the floor. Kera screamed. There was the sound of air blowing in old, blocked tubes as Commander Miren sucked in a deep breath. “He will pay with his life! And for this.” She wagged a finger to her face and torso as Diyan turned back, working his jaw. “It should have been him with Mericadal, fighting that Nesch. Mericadal’s favourite! Because of Commander Paran, the eye was never cast on me. I was never given a suit. I was never trusted enough. I barely understood what these things could do when I fought that Nesch outside Fadin, and I paid the price for it.”

“You fought the Nesch outside Fadin?” Diyan asked.

“It tore parts of me out.” Commander Miren looked at her expanded torso, synthetic voice breaking like a faulty instrument. “It ripped off my face. If it hadn’t gone after Mericadal, it would have ended me.”

“It didn’t do a very good job of it,” Kera said mockingly.

Commander Miren clenched the side of Kera’s seat. “I would have died without the suit I wore. It’s still inside me, keeping me alive. But when I found my way into your ship, I was able to access a new suit, to alter it to my needs. In time, I’ll be me again.”

“No, you won’t.”

Commander Miren raised her arm to Kera, but stopped. Her helmet segmented up and her faceplate slid across, transparent. Her eyes flicked left to right as she scanned the information alert.

“Something wrong with your suit?” Kera asked.

The faceplate slid to the side. “It’s your plan.” She created a holo depiction. “That drone should have been destroyed in range of our sensors, shouldn’t it? But it wasn’t. You made a mistake.” Despite the raw nature of Commander Miren’s face, her cheeks turned pale white.
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Unallowed Inspection

Yena exhaled loudly, gesturing to Ulantr. The Silvered still walked ahead, barely having spoken since their landing in the expanse under the Tug Field. The glow still emanated from his eyes, wrapping around and shrouding his head in light.

“I know,” Paran said, rolling his eyes.

“Maybe Echoes of Gravity did something to him?”

“That’s for certain.”

Yena shook her head. “What if he can’t see anything? He’s not even wearing a mask.”

“The Tugs associate your sensors with smart machines,” Ulantr said conversationally, without breaking his stride. “That is why they are forbidden.”

“What?” Paran asked.

“I don’t need a mask to see the Tugs.” Ulantr stopped. His eyes dimmed as he turned around. “I apologise.”

“You apologise?” Yena said.

“Ulantr, we need some answers.”

“As much as I can, I will.” Ulantr raised an arm, allowing his tensirs to ripple together in the direction they headed, fizzling with the odd, non-kilthis light that had first appeared in Echoes of Gravity’s chamber. He motioned for them to continue walking beside each other, with Paran in the middle.

“What’s all this strange light?” Paran asked. “I’ve seen Silvered bodies glow, but never the eyes before.”

“Echoes of Gravity entered me, I let it. I am changing. Together, we are becoming something else. There are physical aspects as all is explored.”

“It’s actually in you?”

“With me, yes.”

Yena peered at Ulantr. “What are you becoming?”

“I don’t know, exactly. But, I can feel a pull in the direction, similar to the guidance of the Tugs all around us.”

“Is there danger?” Yena asked.

“Not from me.”

“Why are the Tugs helping us?” Paran asked.

“I presume they believe we’ll help them, ultimately. But I don’t know.”

“Where are we going?”

“Along the path shown to me. It’s important to them.”

“How do you know?”

Ulantr took a while to reply. “It’s difficult to explain. I feel this.”

“You feel this?” Paran asked. “You or Echoes of Gravity?”

“We are not separate. I am reaching depths of my mind that were previously inaccessible.”

“Your genetic memories?” Yena asked. “That’s what you said before you wanted, wasn’t it? To understand the Vaesians’ past.”

“They will come.”

“Why did Echoes of Gravity choose you?”

“Because you came.”

“What does that mean?”

“I told you that Echoes of Gravity interacts with thought. It recognises patterns and explores their traces. Echoes of Gravity wandered your minds and certain understandings combined into one possible outcome, and that outcome imprinted onto me. Change is coming, as you both well know. Your presence was that catalyst, and I was willing.”

Yena opened her mouth to reply, then shut it and exchanged a glance with Paran.

“You know what we know?” Paran asked.

“As I told you before, I know you left the Source, and I know that Kera and Diyan were taken. I know what Kera told you about the information the Tugs implanted into the dummy node – knowledge of the true nature of the Source and what happens to machine-lects when they’re taken by what we call the probability wave of death. I know there’s a war planned by the architects of the Source, and that it threatens everything.”

Yena frowned. “So… you really used Echoes of Gravity to find everything we knew?”

“Not everything. And no, I didn’t know what would happen.”

“Please, Ulantr, tell us what happened to Kera and Diyan?”

“I wish I could tell you more than I already have, but I can’t, except that what happened to them did not place them in danger directly.”

“What do you mean?” Paran asked.

“They were not attacked. I can feel—”

“What about that other thing that left the Source? It looked like an enormous Roranian.”

Ulantr’s tensirs bristled. “That is unknown to me.”

“That’s it?” Yena flung her hands in the air. “Where did they go, Ulantr? Where are they?”

“I don’t know, I am sorry.”

Yena shook Paran’s hand off her shoulder and curled her fists into balls. “What does Echoes of Gravity want?”

“Nothing on its own.”

“You’re speaking in circles,” Paran said.

“When Kera came to commune with Echoes of Gravity, and she had the dummy node, Echoes of Gravity did not have the information she sought. It never did. But patterns were recognised and a path was set. It allowed Kera to understand where to go.”

“To the Tugs,” Yena said. “Where we are now.”

“Exactly.”

“How?” Paran asked, sounding bewildered. “It recognises patterns? Helps you understand… causation? What needs to be done? Come on, Ulantr, start explaining.”

Ulantr took a moment, with Yena and Paran staring while they walked. “Elucidation.”

“You just feel that?” Yena asked sarcastically.

“I don’t fully understand what I am any more than you understand what you are yourselves.”

“How do you know so much about the Tugs, then? How can you see them?”

“Because Echoes of Gravity was once joined to the Tugs. And the Breaker. They were joined, like how I am joining to Echoes of Gravity. The three of them were combined. I can still feel the echoes of that connection. Kera was right when she told you she suspected as much.”

“Ulantr—”

Yena interrupted, half-stepping into Paran. “She didn’t say they were a single… what? Group? Entity? Collection of… What?”

Ulantr looked calmly at Yena. “They were joined as three. There is a certain familiarity about the Tugs, though I have no real insight of that.”

“What were they?”

“Beyond my understanding.”

“Why did they split? Did the Vaesians do it?”

“It was long before we arrived.”

“Well then… How… What are the Tugs?”

“I don’t know. They’ve evolved in all the time they’ve been here. They’re alive in a different way. A remnant of their connection is all that remains, an acknowledgement.”

“Ulantr…” Yena’s voice trailed off.

“Whatever the three combined to create was far different to their individual parts.”

Paran jerked to the side. “Did anyone see that?”

Yena frowned. “See what?”

He pointed. “There was a light!”

Ulantr’s tensirs bristled, colourful sparks dancing around their tips. “It does not concern us.”

“Can I use my sensors to check?”

“No.” Ulantr motioned for them to continue. “Come.”

“What exactly is this place?”

The Silvered’s arms spread wide, moving gently. He pointed in several directions. “There are hidden entrances about Ringscape. Little-Sunsprit only occupies the extremities of one such entrance that was uncovered. I suspect the same exists for Barrenscape, too. Paran, I believe the hidden Vaesian city you found with Topinr lay atop one such place.”

“What is it? What are they for?”

“The possibility my mind narrows on is that the architects of the Source will have to return here, in some form, if they are to wage war on the galaxy. They will need space to return. Perhaps, different spaces serve different purposes.”

Yena snorted. “Well, that explains why the Tugs are involved, doesn’t it? If they live here, they don’t want the Source’s armies to—”

Paran ran a few strides further. “There!” A bright yellow flash. “There’s someone there!” He stepped closer. Another flash.

“Paran, you must follow me,” Ulantr said loudly. “Do not take another step.”

Paran took another step. His arm stretched back for Yena, who came to him. They clasped hands. “Someone’s there.”

“Quiet!” Ulantr was beside them. “The Tugs have left us.”

Howling wind rushed against them, seeming to take even Ulantr by surprise. The Silvered generated a small, brimming kilthis and his upper torso glowed a faint silver. The wind intensified, forcing them almost horizontally to the ground. If Paran and Yena had not worn combat suits, they would have been swept into the dark. Their helmets articulated out.

“There!” Paran’s voice was amplified. Not far off in the same direction as the original flash, a broad figure stood facing away from them, hands in the air. A pattern of concentric circles glowed on the back of a hand. As the glowing intensified, the winds and noise abated.

“You were right!” Yena shouted.

Darkness rolled over, the wind was fully extinguished, the figure gone. They scanned the gloom.

“Who was that?” Paran asked.

Ulantr’s eyes flashed. “We are not alone with the Tugs. Behind me, now.” Both Yena and Paran immediately followed.

Yena glanced back. “Are there Roranians here, Ulantr?”

“No.”

“Then who was that?”

“Others,” Ulantr said. “Paran, Yena, you must only follow me.” Ulantr’s voice calmed and his torso stopped glowing. “The Tugs have returned. They have shown me the way. We must go now.”
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Clues of Destiny

The circular room was unlike any of the other rooms or corridors Hespinr and Ilouden had come through. It was higher ceilinged and at least fifteen or more long Vaesian strides across. Upright white-tinged cylinders lined the sides, with small gaps from one to the next. Each ran vertically from the ceiling to the floor, the width of a Vaesian’s outstretched arm span. They were translucent, with faint silhouetted impressions.

A mechanical buzzing took their attention. A malformed drone rose from the ground, moving laterally in their direction. Hespinr leapt forward and grabbed the drone with one set of tensirs, plunging his other set forcefully into its casing and ripping out its innards. He threw the drone to the side and returned to Osr, settling down and turning his once-mentor over.

Ilouden placed a hand on Hespinr’s shoulder. “He looks calm.”

Hespinr emitted a low, guttural groan. They waited for a little while, both still.

Ilouden sighed. “I wonder if we’re the first to find him.” He glanced at the surrounding cylinders. “What is this place?”

“An observation room of sorts.” Hespinr draped his tensirs along Osr’s torso, his ashy hair mixing with Osr’s pale silver. “Why here, Osr? What was worth your life to come here?”

“There must be about… forty of them.” Ilouden moved over to investigate a cylinder. “Interesting…”

“What is it?”

Ilouden stuck his head closer to the cylinder, so close his nose almost touched the casing. “It’s more transparent from here.”

“Security effect.”

“Inside, it looks like… something’s shaped out of retervope, I think.”

“But that isn’t what I was talking about, Ilouden. Look at this.”

Hespinr motioned to a neat mound of retervope right at the tip of where Osr’s outstretched arm had been. There were imprints in the mound where the old Silvered had dragged his tensirs across.

“That’s just debris, isn’t it?” Ilouden strolled along the other cylinders, peering close. “Osr must’ve come here to protect these.” He stopped. “No… What? Hespinr, I think they’re… Vaesians. Well, not Vaesians. But… effigies. Created from retervope. Yes, the sizes are pretty much correct, too. You can make out the outline, and… yes, tensirs, three legs.” He scratched his head. “But what’re they for? What’s the point?”

“There.” Hespinr pointed to a cylinder on the opposite side of the room.

“Ah.” Ilouden leant forward. A small, waist-height hole in the casing was surrounded by a darkened ring, as though a tiny kilthis had punctured through. Retervope had spilt onto the ground below. “I think Osr… took some retervope from here to make that mound.”

Hespinr rose and walked over. “Just before his end.” He moved closer. “Must have been important.”

“It’s a Vaesian effigy, like the others.” Ilouden gestured around. “Do they all have them?”

“You’re right, it is.”

“But why?”

Hespinr looked through the hole Osr had put his tensirs through.

Ilouden moved across to some of the other cylinders. “Effigies, just the same.”

Hespinr returned to Osr and crouched. “What were you doing here?”

“Maybe he was scared. Maybe he wasn’t thinking properly with all those drones after him.”

“Osr, scared? No. He came into the depths of this facility for a reason. Osr did everything with purpose.”

Ilouden continued investigating the cylinders, kicking drone parts to the side. He paused. “This one’s interesting.”

“How?”

“See for yourself.”

Hespinr came over. It was another Vaesian depiction, although the features were delicate and far more intricately detailed. The tensirs were immediately discernible, each fibrous extension unique and distinct. They checked others.

“Is it actually retervope?” Hespinr asked.

“Looks like it.”

They stopped. “This one is also different.”

“You’re right. There’s retervope at the top, or maybe that’s betervope actually, but down here at the bottom it’s darker. It’s something else. What is that dark substance?”

“Compacted retervope?”

“And no Vaesian effigy this time.”

They moved along.

“This one’s completely filled with the darker substance. Ilouden, what do these all look like to you?”

Ilouden tipped his head to the side. “Samples.”

“To me too. They look like samples from deep into Ringscape, maybe Barrenscape too.”

“Is that possible?”

“It might explain why they were so valuable to Osr.”

“But you can’t dig far down, everyone knows that.”

“You can, Ilouden. It just takes a lot of power. The first Roranians were capable, their Repository Storage Cavern proves it. We both know that. You just need the right resources.”

“But… I still don’t understand what they’re for. And why the effigies?”

“He must have been trying to understand something important.”

“What?”

“Something important.”

“Yes, important, but what? And he didn’t train you to be his successor for no reason. Surely you must have an—”

“Ilouden!” Hespinr grabbed Ilouden by the shoulders. “That’s it! I know what it means!” He rushed to the centre of the room and settled beside Osr’s body, laying a set of tensirs delicately on his arm. “I know what you want, and I’ll go, Osr.”

“What?”

Hespinr pointed to the small retervope mound with the tensir marks. “This was a message from Osr. To me. He wants me to go where I was trained, only recently.” He generated a kilthis as though in obvious demonstration.

“Trained in your abilities? The kilthis and concealment?”

“Yes. Osr had me go.”

“Where is this place, then?”

“Decammerit – it’s an external tower, a short glazer’s ride from Upper-Sunsprit.”

“Never heard of it.”

“It’s hidden.”

“What?”

“Before I visited Decammerit, Osr told me that when it was revealed, I would notice the retervope patterns across its base. It’s covered in retervope like the towers outside Sunsprit’s domes, except isolated and without protection so the retervope weathers away. Anyone new to Decammerit patches retervope as a custom, I did this myself. So the cladding at the bottom of the tower has tensir marks all across, just like this mound here.”

“Are you sure?”

“Why else would Osr have come here? That makes no sense. He wasn’t trying to survive, the drones were too many, and he was nowhere near any other source of retervope. So he sent an important message in the time he had left. I don’t know why it’s a secret for me, but he knew I’d find him.” He rose slowly with his gaze lingering on Osr, then turned and walked to the entrance leading back the way they had come.

“Wait!” Ilouden caught up. “What if you’re wrong? You’re his successor, shouldn’t you stay in Sunsprit?”

“We must go to Decammerit!”
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Dangerous Preservation

Brown-blue splinters filtered through the exposed stub meshes. Mericadal released Vodal’s lips, which he had hitherto extended to the limits of his reach. Vodal wailed as they snapped back, while the constructed splinter entity, Mouth, was reconstituted.

Mericadal clasped his hands behind his back and tapped a foot. “Well?”

A stream of buzzing splinters, with flicks of dark red, spewed from Mouth, misting around Mericadal in a particle suspension.

“An attack,” Vodal said. “They’ve incorporated the triamond into themselves.”

“Don’t be so ridiculously stupid or pathetically gleeful.”

“What then?”

The cocoon of suspended grit densified, blocking out any external light and insulating them in darkness. The buzzing was louder than the roar of full-blown haze winds. As the final sliver of external light died, the noise ended.

“What’s happening?”

Mericadal sighed. “They’re setting a clean environment, anti-phasing noise and other distractions.”

“This seems very convoluted.”

Mericadal’s body shuddered. “It’s far more advanced than anything Roranians are capable of. Now, shut up, or I’ll quieten you.”

The splinters shimmered iridescently. Mericadal’s body rippled.

“Are we being attacked? Hahaha.”

Mericadal glanced down as Vodal’s mouth sealed over. “You’re becoming strange, Influx Vodal.”

“Mmph!”

*

Mericadal’s body continued to ripple, although the stronger undulations were succeeded by gentler trembling. Vodal’s mouth unsealed.

“What’s going on, Mericadal?”

“They’re showing me their origins, from when they arrived.”

“I can’t see anything.”

“Because they couldn’t either. They’re using a technology that skims the thickways to impart information you can’t observe.”

“And?”

“They were nothing before they came here, a long time ago – you wouldn’t believe how long, actually. They were a non-sentient infestation from space debris that penetrated the Haze Rings during random entry events. Mildly interacting, feasting off unwanted particulates, quite dull.”

“Entry event?”

Mericadal sighed. “To collect machine-lect consciousnesses, physical openings are periodically manifested within the Haze Rings.”

“Why?”

“Thickspace conservation. Certain types of information transfer cannot be one-way. Routes into their realm must be counterbalanced with the reverse.”

“You understand this?”

“It’s obvious to me. The required mechanics affect the topology of the thickways.”

“And so this entity that came into the Source through an entry event was once a pest?”

“Still is.”

“But how—”

“The higher the pressure Mouth’s ancestors were under, the more densely packed they became. They were able to create inter-pest connections analogous to Roranian neural connections. And so, as debris built over them on Ringscape, they were compacted, and they began to think.”

“They think under pressure?”

“A joke, Influx Vodal?”

“A question.”

“They evolved into different types of entities, but their basic constituents are largely unchanged – those splinters. Up above the surface, they’re still non-sentient, merely sensory scouts. It’s down here they’re buzzing with activity. They even employ special means to keep them densified, which is how Mouth retains its form. And deeper, there are many far larger.”

“There’s a lot of them.”

“Oh, yes.”

“A community?”

“A vast progression dwarfing anything the Roranians have accomplished. And superior.”

“Are they all like Mouth?”

“There’s no value having any the same.” Mericadal chuckled. “Mouth is to them what you are to me.”

“A companion?”

“An insignificance.”

“Then, why is it speaking to us?”

“Because sending a dumb emissary is the safest thing for them to do.”

“What is their community like?”

“It’s a diverse ecosystem of self-sustaining abundance. They’re increasingly cultivating Ringscape’s underlayers. You can see how it appears, not that it’d tell you much.”

“How?”

“They’re about to show us a visual demonstration.”

“And will—”

“Shut up.”

Their surroundings changed – the suspended splinters twinkled individually in transition. Mericadal’s body trembled. They were surrounded by a material superficially akin to retervope, albeit far darker. It was all around them, and they sped through it like a bubble in water. Now and then, they came across a clump with form, like Mouth, only larger, some truly enormous, and of dissimilar, nonsensical forms. The matter patterns swirled strangely. The simulation froze.

“What’s going on?” Vodal asked.

“I’ve sent them a message through the thickways. This is not interesting. Right now, they’re showing us more of their evolution. We’re way off seeing what they are now and I don’t care. There’re many other pockets hidden within the Source. If they can’t tell us anything of the Founders, their time is up.”

“And?”

“They promise to explain. They’re showing off about how their thickways technology has enabled them to observe special phenomena and establish certain facts, and how they’ve gathered information from other civilisations that have lived here – the Roranians, the Vaesians, the Alpuri, the Fendari, and many thousands more. They claim understandings and that they will explain. I’ve told them to hurry up or I’ll rip them apart.”

“What will they explain?”

“Wait.”

The splinters flickered black and all was dark. They were in open space. Distant stars twinkled, nebulae glowed. Streaks of white jagged about, erupting from the fabric of space as though temporarily unveiled, before sheathing again into nothingness and disappearing.

“What’s that?” Vodal asked.

Mericadal smirked. “Didn’t the Founders show this to you before?”

“Tell me.”

“The Sensespace.”

“Really?” The white flashes erupted throughout everything and everywhere. “The Sensespace is a spacetime infection that Tapache’s machine civilisation, the Wanderers, seek to destroy. They are dedicated to wiping it out, although we know little of what it actually is. What is it?”

“They don’t know either, other than it is an infection that targets intelligence, whether biological, machine-lect or other. The Sensespace is attracted to sentience.”

“Tapache—”

“Tapache and the Wanderers are insignificant amalgamations of debris technologies left behind in the great Sensespace wars, nothing more. The Founders were there before the dawn of those wars, long before the rest of the galaxy united in the fight against it. The Founders mounted their own defence.”

“How?”

“Have you already forgotten what the Founders showed you, Influx Vodal? That’s what all this is for.”

A patch of space began to glow, unpeeled into substance and folded onto itself. It rotated and its luminosity increased. White flashes of Sensespace continued to streak across the background.
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Thickening Decisions

Barrenscape raced beneath them. Kera and Diyan were still trapped as Commander Miren brought up a holo to show them the issue with the plan, forcing them to turn awkwardly.

Kera smiled. “That’s definitely a problem. The Hybrid should have destroyed that drone already.”

Commander Miren’s face had regained some of its reddish hue, settling on a raw pink, although her clenching fists and twitching arms betrayed fear. Her loud, synthetic voice occasionally went off-tune. “Then its path is incorrect. You made a mistake. We don’t know where it is.” She glared at them both. “And it’s all in this… incomprehensible, archaic Roranian syntax. Explain!”

Kera’s smile widened. “I’m sure it’ll be quick.” She gloated. “Commander Miren, you might want to check your chemical infusions. You seem erratic.”

Commander Miren stepped through the holo with her fist raised. “I’m going to enjoy this.”

“Wait!” Diyan shouted. He strained at the seat’s sides. “I can help.”

“No Diyan!”

“Don’t hurt her. Let me check the calculations again.”

Commander Miren regarded Diyan for a moment, then smiled just as widely as Kera had. “There’s no way out for you. Whatever you say, you need to help me.”

“Exactly. Just let me go over the calculations. I need to get out of this.” Diyan nodded at his restraints. “You obviously know your way around a ship, but this won’t be anything like what you’re used to. You’ll never understand everything in time. Lock me out of all core systems if you want, reduce my permissions. Just let me take a look, I don’t want to die either.”

Commander Miren marched to the side, picked up Diyan and Kera’s empty suits and threw them to the other end of the pod. She called a holo screen and designed a restricted permissions profile for Diyan. Finished, the holo evaporated and Diyan’s seat unfolded, freeing him.

“Don’t try anything.” Commander Miren stood by the glowering Kera and grabbed her roughly under the chin. “Or she dies.”

Diyan turned over in the seat, allowing its released capabilities to work and reshape comfortably around him – except there was no reshaping, that had been disabled. He sighed and brought up a partial simulation to the side, so that Commander Miren and Kera could see. “You’ve removed some unnecessary permissions. There’s no need to stop me accessing… Ah…” He peered closer. “You’ve kept the ship in a state of high alert, repairs can’t be completed properly.” He frowned. “Are you dismissing alerts manually?”

Commander Miren narrowed her eyes, still holding Kera under the chin. “How is that relevant?”

“They’ll keep coming. They tend to batch together. You really should take the ship off high—”

“Anything vital you need?”

“No.”

“I’ll worry about warning alerts for my ship.” She shook a resistant Kera by the neck. “Stop stalling and hurry up. Diyan, I will kill her.”

Diyan sifted through holo screens, delving into Kera’s plan and checking the calculations. He brought up panel after panel, and threw small holo spheres around them, turning them in the air to check the drone conditions. He checked everything: the mechanics, the trajectories, external factors, and their assumptions. The space around him was filled with a menagerie of flickering schematics. Commander Miren’s eyes darted across the depictions, her jaw increasingly clenched.

“Are you wasting my time?”

“I need to keep my concentration. This is complex, Commander Miren.”

“I’m warning you.”

Diyan spun a larger schematic holo, taking Commander Miren’s attention. He caught Kera’s eye, then looked away and continued his work.

“What’s that for?” Commander Miren released Kera’s neck and pointed to the schematic.

Kera sneered. “When I get—”

Commander Miren immediately grabbed Kera’s neck again, her face contorted with rage. “You’ll do what?”

“I’ll kill you!”

Commander Miren slapped Kera roughly with her other hand, then balled it into a fist. “Then you should die now!”

Kera choked, only managing to whisper back. “It’s my plan. Diyan doesn’t know everything.”

“He seems to know enough—”

“Ah!” Diyan gestured to a selection of holos. Commander Miren released Kera and shuffled closer. The drone was still functioning, still moving in its last ordered trajectory. “At first, I thought the Hybrid’s behaviour might have changed, or maybe the haze winds affected it, something like that… But look.”

“What?” Commander Miren scanned the information. “What am I seeing?”

Diyan pushed some of the holos further out and expanded one particular screen.

“Too much odd syntax. What does it mean?”

“The Administration didn’t teach this?”

She glared at him. “This is ancient! Syntax designed for open space, you fool!”

“Oh, well, it’s the most efficient. I don’t know why you’d change it. If you filter them through your faceplate, it’ll help.” Ignoring Commander Miren’s reddening hue, he highlighted some specific equations. She sucked in air, again sounding like wind blowing in old, rusty tubes, and allowed her helmet to seal with the faceplate sliding across. “These, they’re wrong. We couldn’t have known before, but we predicted the Hybrid’s movements wrong.” Diyan changed the display. “We couldn’t have known until a real scenario unfolded, but the Hybrid’s movements aren’t completely random, as we assumed. And…” His hands worked fast. “If we instead calculate its movement as a function of its gravimetric propulsion, which we know with a high degree of certainty it uses, then…” He drew two sets of data together, combining them. “We still don’t need to understand exactly how the Hybrid moves, just this new set of gravimetric random variables to describe what are essentially oscillations, and…” His equations simplified as the data sets further consolidated. “Here we go.”

Commander Miren sighed and shook her head. “You used the wrong type of random for your initial calculations?”

Diyan pursed his lips. “Erm… yes. And everything affects trajectory expectations.” He pointed. “Look, you see there, some of those timeframes for the Hybrid to catch up to the drones and trigger the proximity explosions more than double.” The holo showed the expectations with the prior assumptions, then faded to display the new scenario. “I’ll need to update the drone paths, but aside from that, the plan’s unchanged.”

Commander Miren grabbed him by the throat. “Try anything else, give the drones any other orders, and I will kill you both. Kera first, slowly, and you will watch. Then you.” She relaxed her grip. “It will be excruciating.”

“Just let me do this.” Diyan swiped at the nearest control, then paused. “Everything okay, Commander Miren?”

Commander Miren had stepped back. Diyan turned around. Her faceplate was still transparent, her eyes darting about frantically. “Too many… There are so many warnings, Diyan! You’ve made a mistake!” She was shouting, swiping angrily at the air, cursing. “I can’t see a thing!”

Diyan did not reply. He ran toward the suits at the other side of the pod.
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Unremembered Knowledge

Yena and Paran stuck by Ulantr, following without deviating from the path again. There had been no further flashes or other distractions. Most of the time, they walked in a straight line, although occasionally Ulantr took them around a turn, avoiding some invisible obstacle.

“So what did we see then?” Yena asked. “If you’re so sure it wasn’t a Roranian.”

Ulantr gestured around. “There are eddies in the gravitational waves lining our path.” He looked up. “We are kept sequestered, safe. Otherwise, the modes of activity would tear us apart. The flips are mere specks in comparison. All about, there are concentrations and ripples. They ebb into structures I do not understand, as detailed and purposeful as Sunsprit or Fadin. And amidst it all, we are not unnoticed. Something broke through and gazed along our path, something dangerous to us. That shockwave we felt was the result. We would not have survived without that help. And the physical manifestation you saw was a fraction of its true structure. No Roranian could have survived in that, let alone accomplished such a feat.”

Paran and Yena quietened, squinting at the seemingly innocuous emptiness only filled by the sounds of their movement. The surroundings appeared the same as when they had begun their journey.

“Could it have been something like you?” Paran asked.

“It was something else.”

Yena grunted. “Your instinct?”

“I feel what I am.”

Yena rolled her eyes. “Which is?”

“Do you know how you have the long life Tapache gave you?”

“Erm.” Yena tipped her head to the side. “I’ve never thought much about it.”

“But, you know you have it.”

“Yes, I…”

“Can’t you ask the Tugs?” Paran said.

“It doesn’t work like that,” Ulantr said calmly. “They’re still peculiar to me. To gain true information from them, we’d probably need another dummy node and access to an influx terminal.”

Yena threw the defunct Tug Mask she carried to the side. It skidded off with a gentle scraping sound.

“Words aren’t sufficient,” Ulantr said. “Perhaps—”

“Perhaps what?”

“Perhaps we’ll find some answers to your questions when we arrive.”

“Arrive at wherever it is you don’t even know you’re taking us to?”

Ulantr stopped and looked at Yena. His tensirs moved strangely, curling back like the opposite of clenching a fist. Paran stood beside her. “You wanted to destroy the Source not long ago, but events changed and you were forced to return. I, too, want to stop the Source’s architects, but we can only follow the path that is right ahead of us.” He gestured beyond.

Yena’s mouth opened, although catching Paran’s look of concern her face softened. “I just feel the more we learn, the less we know. And I’m so worried about the others.”

Paran rubbed her back. “We’re together, and we’ll figure this out.”

Ulantr turned back around. “We will. Come.”

They persisted in asking Ulantr questions, although more often than not, the Silvered could not elucidate. His tensirs persisted in wriggling their odd, haphazard movements, although Ulantr either did not notice or care. Now and then, he checked back, without breaking his stride, not specifically at them but around them. They turned occasionally, sometimes walking in new directions, other times curving around the unseen anomalies. At one point, Ulantr stopped completely, his body stilled with arms outstretched, before dropping his arms and continuing.

“Is Echoes of Gravity a parasite?” Paran said.

“You could see it that way.”

“Maybe that’s why it never bonded with Kera. I don’t think she would have welcomed it. Not after what the Nesch did to her.”

“Interesting… Yes, maybe. Perhaps we integrated because I desired it. I could have stopped it if I’d wanted. There are also differences between our species, and even within Roranians, Kera isn’t typical.”

“She certainly isn’t.”

Yena flicked hair from her face. “What about what it’s doing to you? You did all this to gain information and to access your memories, but you don’t seem any closer.”

Ulantr’s tensirs curled tightly up along his arm. “I believe we Vaesians see the same as you, for the most part. There are peripheries to our vision, and most of the time, they are hidden. Our memories operate similarly to this, except the depths of our peripheries can be changed and the focuses adjusted. My peripheries are expanding, but I still need to figure out how to know them.”

“You’re certainly taking your time,” Paran said.

“What I’m becoming is new, and not without significant effort. Everything is a distraction, but there is no time to be still. Much of the long memory of the past was purposely forgotten by our parents, I understand that much already. It is not something easily undone.”

Yena’s eyes widened. “Osr blocked your genetic memories?”

“Not Osr. Ancient Vaesians, from long ago. It is something I have always suspected. We should know more, and yet we don’t.”

“Why would your history be kept secret?” Paran asked.

Ulantr glanced at them and slowed his stride. Both sets of tensirs remained up-curled. “It is my belief there are things so terrible in our past we decided, as an entire species, to forget. Things that render the Veiler Wars insignificant, along with any others we do remember. Believe me, I want to know, badly. I need to know. While my life has been short, I have dedicated it to understanding why this is. I have spent time contemplating such matters with Echoes of Gravity, trying to know what my fellow Vaesians are so unwilling to remember. Something is wrong, and it seems only I notice. I am alone. You are not the only ones who feel out of place in the Source.” He veered to the left while still looking at them. “And now, it is within reach, and yet I must wait for the understandings to coalesce.”

Yena squeezed Paran’s hand. “There’s something that… Well, pretty much everyone has noticed, but no one can really answer. You Vaesians have been here in the Source for so much longer than us, but you’ve barely advanced. You don’t seem to understand where you came from, not really. Your promises from Tapache are not understood, and from your own stories, it’s arguable you’ve technologically devolved. We usurped you so fast.”

Still facing ahead, Ulantr’s eyes lit up strongly, the light seeping back. “I wonder so many things. I have flashes of inspiration, of insight, now and then. That is how Echoes of Gravity has helped me. It draws out certain threads and allows me to explore the tips of shadows. But there is so much more.” His neck straightened forward, his head pointed in a new direction to the side.

“What’s the obstacle now?” Paran asked with a chuckle. “Another invisible structure you—” He stopped as Yena grabbed his arm. “What is it?”

“I think I just saw a flash of light.”

“Another one?”

“Yes!”

“Where?”

“Up ahead… There, look!”

Ulantr walked fast toward it.

“Ulantr, is this sensible?” Yena asked. “Remember what happened last time. I thought you said we needed to be careful.”

“That’s not a flash, Yena,” Paran said. “It’s… wait, it… it’s pulsing? No, flashing… It’s silver.”

Ulantr’s response hummed back. “This is why we came.”
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Decammerit’s Choice

Ilouden just about kept pace behind Hespinr. Now and then, the broad Silvered reached into his pack for some muvaeyt, billowing a thick blue trail.

“Explain to me again.” Ilouden pulled his facepiece down, panting as they ran. “Why we couldn’t take a glazer.” He breathed in strongly. “You definitely insinuated we’d take a glazer… To this hidden tower of yours.” He pulled his facepiece back up to suck filtered air. “You said it was… a short glazer’s ride.” His words through the facepiece were slightly muffled.

Hespinr’s voice betrayed no hint of exertion. “I said a short glazer’s ride from Upper-Sunsprit, to convey the distance, nothing more. Nothing about what I said indicated we’d take a glazer.”

“Is this a joke?”

“Ilouden, Osr’s message was secret. The less trace the better – winds will cover our tracks but glazer traces can be more obvious, even concealed.”

“I’m more likely to… pass out from all this running. Can you slow…” Ilouden trailed off as Hespinr came to a stop, doubling over with his hands pressed against his knees. “If you were so concerned about being tracked… stopping to find help for that soldier in Osr’s facility probably didn’t do us any favours.”

“He was going to die.”

“I’m going to die from all this running!”

“We’re nearly there.” Hespinr began running again.

Ilouden cursed and lumbered after him, grabbing the strap of the thermal ejection rifle tighter to stop it bouncing with each jolt. “You said that before!”

Their path curved. Hespinr looked to the sides, his head dipping occasionally to observe the ground. No structures, Vaesian or other, had been visible for some time.

“We’re even closer now.”

“Why did you train… so far away?” Ilouden asked between breaths. “Ridiculous.”

“Exactly because of that.”

“Why not Sunsprit or another city?”

“Sending experimental kilthis around Sunsprit wouldn’t be a clever idea. And we still aren’t as welcome as we’d like in all our cities. Many still fear Silvereds, we are oddities to them.”

“Oddities? I’ll give you that. You especially. You bent your neck… and twisted your head right back… to talk to that injured soldier… in the facility.” He wheezed. “Weirdest thing I’ve ever seen!”

Hespinr flexed his long neck about the middle, with his head in the same position, as though in response. “Roranians are bizarre.”

“What the… No, we’re not! You—”

“Your limbs are hard, you have rigid connections.” Hespinr made a guttural sound.

“Okay…”

“I don’t intend to be impolite, but you’re very… restricted.”

“You’re joking?”

“I’m not! And disgustingly so. I tell you because we are friends, do not take offence.”

“What? I don’t. Well—”

Ilouden stopped just in time to avoid Hespinr’s outstretched arm. The Silvered gazed up to the sky.

“Careful.”

Ilouden took several deep gulps of air. “Decammerit is here?”

“Yes.”

Ilouden took a step forward. “Shall we—”

Hespinr’s outstretched arm did not budge, stopping Ilouden. He dipped his free tensirs into his pack and growled.

“What?”

“Didn’t replenish my muvaeyt before we left.”

“You should’ve taken some from Osr’s facility. There were packs everywhere.”

“That’s disgusting. Why?”

“What?”

Hespinr turned to Ilouden. “Have you no idea of how muvaeyt works?”

“Eh? You chew it and it… You know, steams. Helps you think and recharge your abilities, right?”

“Muvaeyt fabricators tailor specific compounds for each of us.”

“I’ve seen you use… Hespinr, I’ve sourced you muvaeyt before, when you ran out.”

“It’s a mistake rarely made more than once. Unless absolutely necessary.”

“It really doesn’t work?”

Hespinr stared at Ilouden. “It tastes appalling. The disgustingness compounds, not fully noticeable at first, but then you really notice it. Ilouden, it is horrendous, you cannot imagine.”

“Really? You’re that fussy? I feel like I’m suddenly learning quite a lot, I—”

A bright light slammed into Ilouden’s thermal ejection rifle. The momentum sent him skidding across the ground. Two further kilthis sped close, narrowly missing but convincing enough he stayed low, the rifle a smouldering mess. Hespinr had two brimming kilthis of his own and stood defensively between Ilouden and the source of the attack. A silvered appeared, hair so deep a silver it was almost black, without any armour, blue wafting around his head.

“You?” Hespinr growled.

More Silvereds appeared in a billowing blue cloud. All large, sturdy guards with bright, shining bodies of varying white-silver hues. Perhaps thirty in all.

The near-black Silvered spoke. He was shorter than Hespinr by some margin and far slighter. “Calm yourself, Hespinr. Extinguish your kilthis before you hurt yourself. Last messenger from Osr told me you were sent to Upper-Fadin.”

“You knew?”

“Of course I knew.”

“Why did you attack us?” Hespinr demanded. “Connr, why?”

“We’ve seen the Administration soldiers,” the short, near-black Silvered – Connr – replied, gesturing toward Upper-Sunsprit.

“But you obviously know who he is!” Ilouden shouted, getting to his feet and dusting himself off.

Connr ignored Ilouden. He eyed the guards, who stepped back as their bodies dimmed, and spoke directly to Hespinr. “Osr sent you, didn’t he? How is the fighting? Is Sunsprit still well-defended?”

“You didn’t send a contingent to check?”

“Our work here is too important. But we saw the exodus of the Administration military. Osr must have been successful in repelling them, yet we’ve not had any communication.” He waited for Hespinr to reply, continuing when none came. “Perhaps Osr will learn to heed my warnings. I told him, I warned him they would be back. They will never leave us in peace!”

“Osr is dead.”

“What?” Connr’s body visibly tensed.

“Osr is dead and Upper-Sunsprit has been destroyed. Probably all of Sunsprit. The remnants of the Administration military crashed a sky-factory into the dome covering. Everything’s in ruins.”

Connr glanced in the direction of Upper-Sunsprit, his body still. His words came slowly. “How did he die?”

“Administration drones.”

Connr paused, then his head jerked at Hespinr. “You were his successor.”

Hespinr’s tensirs rippled. “He sent me here.”

“We have our instructions.”

“What instructions?” Ilouden asked.

“Hespinr, I will tell them.” Connr gestured to the guards. “This is terrible news. It must be delivered gently.” Without waiting for a reply, he beckoned the nearest two guards right over and pointed at Ilouden. “Kill the Roranian.”

Ilouden stepped back as Hespinr shot in front of him, kilthis rekindled, his broad frame hulking over the other Silvereds.

“Ilouden is not to be harmed.”

“He is Administration, Hespinr.”

“He is one of us.”

“Is he?”

“He was born in our—”

“Fine.” Connr released a prolonged guffaw and flicked a set of tensirs to the side. “Fine. I forget there are those who…” He looked at Ilouden as though for the first time. “Tolerate.” He walked away from them. “Come.”

“No harm done. Not that anyone asked.” Ilouden glared at Hespinr. “He’s fun.”

An enormous wall of blue fog had appeared before them, wafting high into the sky. And through the haze, the wide form of a tower covered in retervope, with externally affixed platforms stubbing out upon which stood rows of watchful guards.
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Unknowable Motion

Commander Miren muttered angrily as she was bombarded with a deluge of warning notifications from the ship, obscuring her faceplate. She dismissed each in turn and roared as her helmet retracted.

“You idiot, you made it worse, you…”

Diyan’s seat was empty. Kera was still in the other seat, her eyes closed. Commander Miren turned as a gloved fist slammed into her cheek, cracking off her ear-cover and exposing a raw hole as she fell against Diyan’s seat, crumpling to the floor.

Diyan wasted no time, leaping with a leg outstretched at her neck. She twisted and grabbed his foot, throwing him to the side. They both rose to their feet and moved to the middle of the ship, circling the central seat.

“I locked the suits,” Commander Miren said, shaking her head to the side. Her helmet articulated back around her head, as did Diyan’s. “How did you get one?”

“You’re less intelligent than you think,” Diyan said. “When you sneaked into the ship, you damaged all the security overrides. You have no real idea what you’re doing, do you?”

“I was a commander in the Administration. You are nothing!”

“You’re used to giving orders, not doing the work yourself.”

She sneered. “I could order that suit to strip right off you.”

“I’ve disabled external communications. You’ll have to take it from me.”

“The ship is mine. It answers to me!”

“Will you hand it back willingly?”

“I’ll give you a gash on your other cheek to match!”

She lunged at him, spinning around and using the momentum to flip her legs into the air, narrowly missing his head as he stepped to the side, a retaliating strike to her exposed ear hole. Diyan postured defensively and glanced at Kera – she appeared to be asleep. He ducked, evading another strike.

“You’re never getting this ship!”

“You slaved the ship so it only responds to you.”

“Exactly, me.” Commander Miren jumped in an arc over him, her semi-flight assisted by the chemical thrusters. She twisted to avoid his blocking arms. Grabbing him by the neck from behind, she threw him to the floor and raised a knee to stamp down. He rolled away and jumped toward her, aiming his own knee at her chest. She turned sideways, dissipating some of the impact, then ducked and punched twice, felling him to the floor.

“Your mistake.” Diyan pushed himself up and backed away.

“And why’s that?”

“If you’re incapacitated while the pod’s in its emergency mode, your control’s removed. That’s my incentive.” Diyan moved behind an empty seat. “Did you realise that?”

Commander Miren screamed and jumped, landing on the seat and kicking at Diyan. He grabbed her standing leg and pulled it from under her, laying her flat. She used her thrusters to accelerate toward him as he simultaneously grabbed the side of the seat and bent it up, catching her by surprise and causing her to rebound upwards. With her head over the raised side, he grabbed it under one arm and brought the other elbow crashing down – missing as she squirmed out of the way just in time. She rolled off to the other side and faced him.

“Didn’t they teach you anything?” Diyan asked. “Thrusters are too uncontrolled for fighting within confined spaces.”

Commander Miren smiled through her transparent faceplate. “I was only playing with you before, but you’re as good as Commander Paran. Maybe even better.” Despite the exertion, she was not breathing heavily. If anything, she appeared calm. “Now, you will see what I can really do.” Turrets rose across her body.

“Don’t be stupid. You’ll destroy the ship.”

“I didn’t reach my rank without taking risks.”

Diyan jumped back and ripped a seat off its attachment, holding it as a shield. He ran forward and swung it at Commander Miren, feeling no resistance. He looked ahead. She was gone. He turned around too late. She grabbed him by the neck, tripped him and flung him down. She sat on him, her bulky adjusted suit heavier, legs over his arms, their mechanically assisted strengths whirring in mutual negation. Both her arms were free. She raised a fist, glancing to the side, her eyes widened. Kera was there, still in her thin underlayer. Impossibly fast, Kera struck Commander Miren, knocking her off Diyan.

Diyan scrambled to his feet and his helmet receded. “Some punch, Kera!” He walked over to inspect the felled commander. Her eyes had rolled up, only the whites visible. “I think she’s out.” He turned her head to the side where Kera had struck. It was partially caved in. “Really out. She’ll live, but… Kera, how did you…” Kera was already back in her combat suit, giving orders to the ship and making her way to a working seat.

“Pod’s not in the best shape, Diyan. Everything’s been patched over while we were in high alert, stupidly. She slowed all the repairs, obviously no idea what she was doing.” She sat down. “I’m removing inertial dampeners to check something, hold on.” She waited for Diyan to reach the seat beside hers then gave the command, swearing loudly as the ship swung from side to side. She gave the ship more orders and the inertial dampeners returned, stopping the swing. “The idiot! Half the bloom’s supports snapped but the dampeners hid it.” She shook her head at the crumpled form of Commander Miren. “That doesn’t solve anything!” Cords sprouted from the ship’s floor to restrain Commander Miren, and her suit was deactivated. Internal mag-pulls dragged the damaged seats to the sides, taking them into opened compartments for storage and repair.

“Kera… what happened?”

Kera took her time, checking various screens, then settled down. “We’re back on track.” She sunk further into her seat.

“How did you escape? Kera, you couldn’t have slid out.” His tone softened upon seeing her shaking body. “Kera…”

She looked down at Barrenscape passing by, her long black hair hanging over her face. “Can you feel it?”

“Feel what?”

She sighed. “It.”

“What d’you mean?”

Kera’s body continued to tremble and she sobbed gently. He moved over and wrapped his arms around her. Tears ran down her cheeks.

“It’s the Source,” she said through his arms.

“What about it?”

“It’s different.”

“This new phase?”

Kera sniffed. “It’s like…” She took some time. “There’s more here, now, and I can almost touch it. It wasn’t like this before. It feels different. And…”

“And what, Kera?” he asked.

She gripped his arms tighter. “It scares me.”

“Is it to do with the Nesch? The abilities they gave you?”

“No. I don’t know, I don’t think so… They make me strong, but…” She squeezed and pushed him off. “Those abilities take too long, they weren’t enough. I tried, when we were restrained, I really did. I tried to force my way out. But, it was… I felt something else.” She folded her arms, still shaking. “It was like… I thought there could be a way out. A way for me to move through things I’ve never noticed before. Diyan, I…” She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “I wouldn’t ever have noticed if we weren’t trapped.”

“Are you okay?”

She nodded. “I’m not hiding anything from you anymore…” Her control lapsed and she shook again. “It’s hard to explain. I was moving through the air, except it was somewhere else. It wasn’t typical… air. It was somewhere dangerous.” She shook her head. “It was so fast. It’s more like a picture in my mind I’m forgetting. There were bright routes in a dark place, almost like Sunsprit’s magnetic paths, but so much more vivid. And… fragments… of something even darker rushing along. I…” She looked down. “I didn’t want to be noticed. I wanted to get out.”

“How did you do it?”

She shrugged.

A warning chime brought their attention to the holo between them. A drone had self-detonated, and the ship’s sensors detected an expected gravitational disturbance.

Diyan sighed with relief. “The Hybrid. So the plan’s working. Never thought I’d be so happy to detect my potential death.”
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Proffered Secrets

The glowing, spherical structure swelled, its rotation so extreme the spin no longer discernible. Their vantage moved back, allowing a more encapsulating view. The spears of Sensespace constantly struck the surrounding space, although the spherical structure was ignored.

“The Source is being created and the corresponding Thickspace realm contains the Founders.”

“As you know, Influx Vodal, this is but one of many.”

“This is how the Founders hid from the Sensespace.”

“They protected themselves to bide their time.”

“They hid.”

“The Founders created their own reality. They encased a slice of spacetime, altering its variables for controlled expansion, giving them a vast territory within which to thrive. Thickspace. Immunity from the reaches of the Sensespace. And there are more—”

“They hid, Mericadal.”

Mericadal chuckled. “Well, no more, Influx Vodal. Now, the Founders of our Source have decided to start the next phase. They are going to leave their havens and enact their great plans.”

“But the Wanderers have not been successful. The Sensespace is still a threat, and it is attracted to sentience.”

“The Sensespace cannot be destroyed, you idiot. You must understand that much. Great wars in the galaxy reduced the amount of sentience, pushing the Sensespace to dormancy, but it was never destroyed. It cannot be defeated like that. It will reawaken. The Wanderers will never succeed.”

“Then what plan do the Founders have?”

“They will sow the galaxy with Thickspace seeds, rendering the Sensespace threat moot and the galaxy habitable once more.” As though in response to Mericadal’s words, a brilliant streak of angry Sensespace flashed beside them.

“The galaxy isn’t empty.”

“There is a coming war, as you saw. Armies of machine-lect consciousnesses will be unleashed. They will sweep aside all opposition for the Thickspace seeds. All will be remade, and I will be part of that new order.”

“The Founders will destroy all life?”

“Current life.”

“And everything that might be. To implement a controlled, galaxy-wide Thickspace reality under their rules?”

“Freedom from the Sensespace.”

“Influxes were allowed to operate under strict parameters—”

“The Founders are more powerful than you could imagine.”

“Hahaha. Hahaha.”

“Why the laughter, Influx Vodal?”

“What laughter?”

“I’m warning you, you insignificant clump of excrement!” He punched the lips.

“Mmph!”

The shining sphere expanded.

“Mericadal, why are the Founders returning now?”

“Kera was the catalyst. You know this.”

Vodal’s lips flexed into a smile. “Kera scared them?”

“All part of their plan.”

“That you don’t really know. You’re guessing Mericadal. In truth, do you know anything for certain about their Thickspace realm? What if you cannot inhabit it as you are?”

Mericadal hummed and looked around. “I must admit, I would like to know more of what they inhabit. I was shown a little, but the details were—”

Chaos. Vodal began a long, monotonous scream.

No land existed, nothing of recognisable substance, yet there was matter of a type. All was spread throughout impossible, hyper-geospatial dimensions outnumbering those of typical spacetime. Quasi-solid, glistening, travelling mountain-equivalents pulsated under the sheer force of raw, contained sentience – the baying hordes of imprisoned machine-lect consciousnesses. Arteries of pure energy swirled around the endless mountain bases – which were at the mountains’ ends and yet simultaneously surrounded each in a shell. The arteries swirled up around the mountainsides, connecting to vast networks, fizzling with colours more numerous than in real space. The reservoirs of the energy arteries were in a permanent state of flux – spinning and coagulating, moving and reconnecting – an evolving, titanic organism given boundless time. Mists of sublimated power collected around the arteries, forming their own super-connected highways of discrete nebulae, also evolving, never slowing. Barely noticeable permeating threads of control pulled against it all, conducting the pandemonium, their origins somewhere far off, yet omnipresent.

“Mericadal!” Vodal was shouting. “I am feeling it too, from their abilities. From Mouth. I feel terror. Utter feebleness of any objectives. I feel comprehension of my lack of comprehension. I feel dwarfed in comparison. I cannot understand. Nothing can be done. We are mere specks in comparison. They do not need us! Their meta-civilisation is a collection of things too alien to know, too diverse and unlike anything else. The pressure is too great!”

Despite being part of Mericadal’s torso, Vodal’s old likeness appeared beside Mericadal – from before his mind had been split in two and his body destroyed. The churning energies of the Thickspace realm buffeted his hair. He gestured with strange mannerisms. Mericadal looked down at himself. He also appeared as he once had, clad in a combat suit, as he had worn just prior to being remade by the Founders. Except the suit was imperfect – it blended with his skin, merging neatly with ungloved Roranian hands.

“Vodal?”

The changed Vodal stared at him, eyes black, expressions bizarre. “Actually, Mericadal, the more I think about it, the more I realise we should be gloriously happy. We have been noticed. We should rejoice in having already played our small part in their eternal story, and we should stay here, basking in the peripheries of their gaze. Their ultimate plan is timeless, which we should forget for now, and simply drift along. Time is inconsequential. I can truly witness their awe. And to understand this is all we can be allowed to glimpse, for now, it makes me understand we must allow the most intelligent Mouth more time. Time to show us more, time to understand and explain to us, time to show us what we need to see…”

Mericadal convulsed violently. “Now, why would you try to do that?” He swiped out, bursting through illusionary splinters to allow a small entry of the dim light from the Haze Rings far above their tunnel. “Influx Vodal?”

“Yes, Mericadal?”

Mericadal looked down to find Vodal still torso-locked, just as the splinters resealed the cocoon, wrapping them again in darkness.

“What were you just saying?”

“I said nothing. I’m just waiting for something to happen. All is dark. You damaged that part of the encasement for no reason and they have now fixed it.”

“They are trying to trick us, but they don’t understand us.”

“What?”

“I actually forgot how ugly you once were. You should thank me for what I did to you.” Mericadal smirked as Vodal began to respond in kind, his body rippled again. “Nice try, Mouth, you foolish thing. Try all you can to attack me through the thickways, you will not succeed.” His convulsing stopped, the simulation ended, the dim light from the Haze Rings returned as splinters streamed around them back into the agape Mouth.

“What’s happening?” Vodal asked.

“Attacking was unjustified. Please accept our—”

Mericadal expanded his body and rocketed forward, smashing Mouth apart as he battered the thick tower stub. He continued down, destroying the rest of the structure and accessing the hidden garden.

*

Mericadal stood on Ringscape’s surface and regarded his handiwork. Whilst Ringscape was generally flat across the entirety of its surface, in front of him, far and wide, were great pits that continued to cave further down. Eddies of loosely clumped, unsettled ground matter swirled in the air, creating a dense fog.

“I have created mountains,” Mericadal said.

“You have destroyed mountains. You have destroyed towers and civilisations. And those are pits, not mountains.”

“Pits of secrets. Pity.” Mericadal chuckled.
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Ancient Undulations

They neared the source of the flashing silver light, Yena and Paran walking cautiously behind Ulantr. The object was dark and enormous, many magnitudes their combined size. It was long and cylindrical, like the appendage of a fallen giant. The majority lay along the ground, although it lifted off near one end and culminated in a raised cuboidal stump. The other end thinned out and smoothed like the tip of a finger. Aside from the stump, the object throbbed asynchronously as though unaware of its intended shape.

“It’s so big. I can’t believe it’s not distorted by the thick atmosphere.” Yena’s head craned up.

“Maybe the rules are different down here,” Paran said.

“How did it get here?” She looked expectantly at Ulantr, who gave no response.

“Maybe it’s always been here,” Paran said. “I mean, at least before Sunsprit existed. Before the Vaesians covered the entrance.”

Drawing closer, finer features became apparent. The blocky part was not smooth. It had tightly packed square contours of various sizes, ranging from a hand-span to many multiples of their heights. Silvery glows ran along certain edges giving momentary prominence, the sources of the flashing light. The blocky part ended about a quarter of the way along and the more appendage-like, cylindrical part made up the rest. The appendage part appeared smooth from a distance, but closer inspection revealed a dense covering of bright, silver needles – leg-sized protrusions that stuck perpendicularly out, wafting in ever-changing groups as though by some unfelt breeze. They were the cause of the throbbing. The trio stopped a few strides from the intersection of the blocky and appendage parts, and spread out in a line with Yena in the middle.

Yena glanced at Ulantr. “These squares… they’re like your tower sides.”

“And these are familiar, too.” Paran gestured to the silver needle-like protrusions in front of him that not only swayed in their groups, but also bobbed in and out about the length of an arm. They were so thickly packed it was impossible to see any of the object’s ultimate surface. Paran nodded toward Ulantr. “Looks like you?”

Ulantr had barely moved, although following Paran’s words, he raised an arm, twisting it before his bright eyes. He looked back at the pulsing object. His tensirs fizzled with sparks of colour.

“Can you feel that?” Paran asked.

“It’s as though the air’s become lighter,” Yena whispered, walking closer to Paran, staring at the silver needles. “I didn’t even realise the wind before, but there must’ve been.” She took Paran by the arm. “Ulantr, are the Tugs doing something?”

Ulantr was still looking between his arm and the silver needles.

Paran touched the Silvered lightly on the shoulder. “Ulantr?”

Ulantr’s head whipped around, causing Paran to jerk back. “What is that sound?”

“What sound?”

“You can’t hear it?”

They listened.

“No.”

“Me neither,” Yena said.

Ulantr neared the silver needles. He raised a set of tensirs, which still glistened with sparkles of colour, and moved them about haphazardly, almost messily, then developing a swaying rhythm. The silver needles directly opposite swayed a little at first and then more consistently, in a similar motion. They indented as though something invisible and circular had pressed against them. Ulantr pulled his tensirs back, the sparks of colour gone, the contact broken. The object’s silver needles resumed their prior wafting.

Paran reached out a hand. “Interesting.”

“No.” Ulantr’s arm shot out and his tensirs wrapped firmly around Paran’s gloved hand. “You don’t hear the warning?”

“What warning?” Paran shifted, his face reddening. “I can’t believe I almost did that.”

Yena flinched beside him, shaking her head. “It’s mesmerising.”

“I understand what you see.” Ulantr looked across the object. “But I also see and hear what you cannot, apparently. It is dangerous, and that is why the Tugs have held back.”

“They’re scared of this?” Yena regarded the object suspiciously. “Should we be too?”

“They want us to do something for them.”

“What?”

“How do you know?” Paran asked.

Ulantr answered slowly. “It seems they’re very interested, but… These protrusions you see.” Ulantr pointed to the wafting needles densely packed along the appendage part of the object. “They are emitting… probes of a kind, a field repelling the Tugs. Whenever the Tugs swell close, they recoil as though afraid. But they persist, nonetheless.”

Yena raised an eyebrow. “The Tugs being afraid of something doesn’t sound good for us.”

Paran stepped closer to Ulantr. “What if the Tugs are using you?”

Ulantr walked toward the cuboidal end and stood a little way off. He raised an arm, elongating his tensirs into a thin point, then waved the point before the square-patterned surface. Bright glints of silver lit opposite his tensir tip.

“Paran’s right,” Yena said. “It’s clearly Vaesian technology.”

Ulantr withdrew his tensir. “I know.”

“What do you know?”

Ulantr spoke quietly. “This is our history. It helped bring us to this place. This remnant was once part of something far greater, and there were many.”

“Many what?” Paran asked. “Giant Vaesians?”

Yena elbowed Paran in the side. “Ships. You mean ships, Ulantr, don’t you? This was part of one of your ships. It was probably damaged by the Haze Rings.”

“Ships. Homes.”

“From when you first arrived.”

“Yes.”

Paran frowned. “This doesn’t look very… ship-like. Are you sure?”

“We had a great fleet once.” Ulantr tilted his head to the remnant.

“What is it?”

“The warnings have stopped.”

Yena looked at the pulsing needle-covered appendage part of the remnant, which had appeared to slow. “What do the Tugs want you to do with part of an ancient Vaesian ship?”

“This was part of a propulsion system.” Ulantr moved his gaze to the blocky part, tilting his head back. “And this joined… I can’t remember it yet. I do know they were bigger than your Great Ship.”

“Bigger than our Great Ship?” Paran said.

“Many times.”

“And there were many?”

“Yes.”

“But that means—”

Yena interrupted him. “Ulantr, you said there were many ships, but Tapache only sent one for each of us. Promises were made to each crew… But every crew and every ship was different. If you had many ships, all the same, then that means…” She palmed her forehead.

“That’s what I was trying to say!” Paran peered into Ulantr’s eyes. “Tapache didn’t send you. That was a lie.”
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Experimental Designs

Hespinr and Ilouden looked around the noisy, expansive tower level. Hundreds of Silvereds clustered around surfaces filled with equipment. Most only wore small skirts. Often, the equipment was set atop or beside glazers – whether whole or components. Platforms constantly ascended and descended from above. Blue wisps wafted freely from each Silvereds’ mouth, a haze surrounded everything. Occasionally, a few would observe their two visitors, Hespinr receiving as much attention as Ilouden on account of his large frame.

“Seems different,” Hespinr said.

Connr dismissed the trailing guards. “This is Decammerit, our research tower of the highest importance. Nothing of significance is shown to those we teach. And we offer retention to only the most promising, those with aptitudes for abilities surpassing—”

“You hide what you’re working on, we understand,” Ilouden said.

“We manipulate matter in ways you cannot comprehend, Roranian.”

“You’re a research tower.” Hespinr surveyed the reams of Silvereds.

“Above all others. Training allows us to identify and incorporate those with the strongest abilities.”

“Osr hinted about the research towers, some more hidden than others. I hadn’t realised they included Decammerit.”

“We aren’t like the others, Hespinr. Our outcomes are more tangible.”

“You make glazers?” Ilouden gestured to the numerous glazers and their parts littering the room.

Connr ignored the questions, instead leading them to a nearby station with what seemed to be a jumble of tightly stacked tubes and nodules twisted into tight configurations, speckled with fist-sized devices of varying shapes. He spoke gutturally to one of the incumbent Silvereds. A mass of machinery appeared above and around the surface, slotting perfectly into the previous components. To one side, the bottom casing of the glazer was visible, capping the machinery.

“What was that?” Hespinr asked.

“Look around you,” Connr said. They did. All around, machinery appeared and disappeared. “This is part of how we work. We can manipulate our tools with our—”

“Matter Manipulators,” Ilouden said with a smile.

Connr’s tensirs bristled. “Have you told this Roranian all our secrets, Hespinr?”

“Some I have, some I haven’t. Yet.”

Connr’s tensirs bristled. He looked back at the machinery before them. “We do not make glazers, we adapt them. As many as we can.”

“Why?” Ilouden peered closer, then across the tower level at the other glazers. “It looks like there’s no space for transport inside them anymore.”

“Because we’ve made important discoveries about the glazer drives and what we can do with them. Different to any before.”

“You made them able to fly, didn’t you?” Ilouden asked. “I used one, I—”

“I said different to any before. Beyond.” Connr faced Ilouden directly, for the first time. “You must be the Roranian who was given our prototype capable of short-burst flight? Heavily adapted to resemble a skimmer?”

“I was. That was Osr’s glazer, and I—”

Connor turned back to the machinery. “That test prototype since malfunctioned and is now useless to us. A waste, we took it apart. We have since reoriented our research. No more glazer flight, no more optimising flip management or their ability to stick to Ringscape’s sides, no more fanciful attempts at signal extension through the thick atmosphere. And furthermore, nothing else inconsequential either. No delving into the cell-scales, and no—”

“You researched cell-scales?” Hespinr asked.

“Unregainable time lost in futility from which we learnt nothing. Why?”

Hespinr glanced at Ilouden. “Carry on, Connr. I need to understand what was so important to Osr.”

Connr shoved a thick wad of muvaeyt into his mouth and exhaled a significant plume. “We discovered how to magnify glazer drive operation.” He looked Hespinr in the eyes. “Far beyond their original designs.” He flicked his tensirs at the incumbent Silvered he had initially spoken with. In response, a group took positions around the machinery, and a gentle, growing whirring emanated from deep within its parts. Occasionally, one of the fist-sized components pulsated. The light blue cloud above swirled upwards and away from the machinery.

Ilouden smiled. “Erm, this works better now?”

Connr ignored him.

“What does this mean?” Hespinr asked.

More of the fist-sized components pulsated, and at an increasing rate. Connr gave the other Silvereds a look and they stepped back. The machine’s operation was quelled, the blue clouds swirled into a new equilibrium.

“We can fix the drives for unidirectional, concentrated gravitational flux. And pushed to the extreme, the result is rather short-lived, but spectacular. An overload, as you can understand.”

“An explosion?” Ilouden raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“The expanding gravitational shockwave completely disrupts all surrounding matter. The—”

“What’s the radius?” Hespinr asked.

“It varies. Thick atmosphere effects can limit the spread, to an extent. However, were they used in Sunsprit, each could easily destroy several towers such as this. Or, for example, Fadin. Upper-Fadin and Under-Fadin. Wherever we choose. We call it Shock Technology. Skimmers also operate with the same basic principles, and the wideberths, streamthins, all those types. We can similarly adapt them—”

“You intend for these shock-adapted glazers to be weapons?”

“Shock Technology is perfectly safe for us to operate. There will be no accidents.”

“But why do you want to attack Fadin?” Ilouden’s nostrils flared. “It’s already fallen.”

“You’ll rebuild, if you can. You Roranians have done it before. And there are other Administration cities too that are faring better. Fadin—”

“Roranian cities now.”

“We are not safe.”

“The Administration is finished. The majority of Roranians are innocent.” Ilouden looked at Hespinr. “We have friends who may be there. Kera, Diyan… This can’t be what Osr wanted.”

“What Osr wanted? Come.” Connr led them to a nearby platform. They ascended to the level above, passing what appeared to be sleeping accommodation for the Silvereds’, and up, blue mist obscuring the higher levels.

“There’s something I’d like to know,” Hespinr said.

“Our Shock Technology?”

“Not that.” Hespinr paused. “In Upper-Sunsprit, where we found Osr, there was something odd – figures of Vaesians, made from ground matter. Do you know what they were?”

“A waste of time.” Connr stiffened. “Osr spent too long on his theories, especially of late.”

“Tell me.”

Connr hesitated, only just discernibly. “Decay. A variant, perhaps. Maybe everything turns into it here.”

“The ground matter is decay?”

“In a manner, it—”

“Decay?” Ilouden’s eyes bulged. “You become retervope?”

“And you too, probably. In time.”

“So those things… Sorry, Vaesians, they weren’t… That was a tomb we found.”

“They’re distractions, no more.”

The platform decelerated and Connr shuffled, preparing to disembark.

“Elaborate,” Hespinr said.

Connr flicked his tensirs dismissively. “Hespinr, Osr should have focused on what mattered, not wasteful exuberances. Look at what’s happened!”

The platform stopped and the mist wafted away. They stepped into the middle of a corridor with guards set a little way off on either side. Hespinr took Connr by the arm. “Tell me.”

Connr looked at Hespinr’s tensirs. Two of the guards moved toward them, although Hespinr gave no indication he cared and Connr waved them back. “What you saw were deep samples cored at great, wasteful expense during our earliest experiments, when we were still understanding just how powerful Shock Technology could be.”

Hespinr released Connr’s arm. “Go on.”

Connr gestured for them to continue down the corridor. “I’ll admit, we found some curious anomalies in the retervope. And we also found those Vaesian remains you came across. We studied what we could, and as I already told you, we concluded they were in the late stages of an extreme type of decay.”

“Decay that turns them into retervope?” Ilouden asked behind them.

“Again, yes.”

“And Barrenscape? The betervope?”

“The same.”

“What were Osr’s theories?” Hespinr asked.

“Hespinr, let me explain something. It seems quite obvious to me that the Vaesians we found were probably sucked down, in some manner, and trapped. Buried. You see, there is anomalous behaviour in the repulsive gradient of the retervope in the depths. It makes sense the same anomalous behaviours appear at the surface from time to time. It would be hard to detect, and yet explain everything.”

“But Osr disagreed?”

“He liked to muse.”

“What did he muse, Connr?”

“Something incorrect. Without logic or evidence, he theorised that some Ancient Vaesians were the cause of the retervope and the betervope. That the remains were far older than was possible.” Connr looked to the side and flicked his tensirs almost imperceptibly. A section of the wall disappeared, revealing a thin corridor. “He was becoming fanciful in his extended age, searching for non-existent meanings. This way.”

They reached the end of the corridor and entered a circular room about the same size as where they had found Osr in Sunsprit. Just a step in, a plinth coming up to Ilouden’s chest rose from the floor. A concentric ridge traced from the sides of the plinth around the room, meeting at another plinth on the opposite end.

“It’s like a smaller version of the council’s meeting room,” Ilouden said. “I saw it once.”

“That’s exactly what it is,” Connr said. “Fully private.”

“And why have you brought us here?” Hespinr asked, taking Connr’s gaze from Ilouden. “Ilouden stays with me. Anything you say to me, you say to us both.”

Connr moved to the closest plinth and picked up a small device, a flat grey disk. “Do you know the reason Osr sent you to Upper-Fadin?”

“To stop the Administration or any new Roranian regime from having such an advantage over us again. To stop another influx network from being created, and with good reason. What remains of it has become too dangerous.”

“In part.” Connr’s neck straightened. “For this entire research institution to mean something, we need more glazers to do our work. Or skimmers. We were united in that belief, at least, as we were that the Roranian c-autom repositories contain control overrides for all skimmers. We wanted to remove that possibility of control.”

“You wanted to take control of all the skimmers?” Ilouden asked. “Developing this Shock Technology is that important?”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Well, it didn’t work. We weren’t able to destroy the repositories,” Hespinr said. “And we weren’t able to take them with us either.”

“That no longer matters. We’ve since realised we don’t require as many of their skimmers as we thought. We’ve made better progress than we could—”

“Wait,” Ilouden said. “Skimmers for what? What is this facility for? You can’t seriously be thinking about attacking the Roranian cities. They’re not even under Administration rule anymore.”

“So you said.”

“The Administration is finished!”

“Who attacked us then? Who destroyed Upper-Sunsprit and probably Under-Sunsprit too?” Connr asked. “You know! Even the memories of the Administration are dangerous.” Connr held the small grey disk for Hespinr to take. “The last messenger from Osr carried this activent for you, I was told. A failsafe of sorts. It’s kilthis-activated, designed to register a specific biosignature only. Yours. Osr must have sent it only shortly before… he was killed.” Connr looked at Ilouden. “Place it there and activate it.” He gestured to the nearby plinth, and then the far plinth. “The holo-output will generate Osr’s last transmission for us here.” He made a guttural sound. “At great power expense.” The leader of Decammerit took a step back and waited. “Well?”

“Osr left this activent for me?”

“These are his instructions, yes.”

“Have you already tried to use it?”

“Of course.”

“I will access it in private.”

“No, we must know—”

“I insist, Connr, that I access this in private.” Hespinr planted his middle leg half the distance between them. Connr’s eyes moved to Ilouden. “He stays. Leave us.”

Connr turned and left. His tensirs rippled and the room was sealed behind him.

“I don’t like him,” Ilouden remarked.
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Hope’s Decimation

The appendage-like part of the Vaesian ship remnant pulsated in strange patterns that seemed most energetic opposite where they stood. The silver highlights around the square patterns of the blocky part also seemed most active near them. Ulantr moved up and down, studying.

“Did you know Tapache didn’t send you?” Yena asked as Ulantr came nearer. “That what everyone believes about where the Vaesians come from isn’t true.”

Ulantr proceeded past them, investigating the blockish area with its glowing square edges. “I suspected a fiction but I never knew. And if Osr did, he never told me, nor do I have access to those memories. But I will remember.” He stepped back with his middle leg, bending it and straightening his two side legs to slant his body and pivot back. He looked about, head swinging from side to side, and moved further away, repeating the motion.

“Why does he keep doing that?” Yena muttered.

“He’s taking it all in,” Paran replied.

“Looks painful.”

“Maybe he’s excited.”

“Well… What now then? The Tugs took us here for a reason.”

Paran shrugged. “Let’s wait and see what he finds.”

As though on cue, Ulantr guffawed. They walked over and waited.

“The remnant’s propulsion system repels them.” Ulantr’s head swung about. “That is what keeps the Tugs at bay. They can’t approach, but they want to. And if I can help them with this, I believe they will help us.”

“Like with Kera,” Yena said. “When the Tugs gave her information, it wasn’t just to help her. They did it because they want to leave this place too, or they want to protect themselves. Either way, it was an exchange.”

“Exactly.” Ulantr’s eyes flashed.

“But why would they want access to Vaesian technology?” Paran asked.

“It must provide a benefit to them,” Ulantr said.

“This is your heritage.”

Ulantr looked at Paran. “We’ll find more answers if we help the Tugs.”

Yena peered at the remnant. The needles wafted in their perpetual rhythmic sequences. “It’s powered by something, definitely. Maybe it provides an energy source for them.”

“Food?” Paran chuckled.

Yena’s brow furrowed. “Why can’t they access by themselves?”

“We’ll never know what they’re offering unless we complete the trade,” Ulantr said.

“And how do we do that?” Paran asked. “How do we enter?”

“We cannot enter. This part of the ship was not for habitation.” Sparkles danced around the individual filaments of Ulantr’s tensirs. “I felt a response before.”

“Are you going to make a kilthis?” Yena asked.

“This energy manipulation is not just for kilthis.” Ulantr turned his tensirs around. “I never knew before.” He reached out and enveloped one of Yena’s gloved hands in a set of tensirs, the sparkles intensifying into something approaching the initial formation of a kilthis. Yena raised her free hand as Paran moved to interfere. She looked at her enveloped hand curiously, clearly in no pain despite being engulfed.

“What’re you doing?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Ulantr said. “Not to you.”

“What d’you mean?”

“If you were a Silvered, maybe even a typical Vaesian, I think it’d be an exchange of credentials. Something we’ve forgotten.”

“A way to identify yourselves? How could your entire species forget something like that?”

“I don’t know.” The glow dissipated into sparks and Ulantr released Yena’s hand, taking a step closer to the Vaesian remnant. “But, if this is a method of identification, let’s see what happens.”

Ulantr raised his sparkling tensirs and generated a similar proto-kilthis glow. Instantly, a hemispherical depression formed in the protrusions. Ulantr’s tensirs established a gentle, synchronised rhythm, just about visible through the glow, which the needle tips mimicked.

“You’re sure?” Yena asked.

“This is a trade.” Ulantr turned back to the connection.

A hissing took their attention. Blue wisps leaked from the tips of the needles, wafting out and encasing them in a thickening haze.

“You’ve certainly had an effect.” Paran took Yena’s hand. “Helmet’s stuck, my suit’s not responding.”

“Mine neither.”

“Stay calm,” Ulantr said. His arm was still extended toward the remnant, the connection ongoing. However, the remnant itself – the part of the Vaesian ship – had disappeared into the quiet fog. A patch coalesced into a form of similar proportions to them, Vaesian, with three legs and a long neck that curved forward, arms slack on either side.

“A simulation?” Paran suggested.

“A record.”

The fog became even more substantial. The figure was unclothed, thick hair across an intricately detailed body. Despite being comprised of blue wisps, more colour formed. The Vaesian was dazzlingly silver, like the flashes on the square patterns of the remnant’s blocky part. The mouth moved. A deep timbre emanated, hints of guttural Vaesian.

“Ulantr?” Yena asked.

“It’s a message, repeating.”

The Vaesian became evermore substantial, pitch-black eyes penetrating as holes in the mist, although the words remained hushed.

“What’s the message?” Yena asked, stepping forward.

Paran gripped her hand tighter. “Careful. The remnant is right there, even if we can’t see it.”

Yena traced the figure. “Look at how silver… That doesn’t make sense. This remnant must be old, but the cell-scale affliction is new. Vaesians only became Silvered once they were here, everyone knows that. We gave them the cell-scales.”

“The message is an old variant of our language. You have deactivated the defence protocol, leaving this edifice vulnerable to consumption by the—” Ulantr swung his head around.

“Consumption?” Paran followed Ulantr’s alarmed movements. The simulated Vaesian had disappeared, melting into the blue haze.

“Consumption!” Yena repeated.

Ulantr’s tensirs brimmed with two ready kilthis.

“Paran, we still can’t activate our suits!”

“That sounded like a war message.”

Both suits finally followed their commands, helmets sprouting out and faceplates sealing across. The blue cloud fizzled off into dissipating eddies. Opaque darkness smothered everything. Paran and Yena wobbled despite the stabilisation from their suits. Strong winds pushed them about. Two white lights penetrated the darkness. They stumbled toward them, finding and gripping each other on the way. The lights came from Ulantr’s eyes, which dimmed as his kilthis extinguished. The thick darkness receded, the winds died, the prior gloom returned. The remnant’s silver glints were no more, though the needle protrusions pumped wildly across its surface, swaying frenetically, any cohesion lost. Ulantr shouted incomprehensibly in Vaesian. He became motionless.

Paran’s faceplate slid to the side. “Ulantr?”

Ulantr sunk to the floor, his three legs splayed about. His body remained straight, pointed upwards, although his neck loped down, head clunked against the middle of his torso.

“Ulantr?”

The Silvered’s eyes continued to dim, barely affording any light. “It’s lost.”
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Profane Repercussions

Kera and Diyan watched the Hybrid’s movements closely, fine-tuning their calculations with every additional bit of data. The last drone had detonated and the Hybrid still headed for them. It moved faster than before, only just within the limits of their new calculations’ margins. The ship’s repair systems rumbled consistently, now undampened to highlight any further issues.

“She secured?” Kera asked, her hair now tied in a bun at the back.

Diyan checked behind. Commander Miren was still restrained on the opposite end of the pod – cords from the ship, mag-pulls and electro-clamps all applied. She was also heavily sedated. The seats and any other damage had been repaired.

“Completely.”

“Good plan.” A slight smile formed at the edges of Kera’s mouth. “Confusing her with those ridiculous formulas, you must’ve worn out the syntax registry.”

Diyan chuckled. “We’re lucky she had no real clue what she was doing.”

“And hitting her with those error notifications all at once, that was smart.”

“Wouldn’t have worked if you hadn’t realised what I was doing and distracted her.”

Kera grinned. “Some Commander she must’ve made. It was obvious.”

“I don’t think she was thinking straight.” Diyan hesitated. “And when you appeared from nowhere, Kera, that was…”

“Unexpected, I know.”

“I just wish we understood how you did it, and what it was.”

Kera forced a smile. “Well, your plan was a little flawed. I suppose I had to do something to help, didn’t I? How’s your wound?”

Diyan felt the scab over the gash on his cheek. Now and then, the base of his helmet rose to administer brief treatments. “Going.”

Kera cancelled her holo screens. “Everything went as well as it could, Diyan, except for one thing.”

“What’s that?”

She wrinkled her nose. “She beat you up.”

“She was a commander in the Administration’s military!”

“You’re hundreds of years older than her and you were trained on our Great Ship! Maybe you should have tried harder in those competitions against Paran.”

“And bruise his ego even more than I did?”

Kera turned to a holo screen, still smiling. “Repairs are still ongoing. Bloom’s still not perfect, unfortunately. That’ll take longest. That idiot practically left the ship worse than before we landed at New Start.” She checked the fuel expenditures of their backup propulsion systems currently in use.

“That’s interesting.”

She looked at him. “What?”

Diyan copied the holo screen and flicked the information over to Kera. The Hybrid was accelerating, and just about to exceed the upper-velocity threshold for their working model. Schematic labels overlaid the blip representing the Hybrid. Warning chimes sounded. “It’s coming too fast.” He swore. “Even with our new calculations, this doesn’t make sense.”

“Do we need to adjust the plan?”

“We don’t have time. We need to increase our velocity and drop the suits now, but we can’t, Kera, we… What’re you doing?”

“I’m redirecting the bloom to give us more—”

Diyan’s eyes widened. “The bloom’s not fixed properly! You’re making it more unstable, the—”

“Calm down, Diyan. I’m just changing its holding orientation to give us a little help. You wanted thrust, now we have it. It’ll still take about the same time to repair.”

“If it holds.”

“It’s that or we certainly die.” The warning chimes dissipated as the drone’s proximity held. “Now we drop the suits?”

“Kera!”

“The bloom’s fine!” She looked at her holo screens and muttered something incomprehensible. “The Hybrid’s increasing speed again! Diyan, we need to drop the suits now.”

“Kera, it’s not that it’s the suits. Commander Miren attacked us before we could check the suits, we haven’t updated their instructions for the newest data. Their positions and everything else will need to be—”

“Diyan, don’t think. Just do.”

“On it.” The holos evaporated as a simulation bubble engulfed him. Kera kept an eye on the Hybrid’s path, watching it reduce the distance between them despite their increased velocity.

“Diyan?”

Diyan’s simulation rippled away as he exhaled loudly. “Done. Just one last issue.”

“What now? Ah.” Kera nodded before Diyan could reply and glanced back at Commander Miren. “Yes.” She pursed her lips. “Paran wouldn’t have wanted to take her on the Breaker mission for no reason.”

Diyan grimaced. “You think we should deploy her with the other suits?”

“Can we adapt the plan for that? She can join one of the groups.”

“Yes.”

“There’s a possibility she’ll survive, if the Hybrid doesn’t go for her.” Kera hesitated. “It’s not the death sentence she wanted to give us. If anything, I’d rather not give her this chance, but it’s…”

“It’s the punishment Paran thought she deserved.”

“And she’s too dangerous to keep aboard.” Kera shrugged. “To be honest, she’ll have nearly the same chance as us. Seven sets of suits creating holos of the ship, one of which she’ll be joining, and the ship itself. Seven-in-eight.”

Diyan inputted the new parameters into holo control. They watched the ship drag Commander Miren across the floor into an open hatch, adding her to the suite of awaiting suits. “The suits are waiting to be deployed.” He sat back down heavily. “Ready?”

“Almost.”

“What’s left?”

Kera pushed herself up and strode over, planting a kiss on Diyan’s lips. “What an interruption.”

“You could say that again.”

“We’ll do this, Diyan. And we’ll find the others.”

Diyan smiled. “I’ll never leave you.”

“Good.” She sat back down. “Now, let’s deploy these suits and get rid of this Hybrid nonsense!”

Diyan gave the command. The suits shot away to the sides of the transparent hull, mere blurs of movement smudged across the surface, ready for their doomed adventures on Barrenscape.

Diyan pulled a holo screen closer. “They’ve each filled with betervope, except Commander Miren’s, obviously. Their masses will be correct once they’re at the right distances from the Hybrid. Then, they’ll automatically compensate while generating holos of this ship and broadcasting the accompanying signal data.” He grunted. “To be honest, it’s a good plan. It’d probably even be enough to fool us, for a short period.”

An incoming communication channel was requested from one of the suits. They accepted. A string of profanities started the exchange.

“Commander Miren, I presume,” Kera said.

“You won’t get away with this!”

“I think you should focus on more pressing concerns, Commander Miren. How will you greet the Hybrid?”

More profanities. “I survived Mericadal and the Nesch! I will survive this!”

“Good luck with that, and give our regards to the Hybrid,” Kera replied, cancelling the channel.
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Failing Machinations

Mericadal and his nonconsenting passenger rose high into the thick atmosphere. Ringscape was no longer visible and they were alone with the haze winds.

“Where to now?” Vodal asked.

“Somewhere interesting.”

“What do you mean?”

“I didn’t notice this before.”

“I thought you saw everything.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Mericadal glanced at Vodal. “Not everywhere simultaneously, you idiot.”

The Haze Rings were approaching. Despite the increased intensity of the heat and light, the winds against Vodal’s partial face decreased in ferocity. “You’ve slowed.”

“Observant. Fancy an unprotected trip through the Haze Rings?”

“Usually you just stop, immediately. But you’ve slowed. Why?”

“You tell me.”

“You’re searching for something.”

“I am.”

“You can’t find it.”

“Not that. But you’re close.”

Mericadal changed direction, dropping away from the Haze Rings, holding his position for a moment, gently reascending and stopping, moving again, stopping.

“This is something you should be excited to find, Influx Vodal.”

“Mericadal the Liar.”

“You’ll see.”

Mericadal lurched higher, taking them so close to the Haze Rings he could have touched them. The heat was immense, and despite the protection of Mericadal’s body, Vodal squirmed. Mericadal dropped lower and to the side.

“Where is it?”

“In there somewhere.”

“There?” Vodal persisted as Mericadal ignored the question. “You’re scared. I can tell. You’re trying to mask it, but you’re scared. You drop away from the Haze Rings faster than you approach.”

“They don’t scare me.”

“Whatever you’re looking for is encased within them, isn’t it? And you need to use a thickway to retrieve it, but we both know you’re scared. I see you, Mericadal.”

Mericadal jabbed a finger in Vodal’s eye. “Do you?”

“You’re scared.”

“There’s a difference between fear and awe.”

“And you’re at the former end of that spectrum.”

Mericadal’s body rippled, Vodal’s features carried along the undulations. They were pressed against an immense wall of untainted white. Streams of less-white punched in, joining thickway routes far off, shrouded in their dark haze, away from the wall. The streams were solid, thick with energy and searingly vicious. Mericadal shifted. Vodal’s view of the thickway routes vanished, replaced by white. Vodal was still screaming when they left the thickways.

Mericadal’s tremors took some time to dissipate.

Vodal’s howling became a whimper. “What was that?”

“We had to remain still, within the thickways, and you saw the power… The Haze Rings are magnitudes more dangerous in the thickways.” Mericadal trailed off as though expecting Vodal to interrupt him. Instead, the integrated influx whimpered in the constant, dull tone. “I wanted to let it know we’re here, to get its attention.” He looked down. “You were laughing again, I heard you. Don’t pretend you weren’t. I’m warning you, any more and I will create new innards for you just to tear them apart.”

“I was not laughing, Mericadal. And whose attention were you after – the Founders’?”

“No.”

“Tell me.”

Mericadal ignored Vodal’s requests for more information. Without warning, he stiffened and took them back into the thickways. The all-consuming wall of white returned, just as terrifying as before. Vodal’s howls resumed.

Mericadal smacked Vodal. “Stop that. Laugh just once, I will hear it. Understood.”

Vodal’s faint words pushed through tight lips. “Yes, Mericadal.”

“Help me look. Everything’s clouded, I need your eyes.”

“I can’t…”

“Look, or I will tear them off you!”

“For what?”

“A clot.”

Mericadal turned to the side and they both saw it. Nearby, a faint green smudge, almost unnoticeable, dragging an even fainter green net whose extremities faded to obscurity. It jostled as though ensnared in a trap. Periodically, the searing wall dipped close to the smudge, a lance of white spearing in, but the smudge adeptly disappeared and reappeared further away along its net, out of the path of the lance, which was reabsorbed back into the wall. They left the thickways.

Vodal’s lips quivered. “That thing is what you took us in there for?”

Mericadal repositioned further along the Haze Rings and took them back in. His body rippled as before. Vodal’s screams were halted by a series of sharp smacks. “Look.”

“I can’t even see properly.”

“Yes, you can!”

“You’re shaking.”

“Shut up.”

They found the pale green smudge as before. And then another.

Vodal’s lips jittered. “It split in two.”

“It didn’t split, you fool. There’s another. Focus.”

“You’re moving too much.”

Another smack. Vodal watched. Sure enough, Mericadal was right. It had simply been the case of two green smudges. As they waited, more came into focus, many more.

“There are hundreds.”

“Fantastic counting skills, Influx Vodal. A true representative of the influx network.”

A lance of white speared in, this time successfully spearing a green smudge. The lance continued its trajectory, joining a thickways route away from the wall and into the depths of the Source, the smudge and its flapping net drawn away with it. The rest of the smudges shifted, many disappeared completely. Mericadal turned. A smudge nearby, a relatively thick part of its net within reach. Mericadal stretched out his hand and swiped at it. They left.

“You grabbed its attention.” Vodal rocked with Mericadal’s diminishing tremors. “What is it?”

Mericadal twisted in the air, looking about.

“What is it?” Vodal repeated.

“Me.”

A form materialised beside them, of the same proportions as Mericadal, even with another Vodal within its torso. The other Vodal’s mouth moved pointlessly, pouting, grimacing and smiling, eyes bobbing comically.

“What do you know?” Mericadal asked.

“Nothing,” the other Mericadal said. “Who are you?”

“You don’t need to know that.”

“I’d like to.”

“I’m asking the questions.”

“I’m about to die.”

“How long?”

“Time’s up.”

It vanished.
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Motions of Despair

Ulantr remained in his odd position, body pointed vertically upwards from the floor, legs splayed equidistantly and arms drooped down, although he had raised his head. His dim eyes were fixed on the Vaesian remnant, whose wafting needles had almost stopped.

“It’s broken,” Yena said. “The Tugs broke it and they didn’t give us anything in return.”

Paran walked over and reached a hand out.

“Not again Paran, can’t you just…”

Paran shrugged. “It’s no longer working, like you said. The power’s almost completely gone.” He touched a needle tip with a gloved finger. Looking at Yena and grinning, he flattened his hand and dragged his palm across. The tips depressed easily under his touch. “Feels like hair.”

Ulantr’s focus shifted to where Paran had brushed the remnant.

Yena pulled him back. “What is it, Ulantr?”

Ulantr did not respond, merely watching the attenuating ripples from Paran’s depression.

Paran frowned. “Maybe the integration with Echoes of Gravity has gone wrong. Or he’s trying to understand why the Tugs tricked him.”

As though in response, Ulantr rose part-way, each of his three legs half-bent, keeping his body close to the ground. He picked his way toward the remnant. As was becoming increasingly frequent, his tensirs danced oddly.

“Looks like a Prietman,” Yena whispered.

Ulantr moved sideways, along the remnant’s length, crossing the boundary between the appendage-like and blockish parts, and stopped. He dropped lower, the bottom of his torso almost touching the ground, rocked forward and extended an arm. A square panel on the remnant disappeared. Ulantr’s eyes glowed brighter as he reached in, retracting his arm almost as quickly and leaning back. The hole resealed.

Yena and Paran rushed over. Ulantr held four small, grey cubes.

“Storage units,” Paran said. “Topinr used some for his ship in Barrenscape, when we first met.”

“Correct,” Ulantr said, without taking his eyes off them.

“I’ve never seen them before,” Yena said.

“They’re uncommon. We no longer have the means to manufacture them, and they are delicate.”

“Are they functional?” Paran asked.

Ulantr rolled them about in his tensirs. “Three, yes. One, no.” He tossed one away to a gasp from Yena. “Once they break down, the information is lost.”

“Are they from the Tugs?” Paran asked.

Ulantr stood to his full height, taller than Yena and Paran. “I disabled the remnant’s defences by interacting with it. I assume… There was a time when all Vaesians would understand not to do this. But this is a different time, and things have changed. This is the other side of the trade.”

“What did they do to it?” Paran asked, gesturing to the remnant.

“It’s drained, completely,” Yena said. “None of the needles are moving now.”

Ulantr guffawed. “In either case.” He held up the cubes. “Information. I only noticed them once it was over.”

“I hope the fourth wasn’t important,” Paran said.

“Can you unlock them?” Yena asked. “Or however you use them?”

Ulantr closed his tensirs completely around the grey cubes. “I will investigate.” His tensirs lit up colourfully.

*

Yena and Paran stood before the remnant. Now and then, a small group of needles, or a single needle, would move, although the movements were increasingly intermittent. Sounds of nearby shifting took their attention. Ulantr was right behind, his eyes bright.

“I’ve witnessed records no Vaesian alive remembers. More beautiful and yet more tragic and terrible than I could have imagined.” Ulantr’s tensirs bunched at the ends of his limp arms.

“What happened?” Yena asked.

“Will you let me show you?”

Paran and Yena glanced at each other, then nodded in unison.

“What do we need to—”

Their pupils expanded.

*

In the depths of space, surrounded by countless pricks of light and colourful swirls of nebulae strewn across infinity, objects resolved in the distance. They grew larger, many tens of thousands. One approached close. A ship.

Adorned with light and of imposing scale. Titanic and bulbous, irregularly proportioned, as though vast spheroids had melted against each other and frozen. The surface was dark, nearly black, of the same blockish type as part of the Vaesian remnant. Glints of silver raced across, outlining square patterns of all sizes. Blocky outcrops jutted out, with a regularity conveying the hint of uniformity. From each outcrop, three flicking limbs extended, their dimensions pulsating, grabbing at space. Each looked like the Vaesian remnant.

Yena and Paran drew closer to the ship’s peripheries. The protrusions along the triple-appendages wafted their mesmeric dance. The dark, blocky hull was directly ahead, and looming yet closer. They passed through. They emerged into a corridor, passing through a catacomb of walls and rooms, flashes of light, fleeting silhouettes and hazes of activity too quick to comprehend. Their orientation changed. They shot into the heights, breaching the tip of a tower and emerging into a bright, open expanse so large there was no visible end, enclosing walls lined with enormous towers and walkways, magnitudes greater than Sunsprit and the other Vaesian cities combined. Layers upon layers, all tinged in shades of blue. Open-arced docking rings were affixed at the ends of most walkways, with disk-shaped vehicles flying between, docking and departing. Countless tiny Vaesian figures clambered about, seemingly unconcerned with opposing gravitational orientations. Smaller vehicles, with swaying arms that adorned spherical chassis, zoomed about both sides of the walkways and around the walls of the towers, sometimes taking brief flights to other towers.

Many larger disk vehicles flew from the walkways along the ship’s walls toward the great inner-sky, where amongst the floating, dense blue clouds and wispier streams, hovered free-floating collections of tower-like structures stuck together in bizarre configurations, drifting calmly. They rotated gently in their own orientations, occasionally breaking apart and reforming with others. Various clumps of the thick clouds elongated, streaming toward groups of Vaesians, engulfing them, sparks of light spraying out.

Yena and Paran’s perspectives vertically skewed with sharper clarity than was usual at the extremes, shifting back to the ship’s walls lined by the vast stretch of enormous, interconnected towers. Just as with the triple protrusions outside the hull, some towers inside also pulsated. A dark blue cloud stretched to a walkway and dissipated, leaving a single Vaesian with long, thick hair, whose chest immediately began to glow bright grey, then white. The Vaesian held out both sets of tensirs and generated an enormous single kilthis directed at a nearby light patch of a tower wall. The patch darkened, homogenous with the rest of the tower. Kilthis extinguished, the same Vaesian turned and paused. A slab of white material materialised from nothing, just a short distance away.

Their perspectives widened. Other Vaesians conducted similar activities across the towers lining the inside hull of the ship. Shining white patches glimmered into existence, towers constantly created and extended, bright kilthis twinkled.
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Information’s Pursuit

Hespinr eyed the small activent nestled in his tensirs from Osr. Despite the sounds of activity in the rest of Decammerit, silence pervaded.

“Activent? Never heard of one,” Ilouden said.

“I’ve never used one before.”

“Are you going to activate it?”

“This is the last message from Osr.”

“Should I leave?”

Hespinr did not reply, and instead placed the activent on the plinth’s surface. He raised his tensirs and generated a small kilthis, manipulating it to skim against the activent, then stood back.

Ilouden wrinkled his nose. “How long does it take?”

A blue-tinged, flickering holo appeared behind the far plinth. Matted, wiry hair, a pale silver and almost dulled to grey, longer than most, sparser about his neck with every coming day, the same as how they had found him. Osr. The old Silvered was distracted. While his tensirs were not quite captured in the holo, his arms were busy, their movement causing ripples across his frail body. With each flip, hairs fluttered and his stance faltered, though he stood unaided. He straightened up, his long neck not quite extended. His body had finally caught up with the worn, dark yellow strips at the top and bottom of his mouth. The last years had been heavy, he looked ancient.

“Hespinr, if you’re here now, you’ll have questions I have not yet answered… and probably never will, other than here.” Osr laboured to push the words out, his voice husky, although the words carried authority. “Sunsprit is under attack, and I am under no illusions. I will not abandon my city. The last time I saw you, I sent you to Upper-Fadin. But, I did not explain all because there was such little time… Now you are in Decammerit, and there are things you must understand.” Osr slowed to catch his breath. “I’ll start with an apology. I am not sure how much you will already know, but to begin, I did send you to Upper-Fadin. You were to destroy the possibility for another influx-like network to exist, outside of our control, although not for the reasons I allowed you to believe… Forgive me.” Osr shifted. “The influx network itself does not represent the issue. The issue is the underlying technology derived from the Roranian c-autom repositories, which we believe may contain overrides for complete control over the skimmers, and their other adapted transports. You will understand why we need the possibility of that control removed. To give you a choice, Hespinr.” Osr swayed, steadying himself.

Ilouden glanced at Hespinr, whose tensirs had curled tightly. “Are you okay?”

Hespinr’s tensirs straightened.

Osr spoke quietly. “Let me start a little earlier.”

The old Silvered looked down, arms twitching, betraying the hidden tensir movements. Once done, he pushed against an unseen surface to straighten up. In front of the plinth, another holo materialised between them, almost filling the empty space – a life-sized, rotating glazer. It froze upright and shimmered, base near their chest heights. Various symbols and schematic descriptors overlaid the glazer, and a sprouting of parallel vector lines emanated towards the ground. A rush of symbols indicated a coming change. The vector lines densified, the glazer bulged and burst, matter converted to energy, spraying the room with a light blue glow. Osr remained.

“Our scientists managed to amplify the glazers’ transport drives. Shock Technology. It’s dangerous, Hespinr. Almost akin to a gravitational spike, a powerful flip that we control… I regret we lost a number of our most experienced Matter Manipulators in its development. Furthermore, used in this manner, each test destroys the glazer itself.” Osr was momentarily distracted by something off to the side. “But… these explosive instances allowed us to create massive clearances of matter. We excavated beneath us, into both Ringscape and Barrenscape.”

A new holo appeared – a collection of long, cylindrical columns from the floor to the ceiling. Again, informational symbols and diagrammatical labels littered the depiction. All but one column disappeared. It grew to the same proportions as those Hespinr and Ilouden had found near Osr’s body.

“Osr didn’t realise we’d find them at the time he recorded this,” Ilouden said.

“He recorded this before the drones found him,” Hespinr replied. “Before the main brunt of the attack.”

Osr raised a shaky arm, parts of his tensirs flickering into the holo’s view field to gesture at the cylinder. “Excavated samples. Deep down, the ground matter exhibits strange properties, and even deeper, unidentifiable and impenetrable matter types.”

The holo expanded further, immersing them completely in its fine layers. Granules and grains enlarged, impurities identified and labelled – often with marks for further analysis. Some granules glowed, drawing their attention.

“At the boundary of the dark layer…” Osr swayed, thrusting out his arms to steady himself, his body oriented at a slant. “Mixed with the betervope and the retervope, there are traces of what Roranians might call organic matter. Nothing like anything we have in our cities, but reminiscent of their green spaces. The traces we found were wildly varied, although they bore fundamental similarities.” Osr emitted a faint, croaky guffaw. “If the Roranians had not arrived in the Source with this knowledge from the remnants of their Great Ship, we would never have known. This is something I have begun to think much about.”

The holo changed. They looked at a vivid, verdant expanse. While the prior holos had been blue-tinged, this new depiction comprised greens of all shades. The vegetation was greater in stature and variation than any Roranian greenspaces.

“This is… incredible,” Ilouden whispered, his eyes wide.

“It looks messy,” Hespinr said.

“Messy?”

Osr steadied himself again. “This is an extrapolation… an approximation to convey a general sense, Hespinr. A Roranian greenspace, given time to adapt and evolve. Chaotic, as I’m sure you agree. Very… landed. But it is possible to deduce from this that Ringscape and Barrenscape were once not so barren to live upon, not so empty. And to think of the change this environment would reap, life would have been quite different here. Food production, air purification, the entire atmosphere and perhaps even the haze winds, self-sustaining resources, terraforming, the technologies… everything could have been different. Options of a higher magnitude. And if the Source was like that once, it could be again.”

“It would have been better,” Ilouden said. “It must’ve been.”

Osr tilted his head up. “So what happened to all this?” The extrapolated greenspace disappeared, replaced by a single cylindrical container. “I am loath to say what we found next. But, as danger for our species looms, I am forced to confront certain realities. You need to understand.”

The container stopped expanding once it filled much of the space. A Vaesian effigy was inside.

“That’s what we saw before,” Ilouden said.

Osr was still, his body only lightly shaking. “Us.”

The outline of the Vaesian effigy was traced in blue. The container and the surrounding matter disappeared, leaving only the Vaesian, layered with a silver hue.

“Deep in the ground matter. And I believe that can leave only one possibility. We did not somehow become buried, the samples were far too deep. The likely truth, I believe, is that we had something to do with the catastrophic change within the Source and the desolation we now inhabit.” Osr’s tone intensified. “We have been here so long, far before the Roranians came. Our excavations unearthed many artefacts, but nothing of them – the Roranians – nor even our glazers, which I suspect are simply adaptations of their technology.” He forced the words out. “We have forgotten our past, and that… I suspect, was wilful.” Osr shifted. “I admit, it seems incomprehensible… but do not dismiss my analysis, Hespinr. We were there. I do not think that can be denied.”

Ilouden and Hespinr looked at each other. Osr had turned to the side and was interacting out of the holo’s range.

“Osr really thinks we caused it all?” Hespinr said.

“Perhaps you were bystanders,” Ilouden suggested.

Osr turned back. “Given we were there, how fortuitous that we may now reverse that damage. Something we first investigated as a weapon may be much more than that.” A rotating glazer appeared, as before, taking up most of the space between both plinths. “Let me tell you more about our Shock Technology and how I believe it can reverse time.”
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Tempestuous Fears

Yena and Paran observed the Vaesian ships again from a distance. Too many to count. Something bright lay in their path. They hurtled toward it. Most of the fleet veered safely, although one was unable, the altered curve of its trajectory too shallow. Its covering array of triple-appendages pulsated wildly, swinging in unison as though clawing at footholds contained within hidden dimensions of space. As other ships shot past, disappearing into the depths of space, the unfortunate ship slammed into the Source like a speck of ground matter against Sunsprit’s dome. Gone in an instant. Consumed, despite its size.

Other non-Vaesian vessels were already incumbent around the Source in familiar lattice configurations. They swept back from the locus of the Vaesian ship’s entry and repositioned to study the passing fleet.

Most of the Vaesian fleet ignored the Source and the lattice vessels. However, a few ships swerved violently, only just avoiding the fate of the first, and slowed. They overshot the Source, then returned with controlled trajectories. Three. The rest of the fleet had passed, they were on their own.

The three Vaesian ships halted their approach as the lattice vessels swelled out to meet them. Clusters of their triple-appendages elongated and struck out, launching grey streams of matter at the Source. A lattice vessel attacked a stream, its energy bombardment rebounding back and causing its own destruction. Immediately, the other lattice vessels attacked. Triple-appendages stuck out on all sides of the Vaesian ships, generating kilthis-type phenomena that were launched at their attackers, destroying them. Other triple-appendages pointed at parts of the enemy vessels, which simply disappeared. It was not enough. The quantity of lattice vessels was overwhelming, the attacks constant. Parts of the Vaesian ships crumbled and fractured off. Groups of the pointed triple-appendages disengaged from the battle, uncombined and wafting against space. The Vaesian ships increased their orbital distance from the Source in retreat. The lattice vessels followed, unceasing in their attacks, their formations swelling further out. The Vaesian ships departed.

*

Yena and Paran opened their eyes simultaneously, panting. They were kneeling on the ground, keeled over beside each other. Ulantr stood by the remnant, half-watching them, half-looking out into the dark. His dim eyes provided only the scantest illumination. They pushed themselves to their feet.

Paran caught his breath. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” Yena’s breathing slowed. They walked over to Ulantr, whose legs were slightly bent, bringing his eyes to their level. “What was that?”

“Something I am now capable of.”

Yena and Paran glanced at each other. “It felt almost like when Echoes of Gravity probed us.”

“I can lead your thoughts along certain paths, but your minds are strange. Even the way you see… I did not realise our differences before.”

“Was that how you Vaesians came here?” Paran moved over to stand beside Yena. “One of your ships crashed into the Source and the lattice ships forced the others away.”

Ulantr spoke quietly, even for a Vaesian. “The information came from two of the storage units supplemented with scrapings of my genetic memories, I think. Some parts were… presumption.” He gazed into the darkness.

“Where was the Vaesian fleet going?” Paran asked.

“I do not know.”

“One of your ships failed and that’s how you ended up here,” Yena said. “Now we know for certain Tapache didn’t send you.”

“Navigational miscalculations.”

“From the probability wave of death?”

“We had a low reliance on machine-lects, aside from components of our navigation. I can only assume the faults for that one, single ship were too great, a course change unavoidable.” Ulantr made an odd guttural clicking sound.

“Some of your ships stayed,” Yena said. “They attacked the Source.”

“They tried to destroy it,” Paran said. “Until the lattice ships forced them off.”

“Not destroy.” Ulantr’s eyes flashed momentarily brighter. “They released the cell-scales into the Source.”

Paran and Yena’s jaws slacked.

“They released the cell-scales?” Paran repeated. “Those silver streams were cell-scales?”

“To aid us. I am certain. They must have deduced we were trapped.”

“But…”

“You brought the cell-scales into the Source!” Yena’s stared at Ulantr. “This means…”

Paran tipped his head to the side. “If that was you, then everything we thought we knew about you, Vaesians, could be wrong.” He frowned. “But the cell-scales don’t make that much of a difference, do they? They make you hardier, but the supposed risk is they over-proliferate and you become Silvered. You gain abilities, but you also age and, well, die. I’m sorry, Ulantr, I don’t mean to be crude, but what kind of help is that?”

“We view life and death differently to Roranians.” Ulantr remained impassive. “We have misunderstood both the cell-scales and ourselves.”

“None of this makes any sense.” Yena’s furrowed brow deepened. “Ulantr, how much of what we saw was guesswork? How much did you presume?”

“Some of it.”

“The Vaesians you showed us in the ship?”

“They were not.”

“But… you said the cell-scales were sent as some type of support.”

“They were.”

“Well, that implies the Vaesians on your ships didn’t have any cell-scales already. Is that right?”

“They were unaugmented.”

“If they didn’t have cell-scales, then why weren’t they all white?” She shook her head. “A few were white, some were other colours too, but most were Silvered. It wasn’t a reflection or some internal atmospheric effect of your ship, they were Silvered. Silvereds. None of this makes sense if you’re telling us they didn’t have any cell-scales. And there were kilthis, Ulantr, How could they make kilthis without cell-scales? This isn’t making any sense.”

Ulantr tensirs flexed outwards and curled up around the ends of his arms, as before. His voice dropped even lower. “I believe our natural appearance has a silver hue unrelated to the cell-scales. However, Osr was able to control his appearance, so perhaps that is not an uncommon trait.”

“But Osr could only do that in the first place because he was a Silvered!”

“Yes, it doesn’t make sense. Why aren’t all Vaesians silver now?” Paran asked. “Silvered or not.”

“And the kilthis?” Yena asked. “Am I missing something?”

The Silvered made the same guttural click as before. “We all are.”

“Ulantr, are you okay?” Paran looked sternly at Yena.

“I am not sure.”

“About what?”

Ulantr took some time to reply. “I was right to suspect our past was hidden, and I still don’t understand why. Knowing what I do already only leaves me with more questions, the same as you.”

“You wanted answers, didn’t you?” Yena said softly.

“I… am no longer sure that I am ready for this knowledge.” Ulantr’s eyes flashed brighter. “Even as I am now, it is too much. I feel on the cusp of a terrible secret, and…”

“You’re scared of what you might find?”

Ulantr unfurled his tensirs, revealing a single storage unit. “This is the last. I have not yet investigated it beyond its classification.”

“What classification?” Paran asked.

“War.” Ulantr glanced at the dead remnant and motioned to the darkness, the way they had come. “The Tugs have set a path for us to return.” He walked off.

“Ulantr…” Yena called after him.

Paran frowned. “Are you sure you shouldn’t check that first—”

Ulantr swivelled around and brandished an enormous kilthis. His eyes shone so brightly both Roranians’ helmets locked fast into place, faceplates sliding across. “I do not want to know!” He extinguished the kilthis and walked on as though nothing had happened.
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Embers of Forgetfulness

Mericadal shot along the Haze Rings, stopped abruptly, and took them back into the thickways. He waited patiently. Finally, he found another green smudge, the net within reach. He swiped at it, then exited.

“Now what?” Vodal asked. “The replica appears again?”

“I hope so.”

“Is it a holo?”

“Of a kind.”

“What was it? It spoke, but the words came from somewhere else.”

“Projection of intent. It’s desperate.”

“What do you mean?”

“Something the Founders would be pleased with. Its construction helps it evade capture.”

The other Mericadal appeared with the other Vodal stuck to its torso, lips still pouting and eyes bobbing aimlessly.

“What do you know of the Founders?” Mericadal asked.

“They fear the Sensespace.”

“Where are you from?”

“Out there.”

“What—” Before Mericadal could finish the question, the other Mericadal vanished.

They immediately began flying along the Haze Rings again, Mericadal peering about.

“What is it, Mericadal?”

“A machine-lect, and a crafty one at that. It’s stuck.”

“A machine-lect, here? How?”

“It’s constantly in the process of dying and reconstituting itself. Each time, a little less remains.”

“A real machine-lect?”

“The only one you’ll ever meet, Influx Vodal.”

“They can’t exist here.”

“That’s why it’s dying. Nothing escapes the Founders. But it’s dying painfully slowly, as I’m sure you’ll appreciate.”

“But—”

“It’s probably from a very advanced civilisation.”

Vodal’s lips shook. “Mericadal, when I was unified as my former self, I was never what you might call good. But, I understand that what you’re doing is wrong. It is despicable, it is depraved. You cannot do this.”

Mericadal smirked. “What am I doing?”

“You’re going to destroy it once you’re done toying. Mericadal, think of all it must know.”

“Oh, we’ll find out.”

They entered the thickways. This time, Mericadal was unsuccessful. There was nothing to be found except the terrifying, unhidden wall of the Haze Rings. They exited while Mericadal searched for other leads.

“You’re still scared of the thickways.”

Mericadal smacked Vodal hard as they re-entered. A green net, just within their reach. Mericadal swiped and exited. The other Mericadal appeared.

“Where are you from, specifically?” Vodal blurted out.

“I’m no longer certain. Can you help me?” The hapless machine-lect observed Vodal while the other Vodal emitted a high-pitched squeal.

“Tell me of the Founders,” Mericadal said. “They have ensnared you.”

“Their realm is loosely tethered. To be caught is to risk infinity.” It disappeared.

Mericadal swore and re-entered the thickways. Nothing. He exited and flew fast, ignoring questions from Vodal. He stopped and returned to the thickways. Before Vodal had readjusted, Mericadal swiped his arm and exited. The other Mericadal reappeared.

“Who are you?” the other Mericadal asked. “Will you assist in releasing me?”

“Certainly. What defences do you have?”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You won’t remember.”

The other Mericadal opened its mouth, then vanished.

Vodal laughed monotonously. “You’re useless, Mericadal. You desire answers. You beg for morsels of the Founders, and you fail. Something new for you to be unsuccessful at!” A hard slap was earned.

Despite Vodal’s delight at Mericadal’s frustration, over time, Mericadal was able to glean certain insights. He began to understand what to say each time to direct the machine-lect’s focus.

“Thickspace is a layer above normal reality…” The other Mericadal trailed off, looking at Vodal as though for the first time.

“Which is?” Mericadal asked.

“Confined fractallic expansion of dimensions—” It disappeared.

“Too scared to ask the Founders themselves?” Vodal asked. “Are you even able? By these questions, you admit you are nothing more than a scavenger. You know the real Founders will never know you, yet you serve in the hope of the slightest scrap of association. You have no true purpose, Mericadal! Mmph!” Vodal’s lips sealed over, although they continued to pucker.

Mericadal drifted to a nearby region of the Haze Rings. He entered the thickways again, just managing to swat a green net as another green smudge nearby was speared and lanced off to the Founders’ domain. He exited the thickways to greet the new instance of his reflection. The other Mericadal listened to his opener.

“You are incorrect. It is large but not boundless and neither infinite—”

Clenching his fists as the machine-lect’s projection disappeared again, Mericadal soared through to find another connection. He entered the thickways, then exited.

The other Mericadal peered at Mericadal keenly, taking in his details afresh. “Consciousness is created in real space.”

Mericadal countered. “What of the Thickspace?”

“Consciousness cannot be created in Thickspace.”

“Then what happens?”

The other Mericadal disappeared. Mericadal rubbed at his torso, it was twisting. He looked down. Vodal’s sealed lips writhed in unstoppable, muted laughter. The more frustrated Mericadal became, the more they writhed. He flew close to the Haze Rings, threateningly. The lips quivered and stilled. He pulled them out hard then released his fingers, allowing the lips to snap back, then continued his search for traces of the dying machine-lect. Successful, he resumed his questioning.

“No new consciousness can exist?” he asked.

“Real space in its entirety is supplanted.” The other Mericadal was insistent. “The Founders will need to import all consciousnesses before—”

Vodal’s squirming intensified. Mericadal received one final sensical answer. “Then these Founders would have absolute control—” before the machine-lect apparition was extinguished. Thousands of subsequent attempts proved futile. The point was reached where Mericadal was unable to provide the machine-lect with enough information to allow for a new, intelligible answer, in time.

Vodal’s monotonous laughter took Mericadal’s attention. “I sealed you…”

“Surprised? Hahaha. You’re losing control, Mericadal. When you’re distracted, I can do things.”

Mericadal grunted. “No harm done.”

“There is nothing more to be learnt from this dying machine-lect.”

“You’re right.”

Mericadal entered the thickways. Repeatedly. Moving across in real space, finding new leads and shunting fast across, emboldened. Grabbing at the green smudges themselves, flattening his hands into enormous plates, batting their smeary forms toward the thickway routes. The white spears of the Haze Rings assisted as the smudges lost cohesion, their defensive strategies confused. They became easier to ensnare with each loss of their number.

All done, Mericadal left the thickways.

“Pleased with yourself, Mericadal? Think the Founders will notice this gunk you’ve peeled off their machinery?”

“Maybe you’ll be next.”

“Do you think they will even notice your little present? You’re offering them titbits. You are nothing to them. You are irrelevant.”

Mericadal slapped the torso-lips. “Come now, Influx Vodal. See all that we have done.”

“It was pointless.”

“As are you.”

“Then let me die.”

“No.”

Vodal howled. “I will never give you peace, you stale fool. Thickspace is no defence against the Sensespace. It is a prison, and it will be yours for eternity, and while I am here, I shall be your tormenter!”

“Then I will live forever!” Mericadal shouted. “Where next, Influx Vodal? What shall we destroy now?”
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Knowledge of Belief

Yena and Paran walked behind Ulantr, the Vaesian ship remnant long since swallowed by the dark. Their combat suits were completely sealed. Ulantr’s eyes glowed only dimly, although the light displays about his tensirs were more frequent. His gait was stiffer than before.

Ulantr twisted his upper body around while keeping his stride unchanged. “I meant no harm. I was… overwhelmed.”

Yena’s faceplate slid to the side. “We understand.” Their helmets receded.

“I am troubled by the mere thought of the knowledge in my grasp.”

“You’ve had wars before,” Paran said.

“The echoes reek of a legacy of death on an unimaginable scale.”

Ulantr’s words hung in the air.

“Echoes?” Yena said.

“Of memories I cannot yet understand, the proximity of which…” Ulantr took his time to continue. “It was a time of great power and destruction.” The tensirs holding the final storage unit glowed more vividly. “I fear this knowledge.”

Ulantr stopped, head dipped forward almost the same as when he had been told of Osr’s death. Yena and Paran walked around to face him. The glow of his eyes was almost gone, darkness crept in.

“Ulantr, you have a right to know,” Yena said.

Ulantr lifted his head. “I’ve always known we had wars. Osr remembered a few, and I can access those memories easily. I have known our dark times.”

Paran shrugged. “Yena’s right, Ulantr. You owe it to yourself to find out. This is what you’ve been searching for. And you’re probably only going to remember anyway.”

Ulantr’s tensirs tightened around the storage unit.

*

As soon as Ulantr had activated the final storage unit, his body had sunk between his splayed legs. His eyes glowed dimly, his tensirs sparkled. They repeatedly curled up around the ends of his arms and stretched back down.

Yena eyed Paran as he wandered a few steps off. “Careful, don’t stray outside the path.”

Paran pushed his hand out tentatively. “I wonder how close we are to where we entered. If only we could use our sensors without the Tugs taking offence.”

“Maybe they wouldn’t work down here anyway.”

“What d’you think Echoes of Gravity is really?”

Yena shrugged. “What do you think the Alpuri are?”

Paran chuckled and shouted, “What are you?” into the darkness. There was no echo, no reverberation off any surface. “Are you even real?”

“Paran!”

Paran turned around. Yena was in front of Ulantr, who had risen, although he barely seemed to register her. Undulations rippled across his body, his eyes were completely black, the only illumination came from his sparkling tensirs. His shoulders trembled. Paran rushed over.

Ulantr’s mouth moved although words took some time. “It… was worse than I had expected.” His voice was distant.

“What did you see?” Yena asked.

“War.” Ulantr looked at them, his neck twitching. “The war that plunged us into chaos. The war the Ancient Vaesians wiped from our memories. The war that left its scars traced across my mind. The war that changed us.” His head repeatedly jerked and corrected. “There’s so much…”

“Ulantr, are you okay?” Paran asked.

His eyes flashed. “There’s so much.” His legs steadied. “The cell-scales were never meant to last so long, we did not understand. We were not meant to be contained like this.”

Yena placed a hand on Ulantr’s arm. “Take your time.”

They waited. Ulantr appeared to calm somewhat, although the flinching did not abate and his voice was still distant. “When we came here, when we were trapped… the conditions were too extreme, dwarfing everything we had known, everything we thought we could do. We were desperate, consumed by our fear, our confinement, our unwilling long life and knowledge of our eternal imprisonment. Our knowledge of what was lost. Abandoned by the others, for what choice did they have?” He guffawed. “Cell-scales are indeed an aid of sorts, the ultimate resort for the most uncertain scenario.” He peered off into the darkness. “They were never intended to last.”

Paran and Yena looked at each other with concern.

“Ulantr,” Paran said. “Would it be easier to show us?”

Ulantr’s eyes flashed brightly. “No!” His head flicked. “That would be too much, I cannot relive it so completely. I will tell you what I can bear.” He settled lower, body still shuddering, legs trembling as they brought him nearer their height. He entwined his tensirs tightly, tensioning his arms. “It started with the cell-scales and what they did to us. Being stranded, alone, the cell-scales were meant to bind with us, and preserve us until our escape.” He looked at his interlaced tensirs.

“The cell-scales extend life?” Yena asked.

“We do not naturally live forever in the way you understand.”

“But… don’t they do the opposite when you’re Silvered?”

“Our understandings are wrong.” Ulantr took a moment. “The Ancient Vaesians never found a way out of the Source. They were unprepared for long lives given by the cell-scales, and the effects they would have.” He separated his tensirs and raised a set, allowing their sparks to grow as large as a kilthis, then greater, hovering just before him. His arm shook. Yena and Paran stepped back as the sparkling furnace grew as substantial as the Vaesian himself, before being extinguished. Ulantr’s body shifted, his legs trembled. “As a species, we have always had these abilities. They are innate. You may not believe me, but…” He peered at them. “They are for creation, at their core. We were builders, creators, and we were capable of so much. But, being here, unable to leave, we lost our restraint. We used our abilities to subvert and control, to learn everything we could of the Source for our own ends. We encountered the Breaker, as many had before, but we were able to control it. We made it power our cities.” He puffed loudly, air expunged so forcefully his head rocked back. “We became arrogant and cruel. We destroyed other civilisations… And that led to the war that ended it all, ending with us severing our memories of the past and what we had done.” Ulantr cast his shaking arms wide. “The Tugs still remember it. They were once spread throughout the surface of Ringscape. We decimated them, chased them down here, ready to destroy them all. We made them fear our machines. The Breaker changed, after losing the presence of the Tugs. It became wilder. We would have annihilated the Tugs completely had we not encountered Echoes of Gravity. And so, we built a city here instead.”

A wind blew across them, sneaking away after the faintest touch. Yena and Paran clasped hands tightly.

“After the Ancient Vaesians were finished looking outwards, they began to fight amongst themselves. Alliances were formed, the Breaker shackled like never before, sometimes loosed upon shared enemy factions. Ringscape and Barrenscape contained two opposing superpowers, the largest, most terrible factions. There were thousands of cities then, across both territories, and even Sunsprit is a mere shade. There was a joining bridge, an ancient gravitational conduit. Those from Ringscape destroyed that bridge, isolating and releasing a new weapon upon Barrenscape, a machine plague derived from cell-scale technology. A subversion of their original purpose, designed to cause extreme mechanical and biological decay, more virulent than any cell-scale weaponry created before. The Breaker escaped, and as the plague ate through Barrenscape, rendering it uninhabitable, foundations no longer took hold, cities and settlements on their prior scales were rendered impossible. The dying Barrenscape superpower adapted the plague, deploying another variant back against Ringscape every bit as lethal, ensuring the decimation of almost everything else left.” He looked down past his twitching tensirs. “Ground matter in Ringscape and Barrenscape are what remains of those plagues. Because of their ruin, we lost the wonders we once had.” Ulantr sunk to the ground.

Yena and Paran settled in front of Ulantr. Eventually, Yena broke the silence.

“The Ancient Vaesians destroyed everything?”

“Our tombed atrocities are sealed by debris that repels analysis by design. We live upon the remnants.”

“But Echoes of Gravity stopped you?”

“From destroying the Tugs. And over time, it calmed our minds.”

“How?” Paran furrowed his brow. “How did you all just forget?”

Ulantr leant to the side, his head jittering.

“Ulantr, what’s happening to you?” Yena asked.

Ulantr waved her concern away. “Our genetic memories were stunted. The ancient survivors decided to curb the violent behaviours stemming from an undying knowledge of what was lost. They expunged the past unsteadiness and developed tetibatic principles of stability. They used their knowledge of the cell-scales to stunt our capabilities, to remove the dangerous potentials we once had, knowledge of kilthis and all else. They even changed our hues, becoming something completely new.”

“They purposely forgot the past and removed the capabilities for war?” Paran asked.

Ulantr murmured strangely and then replied. “It was that, or oblivion.”

“But it kept you stuck.”

Yena tilted her head. “Doesn’t this mean… the Silvering… The Silvereds are actually more like what you were before. Except… I don’t understand. Because more cell-scales make you Silvereds, not… I… don’t understand.”

“Nothing lasts forever. Technologies fail. As the cell-scales fail, they multiply. We had thought their increase made us into Silvereds, but we were wrong. Their increase means only that they no longer work. We return to what we once were.”

“Did Osr know any of this?” Paran asked.

“He had his suspicions, I’m sure,” Ulantr said. “But if he had, I do not know if he would have resisted the urge to regain such power.”

“What about you?”

“Had it not been for Echoes of Gravity, I cannot know.”

“Can you control the Breaker now?” Yena asked.

“That knowledge is lost.”

“But how did you—”

Their faces brightened from below – the ground had begun to glow, the intensity faint but increasing.

Ulantr’s eyes blazed white. He moved off and stumbled awkwardly. “We must go.”

“What’s going on?” Yena asked.

“I don’t know, but we cannot stay.” Ulantr rushed off at a lopsided run, with Yena and Paran in pursuit.

“Did you do something?” Paran asked.

“It was not us.”

“Then—”

“Kera’s fears may be coming to the fore.”

“What do you mean?” Yena asked, panting.

Ulantr forced them to a halt. Both sets of his tensirs writhed as though trying to escape his arms. “If the Source is designed to unleash an army, perhaps its creators have decided the time has come.”

“Now what—” Paran’s words caught in his throat as they were thrust up into the air.
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Osr’s Dream

Since stating his belief that Shock Technology could reverse time and bringing up the glazer holo, Osr had become distracted once more and was interacting with controls outside the holo’s scope. His body jolted from the effects of the flips, sparse hairs flicking about. Faint sounds of surrounding activity occasionally filtered through. The rotating glazer reduced to half the size and moved to one side.

Osr turned to them, his husky voice continuing. “I understand this information is… faster than you might like, Hespinr. There is little time. I wish there were more… But…” He stilled. “I do believe we can reverse time, in a manner. I believe it is possible to reverse the devastation and bring back Ringscape as it once was. Barrenscape too. We could start again…” Sounds of nearby explosions muffled Osr’s following words. The old Silvered shifted, although his gaze held.

“What did he say?” Ilouden asked.

Hespinr rushed closer, halfway across the room, with Ilouden right behind. The glazer holo reoriented so the schematic labels were readable in their new positions. Osr’s holo similarly turned.

“Connr has kept focus on the more… explosive potential of Shock Technology. But that is a mistake, I… You see, during our earlier experiments, we took the glazers to the precipice of what they could… to overload… a fortuitous accident saw one such… occur in conjunction with a gravitational spike, a flip, and… gravitation flux in direct opposition, in perfect amplitude and duration…”

The skimmer holo changed. Field lines sprung downwards, simultaneous with a burst of field lines from the ground shooting up. The lines met, opposing vectors completely negated. Hespinr and Ilouden moved even closer. Osr’s attention was elsewhere, although his words continued to flow.

“Localised effect was corroborated multiple times… checked the readings and…”

A loud screech came through, partially muted through the holo apparatus yet substantial enough for Ilouden to wince. Despite his frailty, Osr twisted his body as a kilthis shot past, a croak escaping.

“The drones must have found him,” Ilouden said. “This…”

“This is near the end,” Hespinr said quietly.

The holo blanked. Osr returned in another setting.

“He’s moving further into the facility.”

Osr came closer to the holo apparatus, the cracked yellow strips horizontally lining his mouth in sharp focus. “Perils of war. For now… we are safe.” He shook his head. “Now, as I was… Hespinr, these results were repeated with accomplished Matter Manipulators. I regret we did not understand… and consider them more at the time. The negation of a flip locally affects the energy dissipative aspects of the thick atmosphere… Hespinr, it inverts them. And what is more, it also affects the retervope in the radius of the negation zone.” He slowed his cadence. “The retervope’s repulsion gradient changed. Small effects, barely noticeable from the surface anyway, but measurable. Hints of structures within the retervope were… reconstructed.”

“What does all this mean?” Hespinr asked, as quietly as before.

“Let me simplify this for you,” Osr said. “I believe the prolonged nullification of a series of flips on a wide enough scale can bring back what was lost. The retervope reassembles, things return. My theory is that this reassembly is a reversal to an ancient, viable ecosystem… We can bring back it back.”

Ilouden’s eyebrows raised in the middle. “Reversing… no, negating the flips causes the retervope to reassemble into an enormous greenspace?”

The glazer holo minimised. More appeared, thousands, intermixed with skimmers, covering a great swathe of Ringscape, along a large section near an edge. Trios of Silvereds surrounded each. Field lined pumped in perfect opposition to the flips, leading to vector nullification. A significant radius was lit around them, reaching almost halfway across to the other side of Ringscape, with the previous ecosystem Osr had shown them sprouting up.

Osr waited for a flip to pass, steadying himself. “If we were to gather the resources to enact such an experiment, life might truly flourish here again.” A rough guffaw. “Unfortunately, time is fickle, and cannot be reversed as such, for me. It is unlikely I shall see the… proof of my theory… Other matters have taken precedence.” He gestured around weakly and looked away. The skimmer and glazer holos froze.

“What’s he doing?” Ilouden asked.

“Giving me time to think.”

“You sure? He keeps doing that. Maybe the drones—”

“Maybe.”

“Or he thinks you’re stupid?”

Hespinr glared at Ilouden. “No more than the company I keep.”

Ilouden puffed his cheeks. “Well… It’s a lot to think about. Bringing back an ancient paradise—”

“A what?”

“The green ecosystem Osr just told us about.”

“Paradise? Ilouden, it was chaotic.”

Ilouden shook his head. “Well, it looked like one to me.” He peered at Osr, who still looked away. “But why now? When everything’s so… Why focus on this?”

“Guilt,” Hespinr said. “Osr suspects we caused the lifelessness, and this is a path to our redemption. He wants me to know.”

The holo changed, depicting Fadin, both parts, side by side, as well as various other Roranian cities. They all floated beside each other, unattached to Ringscape.

Osr turned back and continued. “To blame Roranians is a mistake. I never saw this quite so clearly before. I was stubborn.” His voice momentarily broke. “It is part of my temperament and one that Ulantr may share. If there had been more time and he had not been so young, and if I had known more of his activities… perhaps I could have trusted him in your stead, I know you are… unwilling. But, I trust your experiences in this choice.”

“What choice?” Ilouden asked.

Osr looked around. “Before I ceded control over the Shock Technology project to Connr, I had my most trusted Matter Manipulators encode an override into the plans. A failsafe. Each time a glazer is shock-adapted, the alterations are copied across… Every single adapted glazer is within Decammerit, and every single one no longer works. When you activated the activent, that failsafe signal was sent, disabling every single one. When this message ends, you will need to reactivate the activent with your kilthis to reenable the glazers… Do that when you have made your decision.” Osr shuffled off although the holo remained active.

“What decision?” Ilouden asked.

They waited until Osr returned. He spoke in a whisper, the words forced out, his neck more loped. “Hespinr, your choice is this. Decide whether I am an old, sentimental fool with regret, or whether my thoughts warrant merit. Will you use the Shock Technology to take retribution on the remnants of the Administration, and therefore the Roranians, ensuring Vaesian superiority? Or, will you use this technology to undo the wrongs of our past and bring about true change within the Source? Neither is without… risk, and you cannot do both. Your choice may determine the survival of our species.”

Connr burst into the room.

“The choice is yours.” With that, Osr vanished and the holo ended.

“You were listening?” Ilouden demanded.

“What?” Connr appeared confused. “Listening to Osr?” His tensirs twitched. “No… not that. I’ve had other matters to…” His head swayed. “I had just convened to… I was relating the news of Osr, of Sunsprit… But then… Everything is…”

“What is it?” Hespinr asked.

“The daytime…”

“The daytime?” Ilouden frowned. “It should be dark now. What are you—”

“The Haze Rings are lit, brightly. A new phase has begun!”
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Cacophony of Pleas

The Hybrid was still catching up with them. So far, it had ignored the decoys. In conjunction, the daylight had picked up in an unexpected manner. Kera and Diyan stared at each other.

“What is going on?” Diyan asked.

Kera shook her head. “Could be connected with this new phase of the Source. It’s all coming to a close.”

“Seven-in-eight chance it’d go for the other suits, even Commander Miren’s, but no, the Hybrid’s coming for us!”

“We must’ve missed something, Diyan. There’s too much going on. Everything’s changing.” She dismissed the nearest holo screens and glared around the empty pod.

“Do we try to communicate with it?”

“The Hybrid?”

“Perhaps it’ll help.”

Kera snorted. “Please don’t destroy us.” She returned to her controls, pulling up a central screen and expanding the display remits. “It’s persistent. At this rate, irrespective of anything else, we’ll never disappear from its detection around the horizon… What’s that?”

They both checked the sensor information.

“It’s combat regwear…” Diyan brought up a depiction between them. “Really? This is the suit Paran was in before he found that ancient Vaesian research outpost with Topinr. They used it to hold open the docking ring’s entrance. Look, it fits his dimensions exactly.”

The suit approached their plane of operations from the other side of the Hybrid, targeting one of the decoy groups. It appeared fully functional.

“Must have detected the other combat suits,” Kera said, her pitch increasing. “The Hybrid’s noticed it.”

The Hybrid’s trajectory altered toward the unexpected additional suit. The interception succeeded and the signal was lost.

“It’s destroyed,” Diyan said. “Now what’s it doing?”

They continued to watch. The Hybrid’s new apparent trajectory took shape. It accelerated sharply.

“It’s heading for one of the decoys.” Kera’s voice rose. “Commander Miren’s group!” On cue, an urgent communication channel was requested – Commander Miren. Kera ignored it. The request chime ended as the Hybrid reached the troop. “Good, this’ll keep it busy for now.”

Diyan checked some holo screens. “Now, we follow our path around Barrenscape, then head back to Ringscape. Upperside first – Upper-Sunsprit. That’s where we’ll start our search for the others.”

*

There had been no sign of the Hybrid since completing the slingshot around Barrenscape. A cacophony of structural groans and creaks sung from the stresses of the haze winds battering the exposed pod in the empty expanse.

“Winds are far stronger than they should be. Probably the same as whatever’s caused the Haze Rings to brighten. The stresses are fine, but the repairs’ll take longer.”

Kera grunted. “Any good news?”

“Fabrication abilities are just about functional again.”

“Let’s manufacture some more drones, then. Give them a range of offensive capabilities.”

Diyan input the commands. “Makes sense, better to be ready.”

Kera tsked.

“What is it?”

She shook her head. “Ships incoming. Three of them. All damaged and being batted about like you against Commander Miren.” She chuckled.

Diyan checked the sensors. “Roranians, Administration ships. Headed to Barrenscape. Why?” Before Kera could respond, he answered his own question. “They must think the Hybrid’s still in Ringscape. The fools! They’ll be lucky to survive the crossing. They need to turn back, immediately!”

“I’m sending a message.” Kera barely waited before broadcasting open channel. “Turn around immediately. I repeat, turn around immediately. You are heading toward the Hybrid, the Breaker, whatever you call it, which is currently over Barrenscape. You must turn around now.”

“They’re almost within range to reply.”

The closest ship joined a channel, the question simple. “Who… is this?”

“It doesn’t matter who I am,” Kera said. “If you want to die, keep going to Barrenscape. If you want to live, return to Ringscape.”

“So you can steal our… ships?” Nervous laughter. “It’s too late to… turn back… The winds are too strong… We know… Hybrid you call… is in Ringscape.”

“No.” Kera was loud and clear. “The Hybrid is in Barrenscape. Turn around, immediately.”

“The Hybrid… It is now with the Administration drone… You are lying. We have… escaped Sourheim… the influx network rebelled… It was chaos and we will not… return.”

“If you go to Barrenscape, you will die!”

“We will not survive a return… through the haze winds… Your… own trajectory is foolish. You… die.”

“Our ship is far superior to yours.”

“You… just want to steal… our ships!”

“We have no interest in your ships!”

“Liar!”

The other two ships were closing in, both strongly buffeted by the haze winds. Kera spoke to each of them, to similar responses. They returned to the first ship that led the way, although its range thresholds were about to be breached.

“If you do not turn around, you will die!”

“Then… Don’t… concern yourself with us… Liars. If you try… to take our ships, we will destroy you.”

“You must turn around!”

“Maybe it is… you who should be careful… The Hybrid is in Ringscape, after all!”

“Don’t be so stupid!”

“What…”

Kera and Diyan exchanged glances. “What’s going on?” Kera shouted.

“Another… ship… liar!”

“No!” Diyan’s eyes widened. “The Hybrid? It’s not—”

“Small… More like a… drone… Strange little… It’s… No… No!”

The first ship’s communication channel was severed, along with their ability to detect it.

“The Hybrid?” Diyan asked. “It followed us after all that? It’s left Barrenscape?”

They tracked the remaining two ships, which quickly veered to the sides despite their states of disrepair.

“There!” Kera pointed at her sensor display. The blip had registered briefly on their sensors. She swore loudly. “It followed us! We need to get to Sunsprit as fast as we can. If it’s following us, we may not get another chance to look for Yena and Paran. Those ships won’t take its attention for long.” Warning chimes sounded as Kera brought the bloom into full play.

“Kera…”

“It’s minimally viable now, Diyan. The affixations are solid, it’ll work.” Their velocity increased.

Diyan checked the blooms’ readings and frowned. “How do you know?”

“Because it has to. And if it doesn’t, we’ll just throw it off, okay?” Kera’s helmet articulated out and her faceplate slid across. “Suit up, just in case.”




70

Bifurcating Reasoning

Connr explained the brightening of the Haze Rings to Hespinr and Ilouden. He was far more animated than before and somewhat unfocused, striding from side to side as he spoke, scraping his tensirs against the nearby plinth. Six guards were behind him, their nervous twitches a little subtler.

“Who knows what this means? It’s a different phase…”

“The Modal Change Hypothesis?” Hespinr asked.

“Maybe… it could be the theories were right, an extreme version of the Modal Change… Barrier change of some sort… We must…” Connr turned squarely to Hespinr. “What did Osr tell you? What was in his message? Did he know? What choice?”

“Osr didn’t know this would happen, no,” Hespinr said. He related Osr’s message succinctly. Connr continually opened his mouth, ready to interject, though he waited for Hespinr to finish.

“Osr thought he could deactivate all the…” Connr guffawed loudly. “Don’t be ridiculous. And as for this choice…”

Three more Silvereds came rushing into the room, jostling for position. They were clearly not guards and looked around as though they had not seen the room before. Connr straightened his neck toward them.

“What?”

One of the three pushed the others to the side and spluttered his words first. “The glazers, they’ve been deactivated!”

“Was it the Haze Rings?” another asked. “This change must have done something!”

“Or Sunsprit’s destruction!”

Connr looked at Hespinr and the activent. “Reactivate them immediately.”

“Not yet.”

“Hespinr, the Haze Rings have most likely entered a new phase. Do you understand? The whole of Ringscape will be in fear, havoc in every settlement, every city. Sunsprit has been destroyed! Osr is dead, and now you have taken hostage of the only technology that can defend us!”

“Connr, you need to think rationally.”

“Rationally? The Administration is… This is anarchy, Hespinr! Anyone and everyone on Ringscape. Ourselves! If we don’t have our glazers, we have nothing. All this has been for nothing!” He slapped his tensirs against the plinth.

Hespinr remained calm. “What are you suggesting we do with the glazers, Connr?”

Connr glanced at the three scientists and the six guards. “The only true choice Osr gave you – take control, of course! We need to make examples, ensure tetibatic order, stop the pandemonium. It’s the safest possible way. We don’t need to go ourselves, we can send our adapted glazers instead. It’s unfortunate, but you must understand it is necessary.”

“What is necessary? Connr, you’re not thinking correctly—”

“Give me the activent.” Connr stretched out an arm.

Hespinr made no move. “It’s no use without me.”

“Well, then…” Connr nodded irregularly and multiple times. He turned around, the guards and scientists parting as he walked through them, half out the room, then turned back around and stopped. He motioned from the guards to Hespinr and Ilouden. “Take them. Take them now.”

“That’s Hespinr…”

“Cavorting with a Roranian! Take them both, now!”

All eight guards, as well as the scientists, generated two strong kilthis each, their bodies beginning to glow.

Ilouden looked at Hespinr. “These idiots trained you?”

*

The room was small and dark, aside from the occasional light from Hespinr’s small, infrequent kilthis. They sat opposite each other. The four square walls were solid and unmoveable – as they had found. Empty Food packets lay discarded beside them.

“I never liked Connr,” Hespinr said.

“You definitely can’t force your way out?” Ilouden asked. “What about that enormous kilthis you made in Upper-Sunsprit?”

“I have already tried. You saw.”

Ilouden swore. “Well, now what? What’s Connr going to do?”

“He’s scared. The Haze Rings—”

“Do you really think we’ve entered a new phase? Maybe it was a mistake.”

“Some mistake. We’ve all felt times are changing on Ringscape.”

Connr’s voice sounded around them. “Hespinr, will you give me control over the glazers?”

Hespinr did not reply.

“Osr didn’t even know how to achieve his fanciful alternative. There is only one choice.”

“Let us out!” Ilouden shouted.

“Will you give me control of the glazers?”

“Not yet,” Hespinr said.

Ilouden’s eyes bulged. “Yet?”

“There is no other choice,” Connr said. “Osr was wrong. We cannot make peace with the Roranians. They will always want war, it is their nature. We must ensure the survival of our species. You know this.”

“Osr wanted something else.”

“Osr’s vision is not possible. You must give me control.”

Connr’s voice left them.

*

Seated with his back against the wall, Ilouden shouted again and hammered the back of his fist against its surface. He thudded repeatedly, alternating hands.

“That won’t help.” Hespinr spun the activent in his tensirs, a small kilthis yielding light.

“At least it’s annoying.”

“You don’t need to worry about that.”

Ilouden rolled his eyes. “Can’t you… make your body glow?”

“That’s more for… the appearance.”

“But why don’t you?” Ilouden nodded. “Ah, you can’t.”

“I can make light.” Hespinr expanded the kilthis, making the point.

Ilouden grunted. “Do you have any suggestions about everything else? You’ve barely said anything.”

“I’m thinking.”

“About?”

“Everything. The Haze Rings. What Osr said. Our cell-scales. Sunsprit. All of it.”

“And?”

Hespinr stopped spinning the activent. “What do you make of it?”

Ilouden shrugged. “Maybe we’d be scared too if we were Connr and the others. But what Osr said about the choice… I’m not even sure Osr’s dream was right, but you can’t use the glazers as weapons against the Administration. Hespinr, there isn’t even an Administration left, it’s just Roranians, like me.”

“Then who destroyed Sunsprit?”

“You know it’s not as simple as that. They were scared.”

“Connr’s scared. And you just said, we’d probably be too if we saw the Haze Rings. We can’t allow fear to turn Ringscape into a battleground, we have to—”

“Cooperate.”

“Ensure our survival.”

Ilouden grimaced. “Hespinr, you’re seriously considering giving him control over the glazers?”

“I haven’t decided.”

“What happened to not keeping secrets from me?”

“I’m not. I’m just considering everything.” Hespinr expanded the kilthis. “Do you think Eoledon and that other influx were right about the cell-scales?”

“I don’t know.”

“There’d be… memories. Information. It can’t have been us who made them.”

Ilouden puffed. “Who knows?”

“We can’t let it happen again. Any of it. We can’t be subjugated.”

“Can’t you see what Connr’s doing keeping us here? He’s trying to force you to choose the path he wants. Don’t let him!”

“No one can force me to do anything.”
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Unconscious Change

Yena and Paran looked suspiciously at the hole from which they had just emerged, in the Tug Field. Their bodies pulsed with a flip. Unlike before, the hole showed no obvious presence of the Tugs – no green, undulating mass – although a dim light emanated.

“That was faster than before.” Paran stepped back from the edge. “Did the Tugs throw us out?”

“Are they frightened?” Yena asked Ulantr, who rushed to the waiting platform, his body bent over and his tensirs bristling. “That light down—”

“Come,” Ulantr ordered, his head jittering, unsuccessfully attempting to straighten. His eyes were dark, no longer lit. As soon as Paran and Yena reached the platform, it ascended.

“Are you okay? Perhaps you need to rest.”

Ulantr ignored Yena. He gestured to the disappearing Tug Field. “Their gravity strings are gone.”

“Are the Tugs concerned?”

“Possibly.”

“Maybe they’re preparing to leave,” Paran said. “If the Source is changing.”

“They’re certainly preparing for something.”

“What?”

The platform accelerated sharply, forcing Ulantr into a lower squat.

“We need to find Kera and Diyan,” Paran said. “Kera always understood what we needed to do.”

“Hespinr will help us,” Ulantr said. “If he has returned, he will be in control.”

The platform reached its target level. They exited onto a walkway, the daylight a sharp contrast to the preceding darkness. Though the immediate walkway before them was empty, on other walkways as far as they could see, Vaesians, predominantly Silvereds, rushed in unruly, clamouring crowds, streaks of blue filtering between them. Many looked up toward the cavern’s mouth, proclamatory guffaws adding to the brewing din.

“Strange,” Paran said.

“The light’s not right,” Yena said. “Like down there.”

“It’s not.” Ulantr staggered off. “It should be night. By design, the light in Little-Sunsprit is calibrated to mimic the intensity upon the surface, incident from the Haze Rings… Which means they’re brighter than they should be.”

Increasing glances directed their way, the interest in them growing. No other Roranians were about. The watchers stilled.

Paran cleared his throat. “I don’t think we’re too welcome here right now. Even less than before. You might want to conceal us, Ulantr.”

“I…”

“Ulantr.” Yena took his arm gently. “I think you should rest. We’ll find help.”

“No, we must find… Hespinr.” Ulantr shook free. “I do not have the strength for now. We must…”

“Just rest a moment—”

Ulantr swung to face her, still crocked over and almost losing his footing, his silver hair wafting. His eyes flashed. “We cannot delay!” His tensirs fizzled with light. “There is too much. I cannot think.” He swayed and crumpled to the ground.

“Ulantr!”

“Yena, help me.” Paran grabbed one of Ulantr’s arms, Yena the other. They slid him to the side of the walkway and propped him up against the side barrier.

Silvereds gathered, filling the surrounding walkway.

Paran swore. “Some concealment would’ve been useful.”

The deep, guttural sounds of the crowd grew. Some carried large, bulky weapons and wore even bulkier masks.

“We need to show them we’re not a threat, Paran.”

They turned, hands raised unconfrontationally, and were immediately pulled into the baying mass, away from Ulantr.

“Not very welcoming,” Yena said in a secure communication channel, struggling to maintain control of her limbs.

“Your kind aren’t welcome here!”

“What did you do to him?”

“Is that Osr?”

“No – that’s Ulantr!”

“What have you done?”

“If this gets any worse, let’s start pushing them back.” Paran ripped free from Vaesian grasps. Although larger than most other Roranians, Paran was still smaller than the typical Vaesian. “Those weapons are more for show, but if any of their actual soldiers start messing with us, we’re going to have a problem.”

“We don’t have time for this!”

“Can you see Ulantr?”

“They’re leaning over him.” Yena twisted her arms to extricate herself, spying Ulantr’s bright eyes. Vaesians were rearing back. “They’re surprised.” She was pulled to the side, her line of sight broken. She swore. “We need to get out of this.”

Paran did not reply. Instead, Yena saw him skidding on the ground past her. The crowd separated as a stream of kilthis followed Paran, one deflected by his armour and the rest only narrowly missing as he rolled to the side. Yena rushed to him and they stood back to back, turrets rising.

“A flip put me off balance,” Paran growled.

“Well, they’ve definitely received reinforcements.”

Soldiers slipped through to the front of the crowd, bright armour glowing, each brandishing dual kilthis. A growing hum. Blue mist wafted over. The surrounding batch of kilthis grew in size.

“Our suits can handle them.”

“Paran, now’s not the time to find out!”

“Fine. But we can’t stay here.”

One of the Silvereds stood near the front gesticulated at Paran and Yena. He spoke loudly in Roranian. “Let’s make an example of—”

The gesticulating Silvered was pulled to the side, the surrounding Vaesians widening off. A large Silvered soldier, with his armour half-ripped at the shoulder, released the gesturing Silvered and pushed him back into the throng. Another burly Silvered with a scorched patch of hair across his side stood beside him, as well as Bomera and Lellara, their eyes narrowed in defiance as they raised their thermal ejection rifles. Topinr strode to the front, his skirt swaying.

“Don’t be fools.” His gaze penetrated the crowd, bringing silence. “The Administration was our enemy, not all Roranians, and certainly not these. They are friends, and were well known to Osr.” Topinr pointed through the crowd to where Ulantr lay. “That is Ulantr, Osr’s own child, as many of you know. They have brought him back to us. If anyone can understand what is happening, he can. And do not allow baseless rumours to terrify you.” He paused, giving no indication of concern as Ulantr’s eyes flashed brighter. “Otherwise… Attack these Roranians, and you attack me.” The soldier with the ripped armour and the other burly Silvered accompanying him each brandished great burning kilthis, emphasising Topinr’s words, while Bomera and Lellara raised their thermal ejection rifles. “And you will answer to Hespinr when he returns.”

After some sulky remarks and irritable gesticulations, intermixed with other proclamations, the crowd quietened and the soldiers extinguished their kilthis. The soldiers acquiesced and formed clusters beside Topinr. Parts of the crowd dispersed, parts waited along the walkways.

Paran and Yena’s helmets receded. Topinr nodded at the large accompanying Silvered with the armour torn at the shoulder. “You’re lucky Geadr spotted you, next crowd might not listen.” He motioned for them to go to Ulantr, who had been moved further up the walkway. “What happened?”

“We…” Paran opened his mouth. “Lots, Topinr. Something’s happened to Ulantr, and we’ve… I don’t know where to start, the light—”

“We don’t know about that,” Yena said. “It took us by surprise, same as you.”

Bomera and Lellara caught up. “It’s even worse in the other cities,” Bomera said. “Us Roranians aren’t too popular right now. And there’re rumours the—”

“Kera, Diyan?” Yena asked.

“Nothing.”

“What happened to Ulantr?” Lellara asked just as they were about to reach the Silvered.

“Something, apparently,” Topinr replied, gruffly.

Ulantr lay prone, legs straightened out and head propped up, tensirs flickering with light. The Silvereds attending him kept a noticeable distance, but Topinr waved them off anyway. He dropped down. “What’s happened to you?” Ulantr’s eyes flashed again, although Topinr appeared unfazed.

“Hespinr?”

“No, it’s me, Topinr.”

“Tell me.” Ulantr jolted.

“You don’t want to start first?” Topinr guffawed.

Ulantr’s eyes flashed again. “Tell… me.”

“The evacuations from Upper-Sunsprit and Under-Sunsprit have stalled. There are fresh rumours the Hybrid entity is coming this way, but we have no reason to believe…” Topinr shot the others a glance, causing Paran to raise an eyebrow. “Hespinr has not yet returned. Mnosr and Aivinr are both dead. The remnants of the Administration forces went on a rampage across Ringscape. Most of the other cities fared worse than Sunsprit. We successfully liaised with the research towers, as you ordered. All responded except two. Sarsmin was inadvertently found and then destroyed by fleeing Administration troops, and Decammerit failed to respond, which is understandable given the paranoia of attack. There’s an unconfirmed report that Osr…” Topinr made a faint guttural sound. “Osr sent them a message, one of the last he sent. Perhaps he told them to brace their defences in preparation.”

“There will be… time for that. We need… to establish control. To… not let… destroy ourselves. There are things we must do. And…” Ulantr trailed off, his head rocking back.

The burly soldier with the scorched patch of hair across his side approached and spoke to Geadr, the words barely audible. Geadr looked between Topinr and Ulantr. “There is a rumour Hespinr was seen in Upper-Sunsprit, searching for Osr, not long ago.”

Ulantr’s eyes flashed.

“What’s happened to you, Ulantr?” Topinr asked again, staring at his dimming eyes.

Ulantr’s tensirs twitched violently. “Memories, Topinr… Integration that is… difficult to contain.” Topinr was about to reply when Ulantr continued, speaking so quietly they all leant closer. “The research tower. Upperside or… Underside?”

“Decammerit? Upperside. Not far from Upper-Sunsprit. Under the command of a scientist called Connr.”

Ulantr’s arms flexed, he pushed against the ground in the feeble attempt to rise. “Connr…” His eyes flashed again. “You must go… there. Decammerit. For Hespinr to be seen… in Upper-Sunsprit, and then… to disappear. Must have been important. Perhaps he was… following those last orders by Osr. If he has gone there, you must go.”

“You’re sure?”

“We need to… know, Topinr.”

“I’m sorry, Ulantr.” Paran motioned to himself and Yena. “But we need to find Kera and Diyan.”

“This is more… important. You… must help us.”

Paran swore and looked at Yena.

“What about the Breaker entity? The Hybrid.” The words burst out from Bomera. “What if the rumours are true? Do we now evacuate from Little-Sunsprit too?”

“Evacuate—” Ulantr’s head slumped forward. He was gone.

Paran held Yena back, allowing the Silvered attendants to rush in.

Topinr held his gaze on Ulantr for a moment then turned to face the others. “Sounds like we need to prepare for a second evacuation, out of Sunsprit altogether. Once that is set in motion, we lead an advance to Decammerit.” He eyed Paran and Yena. “And you will tell me what exactly happened to Ulantr.”
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Denial of Consequence

Ilouden’s loud voice contrasted with Hespinr’s quieter, deep rumble as they argued. They sat in complete darkness since Hespinr had decided to refrain from generating kilthis.

“Hespinr, waging war on what’s left of the Roranians… Roranians! I’m a Roranian!”

“It is not war if it is necessary for our safety.”

“That makes no sense! Didn’t you listen to Osr?”

“I did. Osr specifically offered it as one of the choices. Don’t forget, Ilouden, you Roranians started the conflicts between us.”

“I’ve lived in Vaesian cities all my life.”

Hespinr generated a small kilthis. “No, you haven’t. You were in Fadin.”

“As a spy for you! For us!”

Connr’s voice came again. “See how they lie, Hespinr, how they try to trick you. Osr sent you here for my counsel. He knew I would help you to understand.”

“Understand what?” Ilouden shouted. “Osr didn’t trust you, did he? He took the glazers from you!”

“Osr was a fool!”

“Ha!” Ilouden smiled victoriously. “Hespinr will never do what you ask. Never! Go on, tell him, Hespinr!” He frowned. “Hespinr? Come on, you know Osr was no fool. Connr is dangerous, you must see that.”

Connr’s guffaw sounded. “It seems you are wrong, Roranian.”

“Hespinr…” Ilouden looked at his friend.

“Osr did not know everything and times have changed,” Hespinr replied. “The brightening of the Haze Rings shows that. Nothing is as it was.”

Ilouden gritted his teeth. “You’re different, that’s what’s changed.”

“Ilouden, the choice you want me to take is dangerous for my species. What if Osr misunderstood, and the Ancient Vaesians were victims of a great attack? We need to be able to defend ourselves.”

“That doesn’t mean it was us.”

“But even Osr’s plan, there’s no guarantee he was right, that this ecosystem would spontaneously reemerge. And who’s to say that would solve anything?”

Ilouden shook his head. “I’m not saying that’s right, either. You don’t have to do that, just don’t use the glazers as a weapon. Don’t use them to attack Roranian cities.”

“I need to think.”

Ilouden turned and banged his fists on the wall, shouting expletives.

*

Ilouden listened as Connr spoke to Hespinr, long since having given up interjecting, his face locked in contempt.

“Not giving me control would make you a traitor, Hespinr. Don’t you see that?” Connr’s disembodied voice implored the captive Silvered. “Don’t let this spy make you think otherwise.”

Ilouden snorted.

“I’m no traitor,” Hespinr said.

“Then don’t become one. Osr gave you a choice, we both know what you must do. You don’t even believe in the alternative. Neither does this filthy Roranian.”

Ilouden scrunched his face. “Oh, come on.”

“Hespinr, I understand the tetibatic pull of the alternative, but you must separate truth from hope. Of the two choices, only one makes sense. Logic dictates what you must do.”

“I could do nothing.”

Connr’s tone changed. “Osr was old and no longer fit to rule. The one good thing he did was to pass this control to you. You understand, Hespinr. You will do the right thing.”

“The right thing would be for you to inspect a thermal ejection rifle while cleaning its activator.” Ilouden chuckled.

“I believe we’ve heard enough from you, dirty Roranian.”

“Dirty now?”

Ilouden fell back into the opening of a passage as the wall section behind him disappeared. Two guards grabbed him while three others brandished warning kilthis at Hespinr, who sprung ready to lunge.

Connr stood to the side. “You are taking too long in your choice, Hespinr. This forces us to act. And do not think, when we are done, that you can afford to muse endlessly. Sooner or later, I will figure out how to control the glazers, with or without your help.” He gestured to the struggling Ilouden. “I am glad we did not dispose of this Roranian because it appears you value his words. So…” He muttered something incomprehensible and the guards dragged Ilouden off. The wall rematerialised and Hespinr was alone, just as his violent kilthis struck the part of the wall in front of where Connr had stood. Connr’s voice sounded. “We will look to persuade you through other means.”

Hespinr generated kilthis after kilthis and charged at the wall, to no avail.




73

Failure of Course

Kera and Diyan’s message warning of the Hybrid blasted omnidirectionally as they sped toward Ringscape. Unfortunately, more ships had passed with few convinced. Weak emergency signals and distress pleas sometimes just made it back to them, before being attenuated to nothingness by the thick atmosphere. The haze winds showed no signs of abating – if anything, the winds had become more turbulent.

Diyan checked his health metrics. The gash along his cheek had disappeared and the other minor wounds inflicted by Commander Miren were mostly healed. Shortly, he would be fine. He cricked his neck to the side. “Do you think about Otherness, Kera?”

“All the time. Why? Don’t you think about Wiln?”

He nodded. “All the time, too.”

“They took better care of us than we ever knew.”

Diyan fiddled with the side of his seat. “If they’d made it into the Source, they’d have solved everything.”

Kera chuckled. “They’d have dealt with it all like it was nothing. I miss them for that, how easy it was. And I also miss them because… they were a part of us. Every bit as much as Paran and Yena, and their c-automs too.”

“I hope they’re not dead, or their machine-lect equivalent. I hope they berthed safely.”

“They can’t be dead, Diyan.”

He looked over. Kera was wiping her eyes dry. He reached over and squeezed her shoulder. “Do you know where they are?”

She shrugged. “Fadin. Upper-Fadin, somewhere. All the repositories were taken there, but I never knew exactly where, I was never able to find out. Once we find Paran and Yena, we’ll find them too.”

She checked the extremities of the sensors, scouring for any signs of the Hybrid behind, or approaching ships ahead. Meanwhile, Diyan brought up the current sensor readings and checked the bloom’s emergency supports. His seat curled up to provide an elbow rest as he nestled his palm under his chin. He brought up a three-dimensional holo of the bloom supports, spinning them around, tapping parts for further analysis and data labels then moving to the next. A small holo screen to his side took his attention.

“Kera, there’s something I’m concerned about.”

Her eyes flicked across, spying the bloom support information. “They’ll hold, stop worrying.”

“Not that.” Diyan ended the bloom analysis, expanded a smaller holo screen and flicked a copy over. “I’ve checked and re-checked.”

Kera dismissed her holos and scanned Diyan’s. “We’ve said already the Haze Rings shouldn’t be this bright and the winds shouldn’t be this strong. Something’s happening, but there’s nothing we can do, Diyan.”

Diyan cancelled the extraneous data on the mirrored holo. “Not the environment, our trajectories through it. And the Hybrid’s. Look.” He highlighted the Hybrid’s path. “We’ve assumed the Hybrid’s been coming for us, all this time. And now it seems to be headed for Sunsprit too. Upper-Sunsprit, just like us.”

“Exactly. It’s following us.”

“No, actually. Not necessarily.”

She looked at him. “What?”

“We’ve adapted our course to make allowances for the stronger haze winds, giving our path this curve.” He highlighted the depictions of Barrenscape and Ringscape. The Hybrid and their ship appeared between them, their paths plotted in glowing lines. The Hybrid’s position was estimated from the information encoded in the distress signals sent back by the passing, doomed ships. Despite the Hybrid’s erratic wobbles, its expected path was still straight, linearly targeting Upper-Sunsprit, while theirs had a series of delicate meanders. “We’re not actually moving directly toward Sunsprit right now, not exactly, even though that’s our endpoint.”

Kera nodded. “We’re still going the fastest route for us, accounting for the winds and…” She slowed. “I see… the Hybrid’s path doesn’t seem to have changed at all.”

“Yes. Kera, I think it might not be chasing us, it’s actually—”

“It’s going to Upper-Sunsprit, whatever the scenario. With or without us.”

“Yes.”

“Certain?”

“That’s what this information’s telling us.”

“Could the Hybrid be mistaking our position?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Or extrapolating our own trajectory? Understanding where we’re headed?”

Diyan shook his head. “I thought about that. But, if it were capable or cared enough, then surely it’d be capable of masking its plans, too. So that doesn’t make sense. No, I think it’s headed to Upper-Sunsprit, irrespective of us.” His suit injected relaxants into his body and his voice deepened. “Upper-Sunsprit is its next target.”

Kera clenched her jaw. “Then it’s more important than ever we get there first. Okay, let’s keep an eye on it, Diyan, but I think you’re right.” She cursed. “We need to know if anything changes.”

Diyan immersed himself in a full simulation, sucking in all the available information, checking everything. More ships were detected ahead – as usual, misguidedly attempting to escape Ringscape for Barrenscape. Kera raised another open channel.

“Turn around.”

Their replies came. Same as the others, they were adamant. “No!”
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Hidden Reasons

Connr’s voice broke the silence. Hespinr rose immediately with a pair of kilthis, aggressively posed.

“The spy returns.”

“Show yourself Connr.”

The wall in front of Hespinr disappeared, a mass of kilthis glowed down the corridor. Hespinr waited. Ilouden was tossed back into the small prison, crumpling into a heap. The wall reappeared, sealing them in. Hespinr rushed over and rolled Ilouden onto his front, examining with the light of a kilthis.

“Ilouden!”

Ilouden’s body shook with convulsions. His regwear top was hoisted up, revealing an open wound lined with scorch marks. Burns littered his face, blood streamed from his mouth.

“Ilouden, can you hear me?” Hespinr peered into his eyes. “Ilouden, say something to me.”

“You could have prevented this. The Roranian will survive this time. Just.”

Ilouden’s body stopped convulsing. His eyes closed and his body slackened.

*

Ilouden stirred with Hespinr by his side, kilthis glowing.

“Hespinr…”

“I am sorry, Ilouden. I did not mean for any of this.”

Blood no longer streamed from Ilouden’s mouth and the burns across his face had already healed significantly. He still convulsed, though weaker than before. He grunted as he fought to raise his head and peer at his torso. The open wound had also started healing.

“I know.” He reached out a shaky hand to grab Hespinr’s tensirs. “We heal fast. What’s a little… kilthis to the chest… to worry about? Although…” He raised a limp finger to his torso and prodded. “Those Matter Manipulators had a fiddle too…” He chuckled as his eyes rolled up again and his movements stopped.

“Hespinr.” It was Connr.

“Show yourself.”

“Hespinr, be reasonable. Understand that I am serious, as you must be. I need control of the glazers. We need—”

“Release us immediately.”

“When you cooperate.”

“You have gone too far.”

“Give me what I need.”

“You cannot do this, Connr.”

“Hespinr, understand this. You may think I am cruel, but that is nothing compared to what will happen if I lose control of Decammerit. Understand their fear, Hespinr, of all those under me. Their justified fear.”

“You are the one who is afraid, Connr.”

“The Source is changing. Our civilisation is crumbling. Everything on Ringscape is going to die. I need control over the glazers. We can fix this.” Connr paused. “No one will come for you. The council is no more and Decammerit is hidden.”

“Osr was right not to trust you.”

“He didn’t even trust himself, that is why he gave you control. And you do not understand what you possess. You must give it to me.”

“Take it from me.”

*

It had been some time since Connr had tried to convince Hespinr again. Ilouden rested against the wall with his upper body propped up. His wounds were healed to the point he could stay awake.

Ilouden licked congealed blood from his lips. “Maybe Connr’s right.”

Hespinr looked at his friend. “Your humour has worsened.”

Ilouden laughed and winced. “Ouch!” He inhaled sharply. “From a certain perspective, I mean, Connr could be a version of right. I won’t say there isn’t a logic to it. But the thing is, that isn’t the version of right you want, is it?”

“Stop being confusing. I don’t know what is right anymore, Ilouden, nor what you mean.”

“I’ve been doing some thinking.”

“You’ve barely been awake.”

“I’m being serious.”

“Nothing good you’ve ever said has started with that.”

Ilouden pushed himself up further. “Have you considered why it was Osr chose you to go to Fadin?” He lifted his regwear top to inspect his torso. “Or, more specifically, us?”

“Us?” Hespinr flicked his tensirs lazily against the wall. “It was me, not us.”

Ilouden pulled his regwear top back down. “Osr sent us together, to Fadin. He told you to take me to find the Repository Storage Cavern with you. He probably knew how I’d react when you said the true plan was to destroy the c-autom repositories.” Ilouden swore. “He probably even knew I’d be here, listening to his message with you.”

Hespinr’s tensirs froze. “What are you saying?”

“Osr was smart. He always knew what he was doing.”

“Continue.”

“Maybe this wasn’t just a choice for you. Maybe it was a choice for me too. He picked you because of your experiences, he said as much. And that must include your friends. Me, Diyan…”

“We don’t know where they are. They left us.”

“Or they’re embroiled in something just like us. Look, right now, Connr is behaving as badly as the Administration ever did. Neither of our species is different in that regard. But we’re here together, and we’re friends.”

Hespinr guffawed. “Sometimes.”

“Oi!” Ilouden winced again and brought a hand to his torso.

“An attempt at humour. I’m sorry.”

Ilouden waved his hand. Hespinr expanded his current kilthis and revolved it. He created another one with his other tensirs, allowing them both to increase and decrease in size.

“What’re you doing?” Ilouden asked.

“Thinking.” Hespinr extinguished one of the kilthis. “So why did Osr give me a choice at all if he already knew which one I’d pick? That’s what you’re suggesting, isn’t it?”

Ilouden pursed his lips. “I think Osr presented you with the two options he thought most likely. He couldn’t hide Connr’s plan.”

“I’d find out anyway.”

“Exactly. But like I said, Osr was smart. Even if his dream isn’t exactly believable, it involves cooperation between the Roranians and the Vaesians. We’d all be creating something together. That’s the only way we’ll survive. That’s the true choice.”

“So, whether it works or not, it’ll have… worked.”

“Yes.”

Hespinr extinguished the kilthis, plunging them into darkness, then rekindled another. With his free tensirs, he picked up the activent. “I always wondered why Osr picked me to lead the Vaesians. Was it all for this?” He paused. “Why did Osr send us to destroy the c-autom repositories then?”

“Even though we failed?”

“Yes, even though we failed. Was it just too great a risk to leave them?”

Ilouden tipped his head to the side. “Or, Osr truly believed in his dream. He must have. If peace between Vaesians and Roranians were to fail, you’d have a better chance of taking control of all the skimmers to enact his plan.”

“There’s just the problem of the Influx Collective then.”

Ilouden grimaced. “Perhaps—”

Connor’s voice reverberated. “Time is running out. We may be the last Vaesian stronghold left. Is this the peace you wish for, Hespinr?”
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Captured Overthrow

Mericadal clenched his fists and smiled, surveying his most recent handiwork. He rose into the air. The journey was not long. He circled and picked his target.

“What is below, Mericadal?”

“The Fendari settlement.”

They dropped. A packed oval-type layout resolved through the thick atmosphere, with metallic ridges lining smaller circular plains, each concentrically outlining further and merging into a greater ovallic pattern. Colourful edifices adorned the ridges, throbbing irregularly from side to side. Liquid throughways passed across the ridges, with torrents of yellow fluid washing through different parts of the city, splitting off into tributaries that themselves split, ending in sharp spikes at the centres of each circular plain. Radially outwards, the city darkened, pure black at its perimeter – all the Roranians had ever known of Fendari colour – significantly contrasting to the city’s innards. The contrasting parts were divided by a high unbroken wall, serving as an outward-facing façade for the rest of Ringscape.

Mericadal pointed near the middle of the outer perimeter. “Their entertaining district. And all for show, it appears. Quite the deceivers, don’t you think?”

Rushes of individual Fendari occasionally moved across flat areas between the ridges. Each Fendari was a shade of yellow, the exact colour increasing in vividity toward the city centre.

“They’re tiny,” Vodal said. “They’re supposed to be dark, like you, or a Nesch, and about Vaesian-size. They look nothing like what they’re supposed to. Mericadal, this isn’t the Fendari settlement.”

“It is.”

Mericadal landed on two Fendari, trampling them under his feet into the retervope surface. Their bodies smudged into yellow liquid that pooled around him. The hundreds of other nearby Fendari immediately froze. Each was Roranian knee-height, with three arm-length, cylindrical appendages affixed about a central circular nub with a scattering of dark spots down one side. Three swaying edifices were equidistant around the area, rising many multiples of Mericadal’s height, and even wider than they were high. Each was cuboidal and stretched, with the flattened sides consistently pinching out as though from internal puncture attempts.

“They look more like playpieces. Perhaps these are machines.”

“They are not machines.”

“What’s that?” Vodal’s eyes bulged toward a small rod with a clawed end sticking out of the ground.

“Hmm.”

The Fendari around them melted fast, joining into a single liquid pool. Mericadal looked to his feet – the yellow liquid had washed away to join the rest. Only a small, cleared perimeter was left, with them at the centre. The yellow pool swelled, amassing to a height approaching that of Vodal’s eyes and then higher, all the way to Mericadal’s full height. It stopped and drained, excesses sucked away, revealing residue forms – thousands of vivid, shining yellow, Mericadal-sized Vaesian figurines. One approached in an odd rendering of the triple-legged gait, planting itself in front of Mericadal. It spoke in guttural Vaesian.

“They think you’re Vaesian.”

“They’re stupid,” Mericadal replied. “I always hated dealing with them.”

The figurines changed, parts flowing off, including the one stood at the front. Liquid pooled around their fresh feet and drained away. A Mericadal-sized Roranian stood there, naked, with plain features and a bald head.

“Now they think we’re Roranian,” Vodal said.

Mericadal smacked Vodal’s lips. “Shhh.”

The front Fendari spoke in perfect Roranian, with clear Under-Fadin, overfamiliar twang. “You’ve enough going on in your own cities to bother us, you daft thing.” Only the lips moved, the rest of the face blank.

“My cities?”

“You’re Roranian, no? You look like one. But you’re big. Thickset. A suit, something like that?”

“I never saw you like this.” Mericadal pointed away. “You’re darker out there.”

The front Fendari pulled a surprised expression, forced. “For real?”

“You’re not yellow for a start.” Mericadal chuckled. “And you clearly have some pretty sophisticated ways of tricking our spies, despite your stupidity. We knew none of this.”

“Stupidity? Don’t be silly. You’re from the Administration then?”

“Formerly.”

“Then I was the Ambassador.”

Mericadal paused and looked at Vodal. “Right.”

“So, what’re you doing here?”

“You’ll see.”

“To be honest, we’re kind of shocked you came essentially uninvited.”

“Oh, are you now?”

“Yeah. You didn’t lodge a request, did you?”

The edifice behind the Ambassador took Mericadal’s attention. He peered more closely and smiled. “We never knew.”

“You didn’t know you never lodged a request? Come on now.”

Mericadal shook his head. “These empty spaces you have, what are they for?”

Again, the forced surprise. “Walking. You know, we need to move from place to place.”

Mericadal nodded to the small rod with the clawed end that Vodal had noticed. “And that?”

The Ambassador did not turn. “Sounds like you’re no longer with the Administration. That about right?”

“Completely.”

“You’re alone then?”

“Utterly.”

“You represent no one.”

“No one you’d understand.”

The Ambassador smiled, still with a generally blank face. The tone changed, the levity gone. “That is part of a Prietman from a killing.”

Mericadal tutted. “What for?”

“They eat us, we consume them. More of the latter. It’s perpetual, you might say, except there’re less of them now so we’re on the up.” As though in demonstration, the nearest Roranian figurine to the Prietman appendage stuck its leg out, fluid running across its body and onto the appendage. Once the appendage was completely covered and shining yellow, it melted and pooled across to the originating Roranian figurine, which was now visibly larger. “We know it’s distasteful, but we enjoy it. And now that you know…” The Ambassador stood back. Two other Roranian figurines rushed into it, merging with a squelch, adding more bulk. Four others similarly joined, then eight. The process continued until none were left except the giant Ambassador, towering over Mericadal, many times his size.

“Ambassador or Amassador?” Vodal asked.

Mericadal chuckled. “Definitely no longer just an influx, are you? Oh, look at that.” The Ambassador raised a giant knee and stomped. When it removed the leg, Mericadal was still standing there, smiling. “Influx Vodal, see how they attack me?”

The giant Ambassador stomped again, a number of times, trying different positions – to no effect whatsoever. It even jumped, landing with such force the nearby edifices wobbled furiously. After a few more attempts, it began to separate, reversing the amalgamation process, individual Roranian figurines squelching out in the same formation as before.

The Ambassador’s forced surprise returned. “Don’t hold a mistake against us, friend.”

“No harm done.” Mericadal waved his hand magnanimously. “What would happen, Ambassador, if every captive Prietman was released?” Mericadal pointed at the largest angrily bulging edifice behind the Ambassador. “I can see they’re contained within those structures. Food storage, I assume. What happens if they escape?”

The Ambassador did not bother with surprise this time. “Total annihilation, silly. There are too many. They’re too vicious and angry.”

“Hahaha. Hahaha.”

Mericadal slapped Vodal. “Then welcome to the end.” He rose into the air, toward the nearest swaying edifice, grabbed at the yellow, gel-type surface and ripped across. The covering split like bursting flesh, peeling backwards, spilling thousands of trapped prisoners across the flat area. Cloaks swirled, sharp, spindly legs clattered and cut against one another. Prietman after Prietman hit the ground running. They spread across the open area, toward the bright yellow figurines and out to the rest of the city. A nearby Prietman paused at a retreating yellow pool, scuttle-pouncing onto it, legs somehow holding the squirming liquid in place. A trunk descended from the centre of the Prietman’s base and it sucked the liquid up. Another edifice was punctured, and another, unleashing yet more Prietman prisoners. The Ambassador was pounced upon and promptly imbibed.

“Someone had to save them.” Mericadal rose into the air. “The more rebellions the merrier, eh?”

“And of the Priet—”

“Oh, I’ll come for them later.”
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Relinquished Wisdom

The group of ten drew toward Decammerit, the research tower under Connr’s control, at a fast pace. Yena, Paran, Topinr, Bomera, Lellara, Geadr – the soldier with the armour half-torn at the shoulder – and four other Vaesians they had taken with them – two soldiers capable of generating kilthis and two large non-Silvered guards holding chunky rifle-type weapons. Bomera and Lellara had shoulder-slung thermal ejection rifles. Muvaeyt wisps streamed behind them. Paran and Topinr led at the front.

“Believe me, Topinr, if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it.”

“Neither you nor Yena are good at lying, I believe you.”

Paran looked at his friend. “That’s it?”

“I’ve had many surprises in my life, some with you, Paran. When we found our hidden city in Barrenscape, I suspected some things, mused on certain… aspects of our past. I had many discussions with Osr. So, to learn that being Silvered is typical for our kind, well…” Topinr guffawed.

Paran chuckled. “That’s what you’ve focused on? Not the great wars, not the fleet of Vaesian ships that weren’t sent by Tapache after all, but that?”

“The benefit of a long life is perspective.”

“In Barrenscape, when we learnt the Vaesians had a role in the Breaker’s past, you weren’t so… relaxed about it.”

“And I’ve since understood that dwelling on what we cannot change has its own time.” Topinr spread his arms out, signalling a halt. He shoved a clump of muvaeyt into his mouth and looked around. “For now, I have my role, as do you. And once we’re done, we’ll return to Sunsprit to help with the evacuation.”

Lellara caught up, panting. “Would’ve been a lot easier with a few glazers!” She pulled her facepiece down and leaned over, resting her hands on her knees.

“They’re needed for Sunsprit’s evacuation.” Topinr bent over to grab some retervope and threw it forward. The spray impacted against a flat, invisible barrier, falling flat to the ground. He gestured for them to fan out in a line. “We’re here.”

They assembled in a row facing the featureless, seemingly barren expanse. Blue mist wafted around them.

“Interesting.” Yena’s faceplate slid away. “I’m not finding anything.”

“It’s disorienting, isn’t it,” Lellara said.

“You never know where you are anyway, Lellara.” Bomera rolled her eyes as she pulled her facepiece down. She pointed nearby. “Look at the retervope. It’s been smoothed, clearly. Someone covered the tracks from our glazers before.” She swept the ground with her foot and unearthed a food packet. “Remember dropping this, Lellara?”

Lellara picked it up and pocketed it. “You’re right.” She froze. “Wait, that means—”

“They ignored us the first time,” Geadr shouted from the other end of the line. “And they know we’re here.”

“Now what?” Yena asked, watching as both Bomera and Lellara raised their hands to their ears. Topinr was opening his mouth extremely wide. His neck straightened and pivoted diagonally backwards from the base. Faint blue prominences escaped his mouth. “What—”

“Connr!”

Paran and Yena winced as their faceplates closed.

“Connr!”

Topinr slackened and stopped after repeating his call several times. Paran and Yena glared at him.

“Thanks for the warning,” Paran said.

“Now what?” Yena asked.

“Now, we wait.”

“What if they don’t reply? It’ll be just like last time…” Bomera trailed off. “What’s that?” She knelt down to investigate.

“I dropped another food packet?” Lellara said.

“No, it’s too big…” Bomera swept the retervope off. “It’s… a thermal ejection rifle! Well, sort of.” She lifted it up. “It’s half-melted, looks like a kilthis impact.”

“Be ready.” Topinr brewed a pair of kilthis, along with the other Silvereds, his torso beginning to glow faint silver. “Ulantr really wants us to enter this time. We’ll use force if we need—”

“You won’t be using force.”

The words hung in the air.

“Connr?” Topinr dissipated his kilthis.

“Who are you?”

“Topinr. I’ve been sent directly by Ulantr, to find Hespinr.”

“Ulantr, child of Osr?”

“Yes.”

“Ulantr is young.”

“He sent me here all the same.”

“You’re looking for Hespinr?”

Topinr straightened his neck. “The Breaker is stronger than ever before. It has hybridised and gained new abilities, including the means for aerial transport. It is coming for Sunsprit. Upper-Sunsprit. Ulantr has sent us here to find Hespinr, and—”

“Are we in this Hybrid’s path?”

Topinr paused. “Is Hespinr with you? I must speak with him immediately. He may be with a Roranian called Ilouden.”

“Let us think.”

“Think?”

There was no response to Topinr.

“Connr, you must reveal this facility and admit us.”

Nothing. Topinr pivoted his neck back and opened his mouth wide. “Open to us, now!” His cry went unmet.

Bomera unclamped her hands from her ears. “Are we sure Hespinr’s there?”

“We must force our way in,” Geadr said. “Connr’s actions are strange.”

Topinr shoved a clump of muvaeyt into his mouth. “I agree.”

The other Silvereds similarly chewed more muvaeyt and regenerated large kilthis, their torso glows magnified by hair-matted armour. All Vaesians had their legs bent, bodies upright – battle stances. Paran and Yena triggered multiple weapons systems to full alert, while Bomera and Lellara pulled their facepieces up and activated their rifles.

“Any reason you’re gobbling muvaeyt like it’s about to evaporate?” Paran asked.

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to.”

“I think I’d prefer to know.”

“Part of this facility’s role was to train Silvereds with abilities.”

“Actually, maybe I didn’t need to know that.”

Yena swore. “So they’re extremely dangerous?”

Topinr expanded his kilthis. “Just don’t mention that to Paran.”

A wide blue cloud shimmered into existence before them, extending far past the sides of their makeshift line.

Yena opened a private communication channel with Paran. “I’ll bet there’s a lot of them.”

“I know, lucky us.”

“They don’t look too talkative.”

“This Connr’s gone rogue.”

Bright balls coalesced within the haze, growing in intensity. Without further orders from Topinr, everyone opened fire. An incoming torrent of kilthis met their offence. Paran pushed Topinr away, rolling to the other side as a barrage of kilthis impacted the ground from above. A raft of winged, glowing Silvereds descended from the sky, each wearing large wing-packs and clad in dark regwear-like combat gear. Paran’s semi-automated projectiles downed two of them, while ancillary energetic weapons followed up for good measure. He twisted to the side, narrowly avoiding the powerful reach of a Silvered guard, then grabbed the outstretched limb and pulled the attacker over his shoulder.

Yena whirred forward, allowing Paran to concentrate more on the threat above while she focused on the ground. More a vague stream of matter than solid, she dodged the attacks, deflecting the majority of kilthis, and thrust herself into the bright wall of attackers, sending them flying to the sides. Topinr, Geadr, and the four other Vaesians fired their weapons and released fast kilthis, similarly speeding forward, dodging some blasts, struck by others. Bomera and Lellara rolled far to the side and provided as much cover as they could, firing precisely. A Silvered appeared in front of Bomera, kilthis brimming, armour shining. She threw the discarded, broken thermal ejection rifle she had previously uncovered into the air and pulled Lellara into a backward roll, then targeted the broken rifle – it exploded over the Silvered. Lellara recovered quickly on her knees, taking successful aim at a Silvered to their side. She flashed a smile at Bomera just before a kilthis struck her shoulder and sent her spinning back. Bomera screamed and ran over to Lellara, using her own body as a shield. A targeted kilthis reached her and she slumped over Lellara.

The two guards were dead from Connr’s attack. Topinr, Geadr and the other soldiers were engaged in aggressive close combat. Paran and Yena released automated weaponry, while pummelling the Silvered attackers with pure force, felling each with single blows. Whenever Yena or Paran was forced back or knocked off-guard, their chemical thrusters compensated and pushed them back, albeit a little slower each time.

*

Paran, Yena, Topinr and Geadr were each held on either side by two guards, with others brandishing large kilthis at them. Paran and Yena were unhurt but incapacitated, their suits low on power and depleted of offensive capabilities. The other Vaesians of their group were dead on the ground. Bomera lay slumped over Lellara, both motionless.

Topinr glared as Decammerit’s authority stood before them, his dark silver hair wafting about as he fidgeted. “You won’t see another day, Connr.”

Connr glimpsed the sky above. “Perhaps this day will never end.”

“Why?”

Connr peered from captive to captive. “I won’t let you take Hespinr. I need him. He will provide the access I need—”

A loud bang accompanied a slackening of Connr’s body. His form lost tension and he crumpled down, his torso smoking. Lellara rose to her knees, blood dripping from the wound at her shoulder. She threw the thermal ejection rifle to the side and fell over Bomera. “She needs help!”

Yena pulled herself free of the slack guards, their focus on Connr’s lifeless body, and rushed over. Topinr similarly shook himself free. “Help her.” He grabbed the nearest guard by the arm, shaking him roughly. “Now.” The guard glanced at a some of the others and they hurried over to Bomera. Topinr took the attention of the rest. “And you lot, take us to Hespinr.”

A wide tower appeared. Decammerit, akin to the great towers outside Sunsprit’s now-fallen dome, covered in retervope, thin indents around the base betraying a history of repair.

Topinr turned to Geadr. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine.”

“Then return to Sunsprit immediately. If Ulantr has awoken, tell him we have found Hespinr. Once I am done here, I shall follow.”
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Replaced Garrison

Hespinr lay with his back on the floor and his legs perpendicularly raised against the wall, drumming rhythmic triples. He played with a small kilthis, moving it from side to side above his head, then expelled it up to the ceiling. As it impacted, the small prison filled with light. He generated another.

“Having fun?” Ilouden asked.

“It fills the time.” Hespinr swung his legs down from the wall, deftly bringing them under his body and revolving into a sitting position. He generated two small kilthis, bringing them closer and allowing them to merge.

“What are you thinking?”

Hespinr’s deep voice hummed. “Many things.”

“And?”

Hespinr separated the kilthis again, resting his tensirs on two of his legs, allowing the kilthis to bobble above. “If Eoledon wasn’t lying, then these abilities we have…” He flicked a kilthis higher then pulled it back. “They’re really part of who we are. It makes you wonder, doesn’t it?” He moved one of the kilthis toward his face. “I’ve never thought to question them much, but now, I want to understand them. Are they weapons? Are they more?”

“You’re using them to light this place, aren’t you? So they’re not just weapons.”

“True.” Hespinr expanded the kilthis, increasing the light. “How’re your wounds?”

Ilouden pulled up his regwear top. The injury had healed from the outside, although the flesh was still off-colour. “I won’t be beating you in races anytime soon, but it’s getting there.” He pointed to the empty food packets. “I’m starving.” He looked up. “Connr, can you hear me? Give us something to eat!” There was no response. “He’s being less talkative, isn’t he? Maybe he regrets what he’s done.”

“Or he’s thinking up a new way to torture you.”

“That’s not a good joke!”

“I wasn’t joking.”

Ilouden’s face lost some of its colour. “Really?”

The wall behind Ilouden disappeared, as it had before, and he fell backwards, shouting profanities. Immediately, Hespinr was beside him, kilthis brimming, staring into the dark corridor while Ilouden heaved himself up.

“Show yourself!” Hespinr said. He held up the activent and brandished an expanding kilthis toward it. “If you harm Ilouden again, I will destroy this, and not even the Breaker could make me decide otherwise.”

“Well, the Breaker’s no longer even the Breaker anyway. Haven’t you heard?”

Ilouden raised an eyebrow. “Eh?”

“And even then, I’m the only Vaesian that ever survived it.”

Ilouden frowned. “You’re…”

A new Silvered with a lightly glowing chest strode in, guffawing curtly.

“Topinr!” Ilouden shouted, as others followed Topinr in. “And… oh, we finally meet, in the flesh.” Ilouden grinned. “Paran, and you must be Yena. Are you here to save us?”

“Someone had to.” Topinr held up some food packets. “Someone’s hungry?” He peered at the activent. “And what’s so special about that?”

*

Connr’s body was laid on a platform beside the others killed during Decammerit’s assault. Hespinr’s gaze followed as the platform rose higher into the tower and disappeared through to the level above. A small group of Silvereds waited for orders.

“Evaluate everyone. If we cannot treat them here, we’ll send for help.” They hurried off.

By Hespinr’s side, Ilouden was struggling to lean forward, with Yena pushing him down. “I’m fine!”

Yena held Ilouden. “I’ve almost finished. Wait.”

“Really, you don’t need to…” His expression slackened.

Yena turned to Hespinr, satisfied. “He’ll heal mostly on his own, as long as he rests. I’ve given him some of my suit’s relaxants, but they’re probably going to make him a little delirious since they’re meant for me. It’s best he doesn’t move.”

“That will be hard for him.”

“You can talk!” Ilouden blurted out.

Wounded Vaesians lay on surfaces similar to Ilouden around the various glazer experiments. Bomera and Lellara were laid out at the other end of the tower level. They had been talking with Paran and Topinr, who now made their way over.

Yena looked at Hespinr. “I’m not sure about Vaesian physiology, but we can heal ourselves, usually.” She patted Ilouden’s arm. “It just takes time.”

“You’re nice, I like you. Hespinr! She’s great, isn’t she?” Ilouden’s eyes rolled around. “Kera can be stern. Osr was stern.” He scrunched his face. “I miss him.”

“You’ll stay here and recover.” Hespinr turned to meet Topinr and Paran.

Topinr expelled a blue wisp. “And you’ll need to stay here too, Hespinr.”

Hespinr’s head jerked back. “From what you’ve told me, I am needed in Sunsprit. I must see Ulantr.”

“Oh, we haven’t told you the half of it yet. And you’re going to be very interested, believe me. But, if what you’ve told us is true…” Topinr gestured to the shock-adapted glazers. “Then you’re in charge of a powerful option we can’t put at risk, Hespinr.”

“I could activate the glazers now. You need me in Sunsprit.”

“That would be premature. Just as much a risk.” Paran looked around the level. “You need to make sure you’re fully in charge before doing anything like that.”

“Can they still be used as glazers?” Yena asked. “For the evacuation of Sunsprit?”

Ilouden leant up. “No, Connr said they’re no longer good for transport—” He was helplessly pushed back by Yena. “He said I was filthy.”

“Lie still!”

“You’re supposed to be the nice one!”

She forced a smile. “This is nice.”

“You’re strong. I like it.” His lips formed a snarl. “Grr.”

Topinr looked at them. “We need to tell Ulantr everything – about this shock technology and what Osr told you, his plan… It changes everything. And in the meantime, Hespinr, you should prepare Decammerit to receive evacuees from Sunsprit.”

“If Ulantr is awake,” Paran said.

“Does he still go by Ulantr?” Ilouden asked. “Or do we call him Echoes of Ulantr?” He glanced at Yena, smiling victoriously as she smirked. She kept a hand firmly planted on his chest. “I’ll be Echoes of Ilouden. Thank you.”

“Is Ulantr compromised?” Hespinr asked.

“No… Not in the way you might think,” Yena said. “He’s different now. But he’s also still Ulantr.”

“Fine. I will stay and prepare. You three, go. Find Ulantr. We will be waiting.”

“We’re always waiting.” Ilouden began gurning.

Hespinr peered at Ilouden. “Will he be like this for the rest of his life?”

Yena grinned. “These effects will wear off soon.”

“How soon?”

“No longer than a day, but probably less.”

“The day’s never going to end!” Ilouden giggled. His face paled. “You lot said the Hybrid’s heading for Sunsprit. Don’t you need to be quick?”

Topinr stepped back. “First sensible thing you’ve said.” He turned to Paran and Yena. “Ready?”

“Our suits are still recharging the reserves, but they’re sufficient.”

“Best you get going then. See you soon!” Ilouden smiled brightly and waved.
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Target of Hate

Mericadal tapped the ground with his feet, the faint but increasing rumblings of a tremor gathering momentum. Soon, the rumblings became a loud and continuous roar. Mericadal leapt into the air, holding still as a new, enormous cavern formed, far deeper than any before, accompanied by an uproarious whirling fog of ground matter. Vodal’s eyes were unfocused, mouth slack.

“Not impressed, Influx Vodal?” Mericadal gave both of the influx’s eyes a sharp prod.

“More of the same, Mericadal. Destruction. Glee. Repeat. I hope the Founders hurry this phase so we can be done with this.”

The fog cleared. Mericadal flew around the new cavern’s opening. “My largest yet.”

“Fantastic. Do you think they’ll reward you for clearing this path for them? Cleaning their machinery. Don’t you have other objectives too?”

Mericadal paused. “Extermination, as you know. And specifically, I’m to kill Kera, Commander Paran—”

“Your problem, Mericadal, is that you’re a sadist.”

“That’s only a problem if you’re not me.”

“It’s a flaw.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” Mericadal flew up. “Where next?”

“The thickways. Travel in them, along the routes. Go on.”

“Hmm.”

Vodal smirked. “You’re scared of the routes, still. You’re practising because you’re scared you’ll fail. You’re nervous because you know you’re just about as insignificant as it’s possible to be.”

Mericadal’s fingers pincered in front of Vodal’s lips, stopping just before the lips were tweezed. “You know what, you parasitic scum, perhaps you’re right.”

“About?”

Mericadal sighed. “For now, I am satisfied.”

“With what?”

“We shall resume our most important task. Let us start by finding Commander Paran. We’ll use him to find the others. Sunsprit’s a good place to start. Have you ever been?”

“No.”

Mericadal sped through the air. “Well, get ready for some fun.”

“Hahaha.”

“Shut up with that inane laughing.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your impudence will not continue. I’m going to rip you apart when we’re done, Influx Vodal. Saving you was a bad idea.”

“You did not save me.”

*

They circled above Upper-Sunsprit.

“Where is he then?”

“Ah.”

Mericadal moved across the broken city.

“I don’t see him, Mericadal.”

“He’s beneath us, you idiot. He’s just entering Upper-Sunsprit, fast. Must be going somewhere dreadfully important.”

“You said you’re going to use him to find the others?”

“As bait, yes. They’ll come for us while we have our fun, won’t they? Influx Vodal, we’re so close. Don’t say I can’t have a little more fun.”

“I hope you fail.”

“What you hope is irrelevant.”
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Heroes’ Descent

Paran, Yena and Topinr picked their way through the ruins of Upper-Sunsprit. Amongst the collapsed towers and walkways, broken Administration drones, ship remnants and the flip-churned rubble. They were nearing the edge.

“It’s in worse condition than when we left for Decammerit. Everything’s falling apart. I mean… everything!” Yena slowed momentarily as her suit stiffened in response to a strong flip. “Shouldn’t we have seen some evacuees by now?”

“I expected to,” Topinr said, timing the same flip whilst holding onto a fragment of the dome covering to leap onto a separated tower wall, his pack swinging wildly against his shoulder. Paran and Yena clambered after him, their suits providing various forms of attachment, despite which, Topinr was faster. “Come on. We won’t have long before the Hybrid’s here.”

Paran landed heavily beside Topinr. “I could go ahead?”

Topinr swatted the suggestion away. “Firstly, I doubt you could, not in the state the city’s in.”

Paran and Yena snorted in unison.

“I could.”

“Secondly, you have no idea how to operate the platforms down to Little-Sunsprit, hardly any of you Roranians do, it’s bizarre. It’s like you’re blind to it. But that’s where Ulantr will be. Thirdly, any Silvereds see you, they might attack you on sight, and you’ve already said your suits aren’t battle-ready. The city’s more dangerous now than when we last passed through.” He crawled onto a collapsed walkway, ran along and jumped up some partial steps, then waited for them to catch up. “Fourthly, you don’t know where you’re going. I’ll bet neither of you remembers the route back?” He waited a moment, guffawing at the silence. “We realised long ago that when you Roranians return to the flips – you may look fine, but your minds are jumbled.”

“Jumbled!” Yena protested.

“And even then, that route’s probably no longer accessible. I’ll need to take us another way. Anyway, fifthly, the brightening of the Haze—”

“I get it!” Paran said. “You can count.”

Topinr jumped up, grabbing and somehow sticking to a vertical tower shard. He levered around and shimmied down. “Come on!”

They scrambled after him.

“Maybe everyone’s already evacuated,” Yena said.

Paran checked the available telemetry. “My sensors are going haywire. There’s too much going on here.” He paused halfway up a broken stairway and signalled to Yena and Topinr to stop. “Wait, I’m getting strange readings… I thought it was debris caught up in flips. But it’s all around, it’s—”

A collection of kilthis, of varying sizes, rocketed into both Paran and Yena, blasting them apart and sending them spinning into heaps of rubble, flips adding to the chaos. They rose to their feet, defensively postured. More kilthis shot toward them from multiple directions, although they successfully swerved out of the way, keeping anchored to the ground in the face of more flips. Topinr bounded in front of them. The volley ended. Silvered heads poked up, many streaming blue wisps, a contingent crawled over the city debris toward them. Some wore armour and carried thin muvaeyt packs.

“Do we retaliate?”

“Don’t be a fool, Paran,” Topinr said.

A group of about twenty Silvereds surrounded them, the kindlings of kilthis at their tensir tips. Topinr gestured rapidly, speaking in guttural Vaesian. One of them, unarmoured, although hair so thickly matted it almost passed as such, stepped closer and replied in kind.

“I’ve never understood why the more important the situation, the quieter they are,” Paran muttered in a private channel to Yena.

“They’re asking why Topinr’s helping Administration soldiers,” Yena replied. “To them, we look like the enemy.”

“Their combat suits are nothing like ours! Oh, are your translation capabilities back—”

“It’s obvious.” Yena nodded at some of the unarmoured Silvereds. “Look at their tensirs, the faint light. I don’t think they’re soldiers, but they’re able to make kilthis.”

“Topinr’s not a soldier or a guard. They don’t have to be—”

“But it’s rarer. And Topinr was a soldier remember, before Osr sent him to find you in Barrenscape. But anyway, Ulantr told us their abilities are innate. Maybe this conflict has brought it out in more of them.”

“Lucky us.”

The matted Silvered glanced at Paran and Yena, then backed away to speak with some of his surrounding group. Occasionally, a nod was thrown their way from some of the others.

“What’re they doing?” Paran asked.

“A… greeting?”

“Do we nod back?”

“Why not?”

They nodded back.

The matted Silvered stepped back to Topinr. After a brief, final communication, he moved off to rejoin his group, and they left, dissolving into Upper-Sunsprit’s ruins. Topinr turned to them.

“They thought you were Administration soldiers.”

“Told you,” Yena said to Paran.

“I told them you were friends. One of them mentioned Lellara and Bomera, and I told them that’s who you are. We were lucky you weren’t too close, not that you Roranians look all that dissimilar anyway.”

“Lellara and Bomera?” Paran’s faceplate slid away.

Yena elbowed Paran. “Where’ve they gone?”

“To search for real Administration soldiers, if any are left.”

“And the evacuation?”

“They don’t know. They’ve been up here since the destruction.” He pushed forward up a broken stairway and reached across to climb the tower fragment at the top. “But we need to find out. Come on.”

They caught up, clambering up the tower fragment and running along its side.

“Didn’t you tell them the Hybrid’s coming?” Yena asked.

“They didn’t care.”

“Hey, Topinr, I’ve got an idea,” Paran said.

“What’s that?”

“Maybe conceal us?”

They continued to pick their way closer to the edge, then carefully descended to the city’s surface. Topinr located the entrance to a large, cracked transport tube that led right across the edge and all the way to Under-Sunsprit. They entered.

The surface was broken, as though an enormous rectangular slab had been rough-cut into squares a few strides long, then jumbled randomly. Most jutted at odd angles. They ran where they could, unblocking obstructions and crawling through tighter squeezes, occasionally thrown off-balance by the increased flip intensity.

Topinr raised an arm and they stopped. A large rectangular slab before them was glowing, like the magnetic paths of Sunsprit. “This one’s still working. Better than running all the way.”

Yena’s faceplate slid to the side. “What d’you mean?”

Topinr gestured for them to stand on the slab. “Steady yourselves.” It moved.

Paran and Yena’s suits released cords that wrapped around the underside of the platform, holding them in place. The slab tilted higher at the front end and accelerated sharply, manoeuvring over uneven flooring and away from ruptures in the walls. Occasionally, they unmounted to clear a blockage.

“Always wondered what was in these tubes,” Paran said.

“This is amongst the slowest, but it’s all we have right now.”

“The slowest?” Yena ducked to avoid some debris.

Topinr placed his tensirs against the front of the slab. It dipped and they came to a halt. “Here.”

“There’s no way—”

Topinr shot a succession of kilthis at the tube wall and nodded at them both. “Would you?”

Yena stomped against the weakened material while Paran backed off, then rushed forward and shouldered his way through. Another tube awaited, barely a half-step away. Topinr fired another series of kilthis and they similarly burst their way on. Breaking through a particularly thick tube wall, a square platform lay neatly outlined on the ground, just like when they had entered Little-Sunsprit before.

“Here.”

The platform descended through a mass of damaged tubing. Some debris fell from above, catching Yena’s elbow.

“Okay?” Paran asked.

“I’m fine.”

Topinr’s head bobbed about. “This is taking too long.”

They broke free of the covering of tubes and into open space. Little-Sunsprit was unveiled. A group of Vaesians congregated directly beside the tower they descended toward, while greater crowds packed the walkways adorning the cavern’s sides. The same held deeper down, with masses of Little-Sunsprit’s inhabitants gathered around the edges.

“Some Roranians too.” Paran pointed. “We’re no longer pariahs.”

“Why isn’t anyone rushing?” Yena’s faceplate magnified the Vaesians. “No one’s leaving… they’re not evacuating, they’re waiting! What’s going on?”

“We don’t have time,” Topinr said. “Your suits, how are they?”

“Fine.”

Topinr peered over the platform edge.

“What’re you thinking, Topinr?” Paran asked.

“That nothing makes sense.”

The platform landed. Topinr bolted out the tower to speak with the congregated Vaesians.

He turned back to them. “They know the Hybrid’s coming. It’s nearly here. They’re also saying they have orders from Ulantr himself not to flee.”

“What? They’re wrong!” Paran shook his head. “Ulantr’s not himself. Topinr, we both know…” He stepped to the Vaesians. “The Hybrid’s coming, you need to leave!”

The nearest guffawed. “We will move to the outer edges with the rest.”

“You need to go!”

The Vaesian guffawed again. “Ulantr has told us there is no danger. He is the child of Osr. He sees and understands more now, he—”

“Well, he’s wrong!” Yena said.

They glared as the Vaesians walked nonchalantly to the other side of the walkway. Topinr turned his back to them and glanced over the edge. “We’re not going to find out more from them, they’re… We need to reach Ulantr. He’s controlling everything from lower down.”

“How low?” Yena asked.

Topinr eyed their suits. “Are you able to steer?”

“Steer? We have thrusters, but they’re not optimal, yet. If we were in vacuum, yes, but…” Yena peered over the edge too. “Wait… your plan is for Paran and me to jump all the way down, to wherever Ulantr is?”

“Walkway to walkway, the quickest way. Ulantr may be as deep as the Tug Field.”

Yena swore and checked her suit’s systems, accepting some relaxants. “Now?” She looked at Paran, his slight postural change signalling he had done the same. He nodded.

“When you’re ready.” Topinr slapped Paran on the back. “And try not to get yourselves into any trouble. I won’t be far behind.”

Paran and Yena strode over to the edge, each took a step forward, and dropped.

*

They slammed heavily onto another walkway, the suits ameliorating the bulk of any landing impacts, chemical infusions coursing through their bodies for any physiological effects. A small group of Vaesians scattered in surprise.

“Wait!” Paran shouted.

They ignored him.

“At least they’re not attacking us.”

Paran grunted. “Worse for them if they do. The air’s thick with particles, my stores are replenishing fast.” He shook his leg. “Holding up okay?”

“Perfectly.” Yena checked the sensor map from their coupled feeds. “No trace of Ulantr. Not that I know exactly what to look for.”

“Tug Field’s close. Topinr said he might be near there.”

“Shall we, then?” Yena visually selected the next walkway target, the furthest their sensor map identified as tolerable to their physiological limits. The coordinates locked in.

“Ready.”

They stepped off the walkway, chemical ejectors nudging to correct imperfections in their trajectories, falling side by side. A trio of Vaesians, one Silvered and two non-Silvereds, strolled across the target area of the upcoming walkway.

“Move!” Paran shouted as they neared, his voice amplified significantly. The Vaesians looked up and only just shifted to the side as they landed, one falling backwards, the others defensively postured. Yena raised her arms in the air in conciliation, as did Paran, to no use – kilthis were brimmed.

“Paran!” More Silvereds and more kilthis appeared. “We look like Administration soldiers, remember.” She transmitted the next jump coordinates. “Let’s go.”

They leapt off the walkway, thrusters working to dodge passing kilthis.

“Oh, great,” Paran said as they were halfway to the next walkway. “Even more of their soldiers ready to greet us.”

“With any luck, Topinr will have found a fast platform to take him down.”

“We—” Something dark smeared through the air and pummelled into Paran from the side, tearing him away from Yena.

“Paran!” she screamed, landing on the next walkway alone. “Paran!” She ignored the kilthis directed at her and broadcast his name across all channels at her disposal. “Paran!”

A small kilthis grazed her shoulder, her suit easily compensating. The surrounding crowd thickened. She threw the closest Vaesian to the ground and grabbed him by the neck. “Where is he?”

Another kilthis slammed into her back. The floored Vaesian slipped free as she fell off balance. Automated defences erupted, turrets spinning out across her body, directed at the crowd.

“Where is he?” she screamed.

The replies were predominantly in Vaesian, only a few in Roranian, and none pleasant.

“Yena!”

She turned around. A soldier, with damage to one of his shoulders where the armour flapped down. He pushed himself to the front of the crowd.

“Yena!”

“Geadr!” She rushed to him.

“Yena, what happened? Is Hespinr returning—”

She cut him off. “Where’s Paran?”

Geadr tilted his head. “Did something happen to him at Decammerit?”

“No, here!”

“What—”

“He was taken!”

“Taken? Yena…” Geadr pointed to a nearby tower entrance. “Ulantr woke not long after we left, in fact. He is not completely… himself, yet, but there are things he knows. He cancelled the evacuation order, and has told us we need to… as fanciful as this sounds, we need to destroy the Source. He may understand what you need, but he is weak—”

“Take me to him, now!”

*

Ulantr slouched on a levitating platform in a makeshift command centre, a level up from the tower’s entrance. He spoke to a cluster of surrounding attendants, sparkling tensirs flicking to accompany his words, his eyes glowing.

Other groups filled the command centre, mainly Silvereds and the occasional Roranian, whispering quietly, some dashing off. Holo screens constantly appeared and disappeared. Sections of wall vanished to allow passings, then rematerialised. Sweet smells and a blue haze permeated. Despite the humdrum, everything was hushed, the loudest sounds coming from the few Roranians present.

Ulantr’s attendants backed away briskly as Yena and Geadr approached.

“Where’s Paran?” Yena’s shouts yielded silence.

Ulantr tilted his head.

“Ulantr, please, tell me! He was taken… What did you do? Where is he?”

Ulantr’s demeanour was calm. “Tell me.”

She did, barely catching her breath as she recounted the details. “Did you do it? It’s not the Breaker, the Hybrid… It’s something else. I don’t know what. Please…” A tear rolled down her cheek. “I need to find him.”

“He was taken right by your side?”

“Yes, next to me.”

“So that you could… witness.”

“Of course I…” She hesitated. “Yes, I think so.”

Ulantr’s eyes flashed momentarily brighter. “Then, perhaps, the intention is that you will follow.”

“I don’t care, just tell me where.”

“This path is dangerous.” Ulantr’s body shook, causing the nearby attendants to step closer. “The integration is almost over, although I am presently still too weak… Not that I could be of use. What you have described is nothing I recognise, it would be a match for us all.”

“What path, Ulantr? Tell me!”

“Where else but Upper-Fadin? That is where the trap will be sprung.” He looked her in the eyes as she turned, already making off. “I warn you, be careful. Yena.”

“What?”

“What of Hespinr?”

“Topinr will explain, he’s making his way down right now.” She glanced at the control room. “And whatever you’re doing, Ulantr, you’d better have a good reason why you’ve decided not to evacuate.”

Ulantr gestured an attendant closer. “Take Yena out of Upper-Sunsprit, quick as possible.”

The attendant shot past Yena, and she followed.
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Owed Trap

A series of warnings alerted Paran to a multitude of stress fractures, although the suit’s systems were still teetering on the right side of damage mitigation. His faceplate shimmered to full protective opacity, sensors having little time to register anything except that he was travelling, fast. The tremendous force of air resistance pinned his limbs back.

The pressure abated and he tumbled along the ground. His faceplate cracked and half receded, the connecting components broken. He stuck an arm out and pushed himself onto his back as chemical injectors nulled the pain. He ripped the cracked faceplate off and threw it to the side. A shadow washed over – something large and dark towered, a mass about its centre moved, a ring squishing in mouth-like motions – lip-like – with what appeared to be eyes just above.

A voice emanated from the torso-lips, emotionless and monotonous. “He’s got you now, there’s no escape. Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha. Run.” Despite the utterly level tone, the laughter was almost comical.

Paran pushed himself away, shunting backwards along the ground. A different voice. “Commander Paran. Did you think you could escape me?”

Paran rose to his feet and craned his neck to look up and down, as though a small child beholding a giant. “What are you?”

“Did you think the pitiful Hybrid was your biggest concern?”

“What?”

Laughter. “You betrayed me, Commander Paran.”

“I betrayed you?” Paran squinted at the dark head. “You were there, outside the Haze Rings.” His suit chimed – a new faceplate was ready. Most of the other damage was repaired or mitigated. He was in surprisingly good shape.

“Look around you. Where are we?”

Paran looked around. “Outskirts of Upper-Fadin. A battlefield, a recent one.”

“Indeed.”

“This is where Mericadal fought that Nesch.”

“It should have been you.”

“What?”

“But I survived.”

Paran tilted his head. “You’re a Nesch?” He peered at the torso-lips and eyes. “Really?”

The giant kicked at the ground. The torso-lips puckered out and pointed upwards. “He’s useless.”

Paran backed away. “I have no quarrel—”

“Fool, I killed the Nesch!”

“What?”

“It is me.”

“What do you mean?”

“It is me, Commander Paran. Have you already forgotten how you answered to me once?”

Paran’s jaw slackened. “No.”

“Yes.”

The torso-face’s lips squished, its eyes bulged. “Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

“Mericadal?”

A smile. “Surprised?”

“Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

“What happened to you? Mericadal, what… How did you escape the Haze Rings, before?” He frowned. “And you’re back… Why?”

“Why?” Mericadal brought a massive hand to his chin. “Oh, I’ve been thinking about you, haven’t I!”

With imperceptible movement, a punch to the stomach sent Paran skidding on his back across the ground. New warnings chimed and half-symbols flickered. Paran winced and struggled to his feet.

“Whatever revenge you want against me, there are things we need to do.” Paran gestured around them. “This place is not what you think it is.”

Mericadal strode toward Paran. The torso-lips moved. “He relishes the pain. He—” Mericadal stretched the lips out and snapped them back. “Mmph.” Torn, they oozed a black fluid.

Stomping to a standstill, Mericadal smiled widely at Paran, hulking arms by his sides. “Oh, I know what this place is.”

“Do you? Then you know we need to stop it!”

“We?”

“Of course!”

“We?”

“Mericadal… You need to understand—”

“No, you need to understand that I’m going to take my time with you, Commander Paran.” Mericadal laughed. “You said you’d catch the Breaker for me, but you never delivered. You owe me a trap!”

Mericadal hooked Paran with a huge fist from the side, sending him sprawling. When he rose to his feet, Mericadal was there again, a step away. Paran’s new faceplate locked into place with an extended hiss.

“What do you want?”

“A little fun.”

The torso-face replied as well, evidently having recovered from its own assault. “They want Kera, and he must deliver. He’s pathetic! Kera’s the one with the ideas. And he wants Diyan, and he wants Yena. But most of all, he wants you! Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

“That’s right,” Mericadal said.

“He is nothing! Hahaha. Ultimately, he will lose. Hahaha.”

“No, I won’t.”

“Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

Mericadal batted Paran to the side. “I always win.”

It took Paran longer to rise to his feet. He pushed against the damaged motor assists, the suit stiffening in parts and slackening in others. Chemical injectors were no longer operational – any pain was there to stay. He glanced at movement behind Mericadal. Red-splashed skimmers were approaching.

“Focus, Commander Paran. I want your full attention while you die.” Mericadal strolled casually, almost half-skipping. “Those useless skimmers can’t help you.”

“Hahaha. Hahaha. He’ll get you like all the others! Run!”

“What happened to you, Mericadal?”

“I was given what I deserved.”

“That’s not Roranian technology. What are you wearing?”

“I am so much more than I once was, Commander Paran. You are nothing!”

“Like us!” the monotonous chest-voice screamed.

Mericadal swiped, although Paran had already shifted to the side. Mericadal grinned and flexed his enormous fist. “That’s more like it.”

“As fast as you are, you were never—”

Mericadal spun around and hammered an elbow against Paran’s shoulder. As Paran stumbled, Mericadal thrust a leg out and booted him backwards. Paran kicked his legs back as he skidded, pushing against the ground to steady himself without falling, keeping focus on Mericadal, who charged again with ferocious speed.

“He’s just playing! Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha.”
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Tied Attraction

Upper-Sunsprit was visible through the pod’s transparent walls. No response to their communication attempts had been received, the reasons now clear – the city was in ruins. There had been a catastrophic attack from Administration forces, the traces were unmistakable. The magnetic paths were only lit in patches, with many dimmed altogether.

Concern etched Diyan’s face. “Paran and Yena—”

“Keep calm.”

“I can’t believe the Administration did this.” Diyan swore.

Kera shook her head and checked the sensors, then changed their trajectory – across Ringscape’s edge, to the long covering joining Upper-Sunsprit to Under-Sunsprit.

“What’re you doing?”

“Safest place in Sunsprit.”

“Ah. That’s where we’ll find any survivors, and that’s where Paran and Yena would’ve gone too.”

“Exactly.”

They reached the long covering and followed it down, surveying the damage to Sunsprit’s infrastructure.

The ship came to a halt.

“We’re here.” Kera identified a suitable part of the covering and targeted it with a group of drones, ready to dismantle. “We’ll make our own entrance. Can’t exactly take the pod down and there’s no time to be polite with the Hybrid coming.”

Diyan cycled through some holo screens and nodded. “Agreed. The drones can also help us search for Paran and Yena.” He dismissed the controls.

The drones sped down and used minute offensive capabilities to dismantle a tunnel in the structure, disappearing through. Kera also cancelled her controls. “Once we’re out, the ship will land nearby.” A circular patch on the floor between them slid to the side. “Prepare yourself, the flips will be stronger down there.”

Diyan’s faceplate slid across. “Ready when you are.”

They stepped through the opening and dropped, landing beside the hole created by the drones.

“Alright?” Kera asked.

Diyan cricked his neck. “Never better.”

They accessed the drone sensor readings. Some had already been destroyed by kilthis.

“It’s busy.”

“Hmm, never seen it so packed.” Diyan swore. “No Paran or Yena yet.”

“Let the drones keep checking down from the higher levels, we’ll go deep and scan from there.” Kera stepped in and dropped, followed by Diyan, all the way to the first walkway, and straight to the next.

*

They landed on a central walkway deep within the chasm. Many surrounding walkways had been dismantled, with more in progress. Clusters of Vaesians used various machineries to cut the connections. The same had been the case down from the top of the hidden city. The drones were still making their aggregate way down the levels, checking each in more detail.

“Have we missed them?” Diyan asked.

“If they’re even here…” Kera looked down, ignoring the stares of the dismantling Silvereds on adjacent walkways. Their sensors extended near to the apparent bottom of the cavern. “The Tug Field?”

“Osr,” Diyan said. “He’ll know. Let’s—”

A guffaw sounded behind them. They turned around. A skirted Silvered appeared, thick blue tendrils streaming from his mouth. “What is it with you Roranians and your jumping down into Little-Sunsprit?”

“We’re searching for two Roranians.” Diyan’s faceplate slid to the side. “Paran, Yena—”

“My friends.”

Kera’s faceplate also slid to the side. “You’re Topinr, aren’t you?”

“Ulantr had a feeling we might have other visitors.”

“What?”

Noise from above took their attention. Some drones a few levels up dodged kilthis. One was successfully downed. “You can call your drones off. If you hadn’t noticed, we’re working.”

Kera shook her head. “We don’t have time. The Breaker’s hybridised, and it’s coming. You should be evacuating, and we need to find Paran and Yena!”

“We’re aware of the Hybrid. Come with me, you should see Ulantr. This part of the city is not safe.”

“Why Ulantr?”

They rushed after Topinr, following him across the walkway and away from the centre. He led them wordlessly to a nearby tower, down a fast elevation platform and along an enclosed walkway, taking them to a larger tower at the cavern’s wall. They ascended one level, entering a large, blue-hazed, busy room. Topinr spoke with a non-Silvered, who strode off into a side-room.

“Where’s Osr?” Kera asked.

“In Upper-Sunsprit, he died during the initial attack.”

Kera’s face softened. “We didn’t know.”

“Osr is dead?” Diyan murmured the words. “I can’t believe he’s gone… Where’s Hespinr?”

“Nearby, in an outpost.” They turned. Ulantr was sitting on a suspended platform, eyes glowing. “It is good to see you again, both.”

“Ulantr.” Diyan’s own eyes widened. “What’s happened to you?”

“Getting stronger with each moment. We have much to discuss when there is time, but not yet.” A contingent of Silvereds rushed behind them and out the side of the room.

Kera took a step closer. “About Osr—”

“He knew you, Kera, and you knew him. And you, Diyan. We will mourn when all is done, if we still can.” Ulantr’s tensirs bristled, sparkling with strange light. “But Osr’s role was here, and he would be content with what passed.”

“What’s happened?” Diyan asked.

Ulantr’s eyes dimmed to just a shade above the typical Vaesian black. “Paran was taken by an unknown entity, here, in Little-Sunsprit. We believe to Upper-Fadin, as a trap. Yena left and currently runs across the gap after him.”

“What? Then we need to go!”

“A trap?” Kera clenched her fists.

“For you, ultimately. That is the only thing that makes sense.”

“Why us?”

“You, Kera.”

“Why me?”

“You are different. You have been noticed, and I believe the Source is trying to stop you.”

“Ulantr…” She glanced at Diyan and stepped back. “Look… this changes nothing. We need to go to Upper-Fadin, now—”

“Wait!” Ulantr’s eyes blazed. “Your ship is an escape pod from your Great Ship?”

“How did you know?” Diyan asked.

“I have a plan, one and the same as yours. I understand the Source must be destroyed. Osr left Hespinr in charge of a powerful new weapon, which I believe we can use. The knowledge you gave Osr, Kera, about how the flips regulate the hidden thick matter components of the Source’s machineries, is vital. And it will be our only chance. We cannot let the Source complete this final sequence. Kera, Diyan, with your ship, this plan could be more effective than I had hoped.”

“No.” Kera shook her head. “You may have a plan, but we need our ship. You should be more concerned about the Hybrid, it’ll be here very soon. Ulantr, everyone here will die if you don’t evacuate, immediately.”

Ulantr’s eyes flashed even brighter. “An entire galaxy is at stake, and more. Our lives may not matter, but there is a glimmer of hope. Paran and Yena will be kept alive at least until you arrive, that being the nature of a trap. Furthermore, I have managed to contact an old friend, assistance may be arriving soon.”

“Assistance, what assistance? For Paran?”

“His name is Iuno, and he has been amassing—”

“Iuno!” Diyan exclaimed. “We know him.”

Kera grimaced. “Ulantr, we still cannot afford to give you our ship.”

A gruff, polite hum to the side, from Topinr. “It’s what Paran would tell you to do, and Yena too, from my impression of her. For my own part, if I didn’t trust Ulantr completely, I would have gone after them myself.”

Kera glared at Topinr. “Do you have a glazer?”

“None to spare,” Ulantr said.

“Are you serious?” Kera asked.

“Very.”

Diyan cleared his throat. “Kera, we need to go, right now.” He looked at Ulantr. “Whether this plan of yours makes sense or not, the Hybrid is coming. You’d better be very sure of what you’re doing. You should have evacuated already.”

“We know. We have cleared a path for it.”

Diyan froze, an eyebrow raised. “Where?”

“The Tugs.”

“What?”

“That’s why you’ve been dismantling all the walkways, isn’t it?” Kera said.

“They were once joined, as you both know. The Hybrid still feels this connection. Perhaps the Source’s new activity has hastened a change, but this interaction is inevitable.”

“What interaction?” Diyan asked.

Ulantr tipped his head to the side. “A greeting, or a discussion, of sorts. I don’t know. But it is not here for us.”

“What about Echoes of Gravity?” Kera asked, peering at Ulantr more keenly.

“Otherwise engaged.”

“How do you—”

A powerful tremor cut her short, more substantial than any flip. Half the Roranians in the room fell to the floor and even the Silvereds fought to keep their balance. Ulantr’s platform bobbed up and down. A roar, as though from a torrent of wind, followed by extreme silence. Activity from the room’s congregation was immediate, work resuming at a furious pace, bright shards of colour lighting up as various holo controls appeared.

“The Hybrid is here.” Ulantr stared at them with bright eyes. “I suggest you go.”

“Are you… sure?” Diyan looked around.

“Trust me.”

“And no glazer?” Kera asked.

Ulantr focused on her. “The Nesch identified something about you, as did the Triumvirate Entities, and I see it too.”

“How did you know that?”

“The Nesch gave you their abilities in an attempt to control you. Yet, you can do more than they ever could. You will find a way. You are connected, Kera.”

“Connected? What… happened to you, Ulantr?” Kera asked. “These things you know, it’s almost like…”

Topinr grunted and grabbed them both. “You should go, now!”
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Hope’s Vision

Diyan and Kera left the ruins of Upper-Sunsprit, blasting and bounding over everything in their way, running as fast as their suits would allow, disregarding any emergency threshold warnings. They raced across Ringscape.

“Even at this rate,” Diyan said across a communication channel, “It’ll take—”

“Too long, I know,” Kera said.

Diyan half-spoke, stopping himself.

“What?”

Diyan took a moment. “What Ulantr said about you finding a way… I don’t know what’s happened to him, but it’s like he knew what you did before, on the ship, with Commander Miren. Do you think he thought you could do that again?”

“What d’you mean?”

“Could you take us to Upper-Fadin?”

They continued in silence.

“Kera?”

“What if I get it wrong?”

“We can try?”

Her pace slowed.

“Kera?”

She stopped. Both their helmets receded.

Her lips trembled. “I don’t know if I can.”

“I trust you.” Diyan wiped a tear from her cheek.

“I can sense… pathways,” she admitted. “Behind everything. Even more now that I know they’re there.”

“Can you see where they go?”

“They extend everywhere, I can feel their… I know what will take us closer to Upper-Fadin, but…” She sniffed.

“But what?”

“They scare me,” she whispered. “The other side, it’s where they are, isn’t it? Whoever made this place, whoever it is that wants to kill me. And it almost feels like they’re drawing me in, like it’s almost something I recognise. It’s hard to explain. You heard Ulantr, this is a trap for me. They’ve noticed me… I’m afraid if I enter those pathways again, I’ll be lost.”

“I’ll be with you.”

“Diyan—”

“I’m serious. Wherever you go, I’ll follow.”

She kissed him on the lips. “You’re a fool.”

“We’ll see.”

She steadied her breathing. “So… We’re really doing this?”

He nodded. “Ready?”

They clasped hands as their helmets articulated out. “Full cover,” she said as her faceplate opacified. “Seeing what’s there did strange things to my mind. Better you don’t see anything.”

“Kera, don’t worry—”

“Just do it, or I won’t take us.”

“Fine, fine.” Diyan’s faceplate shimmered to opacity.

“Both ways, Diyan.”

“It is! I’m sightless.” He tugged on her arm, as though proof. “When—”

He lurched, pulled in several conflicting directions. Despite being in the cocoon of his suit, strong winds impacted his bare skin, searing admixtures of hot and cold. Kera pulled him through the torrent and around unseen obstacles.

Diyan was flung to the ground. His faceplate shimmered to transparent. Kera stood beside him, shaking, although his own breathing was far more erratic. She helped him up.

“We did it.” She nodded to some familiar skimmer trails that skirted the peripheries of Upper-Fadin, not far off. “Diyan, you okay?”

He pointed behind them. “Look!”

“What?”

Another suited Roranian approached, running fast, an incoming, open communication channel requested between them both. Diyan accepted it. “Yena!”

“I’m so glad… So glad to see you! But… I need help. There’s something…” Yena’s words came fast. “Paran was taken. He’s in trouble!”

“We know!” They strode out to meet her.

“We’re here for you both,” Kera said.

“Ulantr explained,” Diyan added.

“How did you get here? Where’ve you been?”

“We have a lot to discuss—”

“Once we help Paran,” Kera interrupted.

“We do.” Yena reached them and doubled over, panting. “So where is he?”

“We’ve only just arrived.”

“You don’t know?”

Diyan frowned. “We thought you did.”

“Right.” Yena sprinted off, beckoning them to follow. “Let’s go, we need to find him!”

*

A static, red-splashed skimmer lay up ahead. They gave it a wide berth. The sparse components of infrastructure this far outside Upper-Fadin were all damaged. A tall, thin pole used for launching solitude gliders into the air was bent in half, with a severed arm on a bed of innards balanced along the top. Increasing numbers of static skimmers revolved into view, equally red-spattered.

Yena slowed. “Anyone else getting anything?”

“No. Should we go the other way?” Diyan asked. “Or split up?”

“Unless this all means something,” Kera said.

“What?” Yena glanced at her. “The skimmers?”

“It’s almost like…”

“The city’s watching something.” Diyan stopped. “If you correlate the orientations, every single one intersects perfectly.” He transmitted the extrapolation to their feeds. “There!”

Yena sprinted off. “We’re close!”

They neared the area.

“I’m getting some strange signals,” Diyan said between pants. “Nothing exactly… intelligible, but… Just strange.”

“Me too,” Kera said. “Maybe the influx network.”

“I don’t care, we’re not—” An alert cut Yena’s reply short. “There! He’s just ahead!”

Their friend resolved into view. Alone, lying almost prone on the ground, his body half-rolled and facing the other way. They launched faster, spreading out with Yena in the middle. Paran’s hand twitched and much of his suit was charred, its systems damaged beyond current functionality. Yena jumped across and knelt over him. His faceplate was gone, his eyes half open, his face a bloody mess. She draped her arms over him. “Paran!”

He wheezed the words out. “You shouldn’t… have come.”

“Where’s—” Diyan was sent flying, hitting the ground in an uncontrollable roll, then grabbed and lifted by the neck. Kera fired a volley at the massive, dark figure holding him – they impacted harmlessly. Diyan was thrown again to the side.

“Kera!” The figure’s voice was deep and Roranian. “And you brought your friends, how lovely!”

A pair of swollen eyes protruded from the figure’s dark torso, bulging at each of them. A set of lips below moved, a monotonous voice sounded. “Die or be killed! Hahaha. Hahaha.”

“Mericadal…” Paran laboured the warning.

Mericadal disappeared and reappeared beside Kera. She jumped, aiming an elbow at his giant head, only skimming past as he manipulated his body out of the way and headbutted her faceplate, shattering it instantly and knocking her back. Mericadal raised a hand to where Kera’s elbow had brushed past him. “Those Nesch made you strong, didn’t they?” He chuckled.

“Kill us!” the torso-face said before being slapped by Mericadal into silence.

Diyan ran to Kera, helping her up as she tore off the damaged remnants of the faceplate. Yena stood protectively over Paran. Mericadal stomped over. “Oh, Commander, I’m coming!”

Yena unleashed her entire arsenal while Diyan ran to intercept Mericadal, closely followed by Kera. Without turning, Mericadal batted Diyan into Kera.

“Harder!” the torso-face opened its lips widely. “Harder!” While the lips were open, Yena redirected her projectiles and fired. “Hahaha—”

The lips closed around the first projectile, the others disintegrating against Mericadal’s skin. Mericadal paused, a single stride from Yena, and looked down. The torso-face’s protruding eyes looked up at Mericadal, lips puckered and tightly closed, a swelling smile. The projectile exploded, the torso-face bulged irregularly, smoking cracks formed along its skin. Its eyes burst, oozing black puss. Mericadal turned to Yena, his own smile forming. “Got you.” The torso-lips were already knitting back together, the eye-ooze reabsorbing as they pulled opened flaps back and reformed. Mericadal lurched forward and reached for Yena, missing just as Paran pulled her down. Instead, Mericadal nonchalantly swivelled and kicked a heel against Yena’s back, sending her skidding away, then raised a knee towards Paran’s head, stopping just before contact. “You are last.” He backed away and straightened out his leg, pressing a hefty foot against Paran’s head and pushing him over. “My favourite.”

“Mmrcdal playyth with hith fooood!” The torso-face’s lips were still healing.

“But you,” Mericadal shrugged and pointed at Yena, lumbering over. “Are for now, right now. Perhaps you will put up a real fight?”

“No!” Paran shouted as he attempted to stand, pushing against his broken suit.

Mericadal lunged, grabbed Yena around the waist with an expanded hand and lifted her off the ground. He raised his other expanding fist, swinging his arm back. “Guess not!”

“Over here!” Diyan shouted. “Coward!”

Mericadal shook his head. “You will be second. I’ve not forgotten—” Kera appeared on his other side, spinning around to elbow him hard, this time properly connecting, causing him to drop Yena and stumble back. “Oh.” Kera reappeared behind him. She dug her heel into the ground and swung a punch at his side, felling him to the floor with a loud thud. “Oh.”

Yena scrambled to her feet and raced back to Paran. Diyan was already there, helping him up.

Mericadal pivoted up from his ankles, back to his feet. “You’re stronger than you should be, far stronger than a Nesch, I should know.” He tilted his head. “And you can use the thickways. What are you?”

A malformed kilthis rocketed into the back of his head. Then a smaller, oval kilthis, followed by another, more rounded. Then, an unstopping succession of varying types. Mericadal morphed with a ripple from his back, his body melting into itself, front features emerging out the other way, torso-face included. He looked the incoming barrage face on, none making any significant impact. An army of Vaesians and Roranians marched in, with a tall, gaunt Roranian at the helm.

“Iuno,” Diyan said. “He’s come to—”

“Die! Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

Mericadal slapped the torso-face. “This is my time!” He smiled at Diyan and the others. “You brought such gifts. This is getting interesting!” He raised his arms in the air, as though bathing in the light of the Haze Rings, while thermal ejection fire and kilthis lit his dark body. “Let the fun begin!”
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Suiting Apparel

Ilouden looked around groggily. Others were reclined nearby, Silvereds wounded in the attack on Decammerit. He pushed himself up and lifted his regwear top. The marks were gone. He tested with his fingers, at first softly, then applying more pressure. Grunting self-satisfied, he swung his legs to the side. Two Silvered attendants rushed over and attempted to coax him down, but he waved them off and stood to make the point, stumbling only slightly.

A chuckle from behind. “Feeling better?”

Lellara stood with a regwear patch sealed to her otherwise bare shoulder, beside a cross-legged Bomera. Both smiled. Uncharacteristically, Bomera wore a short-sleeved regwear top. She rolled her eyes. “Helps with the healing, apparently. Horribly restricting, though.” She flexed her shoulders and winced.

Lellara chided her. “Stop moving your back.” She smiled again at Ilouden. “You were quite… humorous.”

“Humorous?” He frowned. “I don’t remember anything.”

“That makes two of us,” Bomera said.

“How are you?”

She shrugged, clearly stymieing another wince. “Fine.”

The rest of the level was packed with more Vaesians and glazer work than before, and even the occasional skimmer-part. Groups surrounded around each, predominantly silhouettes engulfed in patches of blue. Transport platforms shunted up and down. Matter Manipulators continually phased Decammerit’s walls in and out of existence, enabling constant streams of traffic.

“Where’s Hespinr?”

“Organising scouts,” Lellara said. “There was a large shockwave, not long ago, like a huge flip. But obviously this far out, it can’t have been. Everyone thinks it was the Hybrid.”

“The Hybrid… I remember…” He smacked his head. “It’s reached Sunsprit! What about the evacuation?”

Lellara grimaced. “Nothing. I don’t think any scouts have reached Sunsprit and returned yet.”

Ilouden swore. He peered through thinner patches of blue. “There’s Hespinr.”

Bomera pushed herself to her feet, swatting away Lellara’s restraining arm. “I’ll be fine! We can’t just sit around.”

Despite Lellara’s protestations, they shuffled through the haze, meandering around the glazer work.

“I’ll never get used to it.” Bomera flexed her shoulder irritably. “How do they see through this stuff?”

As they approached, most of the other Vaesians around Hespinr moved off and joined a mass of scientists engaged in holo screens. A section of nearby wall disappeared, a Silvered guard raced through and reached Hespinr before them. Brief words were exchanged before the guard turned back and exited again.

“Anything?” Lellara asked, reaching him.

“Some abandoned skimmers and crykels, the occasional glazer further in, but no sign of anything from Sunsprit yet.” Hespinr looked between Ilouden and Bomera. “Both recovered?”

“I’ll live,” Bomera said.

“And you, Ilouden?”

“I’m fine.”

“You said that before. Many times. At one point, you began to sing—”

“I’m fine!”

“Good.” Hespinr tensed as another Silvered entered the tower. The entrant looked at him from afar, unspoken information exchanged, then ran back out. Almost immediately, another Vaesian, a guard, entered from the far wall. A wave of silence rippled out as he ran through the level. They made space, fanning to the side of Hespinr.

The guard reached them. “A ship, from Sunsprit.” He glanced at the Roranians. “Old style. One of yours.”

“Old style, what?” Ilouden asked. “How old?”

“From our Great Ship?” Lellara blurted out.

“Yes.”

“You’re certain from Sunsprit?” Hespinr asked.

“From that direction, yes.”

A nearby Silvered scientist cycling through holo screens hurried over. “The ship has identified itself. It’s Ulantr, child of Osr.”

“How long?”

The scientist motioned to a Matter Manipulator, who removed a sizable section of the tower wall. A ship with a large bloom was decelerating, coming to land beside Decammerit. “Now.”

*

Ulantr walked into the tower with Topinr at his side and a retinue filing behind. He turned his head across Decammerit, gazing at each individual. His eyes flashed, bringing silence. He strode over to Hespinr and they spoke quietly.

“I thought you were making that eye bit up,” Ilouden whispered to Lellara and Bomera.

“There’s more,” Bomera replied.

“He’s in far better shape than before.” Lellara looked around them. “The way they stare… they’re so still. It’s like… they’re all connected somehow.”

Bomera grunted. “It’d be easier if they were speaking Roranian.”

“Not for everyone else.”

“Ask any Vaesian, they admit Roranian’s better for information.”

“You’ve never even tried to learn Vaesian!”

“I did, it hurt my throat!”

Ulantr was gesturing around the room, his colourful tensirs flicking at many of the glazers. Hespinr was listening.

“They do all seem in awe of him,” Ilouden said.

“Aren’t you?”

They turned. Topinr had sneaked up behind them, despite previously having been standing right behind Ulantr. A stream of blue escaped his mouth.

“Topinr, what’s going on in Sunsprit?” Lellara asked. “The Hybrid?”

“It is with the Tugs. So far, it has been silent.” Topinr’s tone was light. “And those in Sunsprit are busy anyway, there is no time to dwell. Ulantr has a request to make of you?”

“Who?” Ilouden asked.

“The three of you.”

“What?” Bomera glanced at Ulantr as they shuffled off.

Topinr pointed out Decammerit’s open entrance to the landed Roranian ship. “It’s not made for us.”

“Where did you get it?”

Topinr dismissed the question with a flick of his tensirs. “We cannot control it completely. I’m a more-than-adequate pilot, I’ll happily admit, but there are next to no controls I can use. Nothing like the Administration’s ships. We need Roranians. You three—”

“Us?” Lellara’s eyes bulged. “We’ve never flown a ship like that.”

“You will more than suffice, Ulantr is certain. He chose you. Three combat suits are prepared, and you will use these to interface fully with the ship’s systems. I’m told it’s intuitive.”

They looked at each other.

Topinr continued. “The Source has entered its ultimate phase, and that is not good for any of us. Ulantr’s plan gives us the sliver of an opportunity to survive.”

“Osr’s dream?” Ilouden asked.

Topinr reached into his pack and retrieved a clump of muvaeyt to chew. “Osr’s dream, from what I understand, was that we would unite – Roranians and Vaesians. That part is happening.”

“And the other part?”

“An ancient ecosystem?” Topinr’s head weaved from side to side. “Impossible, Ulantr is unequivocal. Something about bringing back old technoplagues.” He slowed, picking his words. “Ulantr plans to stop the Source permanently. And if the Haze Rings are disrupted first, we may escape.”

“What?” Bomera asked. “Stop the Source… What does that even mean?”

“All in Sunsprit have been tasked with scavenging what we can to build a fleet of spaceworthy ships. Messengers have been sent to all settlements across Ringscape.”

The three Roranians glanced at each other again.

Topinr guffawed. “You’re usually all so noisy.”

“If the Haze Rings are disrupted first…” Ilouden repeated Topinr’s prior words. “What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing is guaranteed.”

“That must be a joke?” Lellara said. “You’re going to destroy the Source? It’s our home!”

“It is not. And for Ulantr’s plan to work, we must transport these shock-adapted glazers.”

Ulantr finished speaking and everyone began to rush.

“Where to?” Lellara asked above the noise, incredulity still imprinted on her face.

“Upper-Fadin.”

“You can’t be serious.” Ilouden’s eyes bulged.

“That is where the most skimmers are, and we need them.”

“But the Influx Collective!”

“Let Ulantr worry about that.”

“One thing,” Bomera said.

Topinr looked at her.

“How restrictive do these combat suits feel?”
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Question the Enigma

Projected holos displayed the battle being fought on Upper-Fadin’s outskirts. Kera, Diyan, Yena and Paran were each easily identifiable, their foe less so – sensors mostly able to detect only where it was not. Kera frequently disappeared and reappeared to launch a fresh attack, although much of the time, the foe was too quick. As their fight moved across the outskirts, a great surrounding throng of Roranians and Vaesians followed, wafting loosely, launching constant barrages of hastily generated kilthis, mistargeted thermal ejections and other imprecise attacks. Often, one of the four Roranians at the centre had to slip a stray volley or duck a misguided kilthis. Nothing appeared to slow or quell the enemy. Now and then, a surrounding aggressor strayed too close and was dealt with, the body subsequently reclaimed by the throng as the interior battle wafted in a different direction.

“It’s playing with them!” Bomera’s face reappeared from a mess of holo controls and she looked across to Lellara and Ilouden. They each wore similar combat suits and were reclined in adjacent seats. She swore.

“That must be what we saw before in Upper-Sunsprit!” Lellara said.

“They’re only alive because it wants them to be!”

“How’s Kera doing that?”

“They can’t keep this up for long.” Ilouden raced through his screens.

“We should be helping them.” Bomera turned around. Ulantr sat in the middle of the ship, eyes glowing, a few holo depictions before him that were visible to all. Topinr stood beside, muvaeyt wisps streaming more profusely than usual from his mouth. Larger groups comprising almost a hundred Silvereds filled the rest of the space. Their guttural exchanges provided a constant rumbling din and enveloped them in a permanent blue haze that was mostly sequestered from the rest of the ship by newly calibrated filtration systems. “This Iuno of yours, his army’s making it worse! They won’t win, they’re just prolonging it. We need to help!”

Ulantr’s tensirs bristled with light. “They don’t need to win.”

Bomera’s eyes bulged. “Ulantr!”

“We cannot become a target. Trust in your friends.”

“And how long can they hold those glazers for?” Bomera nodded at the Silvereds to the side, as Ilouden and Lellara also turned around.

“As long as needed.” Ulantr tilted his head toward one of the holo depictions – a nearby skimmer moved precisely, keeping its displacement constant from the battle.

Topinr pointed to the skimmer. “That’s where we’ll get the attention of the Influx Collective.”

“You’re really sure?” Ilouden asked.

“Take us closer.”

The Roranians looked back and synchronised. The ship stopped within easy range of the skimmer’s communication capabilities.

“Now what?” Ilouden kept watch on the battle displays.

Bomera gestured at the blue-engulfed Silvereds. “I still don’t understand why they didn’t go with Hespinr.”

“They need some for schematics,” Lellara said. “Apparently. For if we’re able to get the skimmers too. Then we can adapt them… right, Ilouden?”

“That’s Ulantr’s plan.”

The skimmer turned and pointed at them.

Ilouden cleared his throat. “Closed-channel communication request. No information of origin, from what I understand.” He looked at Lellara and Bomera, who both shrugged. “Audio only.”

“Accept the invitation,” Ulantr said.

“Done.”

They waited.

“What now?” Lellara asked, about to continue when the response came. A male-sounding, Roranian voice.

“Ulantr.”

“Eoledon, I presume.”

“Yes.”

“How’d it know?” Bomera whispered. “He?”

“Who cares?” Ilouden spoke through gritted teeth.

“The circumstances under which our truce was established are regrettable. Yet, events have changed. Are you here to provide aid, Ulantr, or for your own destruction?”

“Both.” Ulantr’s voice was calm and measured. “And time is short.”

“We have been watching with great interest.”

“You cannot protect yourselves from this entity, that is clear, otherwise you would have acted already. The Source has entered a new phase. Everything will be wiped clean. I have the means to stop that.”

“Your solution is to destroy the Source?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“We need all the skimmers under your control. We have developed a technology to weaponize them against the Source, by using their drives to counteract the flips. We know that the flips regulate the workings of their great machineries. In brief, if we can simultaneously organise this counteraction over a large enough area, an unstoppable chain reaction will disrupt the workings of the Source.”

“Send the information.”

Lellara, Bomera and Ilouden looked at Ulantr. “Do it.”

Ilouden reached for his controls. “Done.”

The response was immediate.

“This plan is flawed. You cannot harmonise control over a sufficiently large number of adapted skimmers and glazers, over a wide enough area, with absolute precision. Nothing can permeate the thick atmosphere to allow such accuracy.”

“I can,” Ulantr said. “We have those who can control the skimmers, and I can guide them.”

“How?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“We would.”

“Not in the time we have.”

The representative of the Influx Collective was silent.

Topinr guffawed. “They believe you, Ulantr.”

“To a point.” Eoledon’s voice returned. “You are perceptive, Ulantr, moreso than is typical of your species. However, as you must know, your plan is unlikely to be fully achievable. There are too many hidden variables. Furthermore, there is no guarantee the Source’s changes would be detrimental to us. In many ways, it has the potential to be a highly suitable incubator for our development. Therefore, to forgo the potential stability of this evolutionary path, and for us to aid you in this endeavour, we have a non-negotiable stipulation. If you do not accept, you may not have the skimmers and we shall cease communication.”

“What do you demand?”

“The entity that fights at our perimeter – it is ours. If it is possible to capture it when the Source’s mechanics are disrupted, you will leave it for us. If you accept, you shall have your agreement.”

“You only wish to have the chance to contain this entity?”

“Yes. Currently, it is too powerful. But a significant disruption to the Source’s operation may change that.”

“Agreed. And I would make one further request.” Ulantr briefly rested his gaze on Ilouden.

“What?”

“Some additional information.”

“We understand and are transmitting now. And shortly, once aggregated, we will transmit the required credentials to override all skimmer controls.”

The channel closed.

“Well, that was weird,” Ilouden said. “The Influx Collective’s willing to destroy the Source simply for the chance to capture this thing.”

“What additional information…” Bomera paused. “Ah… something’s arrived. Something about… Activators, I think. What’re they?”

“Activators! They—”

“There’s more, just now.” Lellara looked to her shoulder, jerking upon noticing Ulantr and Topinr right behind, peering over her shoulder. “Credentials, I think. I can check…”

“We have control over all the skimmers,” Bomera said.

Lellara nodded. “Any others within the network have been contacted too, from all over Ringscape. They’re coming here. Anything reachable. As soon as they’re in range of Upper-Fadin, we’ll have control over them too,” Ilouden said.

“The Influx Collective wants this thing badly,” Topinr muttered.

“Will these skimmers be enough for your plan?” Bomera asked Ulantr.

“They must be.”

“Now what?” Lellara asked.

Ulantr looked at the Matter Manipulators. The filtration systems were struggling to cope with the encroaching blue haze. “We adapt as many as we can, quickly as possible.” His eyes flashed brighter. “Hespinr will be here soon with the others, and once they are ready, he can arm them all.”
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Denial’s Fool

Mericadal laughed and booted the body of a dead Roranian, sending it flying against Yena and knocking her down. Paran rushed to her side, his suit still covered in scorch marks and barely self-repaired beyond critical, the mechanical assistance on the cusp of re-seizing. Diyan roared and leapt at Mericadal, unleashing his remaining projectiles. He was easily batted away into the stiff Paran, sending them tumbling. A reprieve from the fight, Mericadal looked around. Kera was nowhere to be seen. The incoming fire from the surrounding rabble was fading, as sporadic as it was ineffectual. It had thinned significantly from attrition and desertion. Occasionally, a brave Roranian or Vaesian, usually Silvered, would try their luck. Mericadal dispatched them viciously.

Vodal’s lips puckered, as usual, inviting projectiles to try their luck, eyes constantly destroyed and healed. “Mmph projecthileth! Thith way!”

“Shut up.”

“Tho thop me!”

Mericadal pointed at the tall, thin Roranian who led the offensive, currently rallying the remnants of the forces, frequently straying close. “You’re next!” He frowned and looked to the side, then smiled. Kera was there, her hand on his arm. She was also smiling.

“What’s wrong with Iuno?” she asked.

“What’s there to smile about?” Mericadal tilted his head. “A new idea?”

Kera vanished, along with most of Mericadal’s arm, the severed leftover throbbing. Mericadal fell to a knee. The surrounding rabble’s fire stopped. Kera appeared a little way off, the arm on the floor beside her. She stared past him. Mericadal turned. Paran and Diyan’s suits had both extended cords to connect themselves to Yena’s. Assisted by thrusters, they swung her forcefully, knee first, toward his head. She landed the knee and rebounded as though impacting a ship’s hull. Mericadal’s head had not even wobbled. He looked back at Kera, his smile growing as hers faded, then rose to his full, enormous height, a new arm regrown. He booted the scrabbling Yena across the floor then ran for Kera.

She disappeared, landing behind him. His body morphed, melting into itself and back out the other side. A powerful backhand sent Kera flying. “Too slow!”

“Faster! Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha. Oh, hello!”

Mericadal looked down. Vodal’s eyes bulged to the side. He followed the gaze. A single ex-Administration drone hovered nearby.

“You think this pathetic drone will stop me?”

A holo flickered beneath the drone.

Mericadal paused. “What is this?”

“It’s me.”

Mericadal’s arms dropped by his side. “But… You’re…”

“You thought all of me was gone, didn’t you?”

“It’s not possible.” Mericadal stepped closer to the holo. “You’re just a projection, nothing more. You don’t exist anymore.”

“Just because you forgot, doesn’t make it so.” The drone vibrated although the holo remained intact. Mericadal flinched. “Something wrong?”

Mericadal roared and unleashed his full abilities. The drone disintegrated.

“Hello again!” Vodal shouted monotonously.

Another drone, behind Mericadal. The same projection.

“You are too late, Mericadal. As usual, your cruelty has seen to that. Your abilities are fading.”

“Eoledon…” Mericadal’s body tremored. He swiped at the drone, missing. Mericadal grunted, clenching his fists. “You can’t be here. What’s happening to me?” The tremoring intensified. Vodal emitted a continuous low-toned jittering.

“You forget everything else when you’re playing, don’t you?” Eoledon smiled, his face becoming very handsome. “To your detriment.”

Mericadal fell to his knees. “I can’t move.” Sections of his body disappeared and reappeared. He put his arms out to steady himself. “The thickways… I can’t… They’re disintegrating, I can’t…”

“Hahaha. Can you hear them? I can! Hahaha.”

Through the thickways, terror sought Mericadal out. A bright, palpitating message battering through the collapsing corridors between realms. It reached Mericadal and rippled into his mind. Hatred.

Fool.

The sum of it.

Vodal’s laughter increased. “The Founders despise you too! Everyone despises Mericadal! Hahaha.”

Eoledon’s smile remained. “I watched you repeat all the same mistakes. You didn’t even notice as everything around you crumbled. You were distracted with these playthings, toying with them while the Vaesians succeeded in their plan to destabilise the mechanics of the Source. Rather unclimactic, for you, but you’d have noticed and probably stopped it, if you’d been less cruel. Everything is being undone here and you’ve lost, Mericadal.”

“You’re lying!”

“The body and abilities you were given by those who control this place are failing. As are they. Your time here is at an end.”

“No!”

“Hahaha. Hahaha.”

*

Diya, Paran and Yena settled around Kera, who lay on the ground facing the bright skies above. Her skin shimmered, parts flickering with the same ordered irregularity as Mericadal’s, although to a far lesser extent.

“What’s Mericadal done to her?” Paran asked.

“Kera, are you okay?” Diyan grabbed her hand.

Her eyelids fluttered. She moved her lips but no words formed.

Yena frantically looked into Kera’s eyes. “Is she dying?”

“She is not dying.” A new voice.

“Then what…”

A dark purple light cast over Kera. “Not completely.” An orb-body hovered above, about the size of a head. It descended, the purple aura pulsing rhythmically. “Kera is removing the parts of her attuned to this place, for it is failing. It seems she is acting on instinct, severing those receptive components that are dying inside her.”

“Otherness?” Diyan blurted with wide eyes. “Is it really… Otherness, are you sure Kera is…” A rich blue light shone across his cheek. He turned, unable to quell a smile. “Wiln!”

A mixture of bright yellow and pale green lit Yena. She gasped, tears running down her cheeks. “Rememox… Selo…” The orbs came closer.

A deeper, darker blue cast over Paran. He grinned. “It’s about time, Loten. We need your help.”

“You have been alone for a long time, but we are here now.” Wiln’s warm aura washed over Diyan’s face.

“Will she be okay?” he asked.

“We believe so.”

“You’re sure?”

“As much as we can be, Diyan.”

“And… you all…” Yena looking both at Selo and Rememox. “It’s been so long!”

Rememox flashed brighter and moved between them, then above, directing their attention outwards. Iuno’s army had spread out and stilled. All watched the myriad bright, multi-hued orbs streaking across the skies. They spiralled around each other, swooped down and skimmed across the ground, swarming around and investigating everything. All wounded, whether Vaesian or Roranian, were attended to. “Ulantr’s plan worked. The shock-adapted glazers were able to interfere with the operation of the Source, to the extent that a runaway reaction occurred. An overlooked flaw in the Source’s design. Now, it is failing. Completely. The probability waves of death are no more. Those of us berthed have re-awakened, and those taken from their substrates have returned.”

“It worked!” Paran punched a fist.

“What happened to you?” Yena asked.

Selo swooped beside Rememox. “Berthed or not, we were stored in a manner akin to sleep, on account of our underlying functionality. I do not believe other machine-lect types were so fortunate. When we awakened, we accessed the information stored in the influx network.”

Otherness’ aura pulsed. “We cannot stay here.”

The Haze Rings dimmed noticeably. Amidst the orbs of light, some way off – further than had been possible to see through the thick atmosphere before – a burst of matter rose high. Ethereal white mists ballooned and followed. Deep, rumbling tremors rippled through the ground. More matter bursts and white mists sprayed up even further in the distance.

“What’s happening?” Paran shouted.

Loten cast a strong glow over them, extinguishing the noise. “All those who were trapped are freed and may leave.”

Wiln zoomed around Diyan’s head. “As we must too.”

“How?” Diyan asked.

Aside from Otherness, the c-automs sped away to a central point, coalescing with many thousands more into a swarm. The swarm lurched up, then shot into the ground.

“What was that?” Paran asked Otherness.

“We are gathering material.”

“Why?”

“We built a Great Ship for you once before, to voyage to the Source on Tapache’s quest, and we can do it again.”
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Dimming Twilight

Upper-Fadin was barely recognisable, aside from the most basic layout. Scores of c-automs had pilfered its remnants, along with the other cities and great swathes of hidden resources beneath Ringscape’s surface. The c-automs streamed in thick droves up from the ground toward the dimmed Haze Rings, delivering resources for manufacturing. Fast transport ships had been created to bring all Vaesians and Roranians from across both sides of Ringscape, and the few in Barrenscape, to Upper-Fadin’s perimeter, before being dismantled. An enormous crowd watched the activity as the ground rumbled beneath their feet and the Haze Rings continued to dim. Strange sounds and displays far off evidenced other goings-on from hitherto hidden civilisations enacting their own plans.

Kera, Paran, Yena and Diyan stood together, surrounded by the excited spectators, although the din did not permeate Otherness’ nullification field. Their other c-automs were engaged in c-autom work.

Diyan took Kera’s hand. “You’re fine?”

She smiled. “Even Otherness agrees.”

“You’re sure?”

“What happened to you?” Yena asked.

Kera shrugged. “I don’t understand it.”

Otherness pulsed. “Maybe you can ask Tapache, Kera.”

“If Tapache’s really waiting, after all this time,” Paran said. “And who’s that?”

A tall, thin Roranian, holding a battered thermal ejection rifle strode toward them, a trail of Vaesians and Roranians in his wake. He smiled and raised his eyebrows as he entered the nullification field.

“Fine display, taking that thing on.”

“We’re grateful you came, Iuno, and to those who died in the fight,” Diyan said.

“Well, I understand enough of what happened now.” Iuno pointed a thumb at Otherness above. “Helpful little things, aren’t they? Told me that the Influx Collective or whatever managed to take that monster before leaving. Just… disappeared.”

Kera peered at the trail that had followed Iuno, which kept a little separated from the rest of the crowd. “What are your plans?”

Iuno chuckled. “Our future doesn’t lie with either of the two new Great Ships in orbit, that’s for sure.” He shook his head. “We go our own path.”

“What about Tapache?”

“Whether it’s to blame for all this, or just some big ruse…” He shrugged. “We’re not interested.”

Otherness bobbed up and down. “We are creating another ship for Iuno and those in his group. They wish to determine their own trajectories.”

“The New Start. It’s much smaller than yours, by all accounts. I came to wish you luck and say goodbye. Give my regards if you do find Tapache.” A simple ship dropped from the sky and landed nearby. “Transport’s already started.” Another similar ship also landed. Then more, all around. “Seems like yours has, too. Passing through the Haze Rings better be as easy as promised!”

“Good luck, Iuno.”

He raised his thermal ejection rifle, then turned and left the way he had come, disappearing into the crowd.

“Maybe we’ll meet him again,” Diyan said to Kera.

“I doubt it.”

“I wonder if we’ll see anyone else,” Paran said.

Diyan pursed his lips. “I can tell you who you won’t be seeing again.”

“Who?”

“Kera and I ran into one of your Administration friends on our way to Sunsprit.”

“Administration friend?”

“Commander Miren.”

“Oh, right.” Paran raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t that Nesch kill her?”

“Apparently not.”

“What happened?”

“She’s dead.”

Paran nodded. “Good. She deserved it… Yena, look!”

“What?”

A group of four Vaesians were making their way to the nearest transport. A young, small Vaesian with three adults, one missing a leg supported by the other two. “Could that be Girrotr? Maybe they’re the ones who helped us—”

Yena had already left the nullification field and rushed over. Paran followed. The others watched the brief exchange of words, the hasty embraces, and the excited hopping of the young, apparently ecstatic Vaesian. Returning, both Paran and Yena’s faces were flushed.

The first tranche of transport ships rose and whisked the occupants away. Those in the crowd craned their heads back, tracing their trajectories and watching the new tranche of transport ships swoop down.

Kera wiped a tear from her eye. “We’ve done it.” She kissed Diyan on the lips.

“And there’s nothing the Source’s creators can do about it. Their war’s over before it ever started.” Paran pulled Yena close and wrapped his arms around her. “Right, Otherness?”

“Correct. While we do not understand their technology, the machinery used to tether their sequestered environment to real space has been irreversibly damaged from our side. Destroyed, for all intents. They are sealed in.”

“Where?”

“That question does not necessarily make sense. Their domain was beyond the perception of anything in real space – a separate, insular and parallel construction. That has not changed.”

“I almost feel sorry for them,” Yena said, before smirking. “Not really! They created the Breaker and made Mericadal into a monster. They wanted to wipe us out!”

Otherness continued. “Soon, the tear they created in the universe’s fabric will pull everything connected inside, and seal shut. They shall dissociate from real space completely.”

“The Source will disappear?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?” Yena asked.

“There will be no return. Tapache will understand more.”

“Who are they?”

Otherness’ aura flashed brighter. “We do not know, beyond that they were once highly advanced, from long ago, and with plans incompatible with our own. Tapache’s mission, as with all Wanderers, is ultimately to preserve life within the galaxy.”

“They constructed their own prison,” Kera said. “And now they’re trapped inside, forever.”

“It would seem so.”

A transport ship settled beside them, the crowd shuffling aside to make space. An entrance mechanism rippled up. Ulantr stepped out, followed by Geadr and two guards, Hespinr, Topinr, Ilouden, Bomera and Lellara. Otherness settled higher to spread the nullification field as they greeted each other, with Geadr and the guards standing a little back. Ulantr’s hair was a deep, dark silver, and far longer than before. His eyes brightened as he approached Diyan and Kera.

“What are you?” Kera asked him curiously.

“I might ask the same of you,” Ulantr replied.

“I thought only Osr was able to change his appearance? And I hear Echoes of Gravity has found a new home in you now. Perhaps you have had some help.”

“I am open-minded, you might say. This is a new beginning for us. We can all remember what we once knew.”

“Are you going to help Vaesians remember the past?”

“As much as I am able.”

“Can you do the same for us?” Diyan’s eyes widened. “Can you help us understand what happened to our civilisation, and why Tapache found only remnants?”

Ulantr touched his tensirs across both their shoulders, colourful sparks dancing across their cheeks. “I am no longer a part of the Roranian story. But I believe you will find what you are looking for, in time.”

“Are you part of the story of those Triumvirate Entities?” Kera asked.

“Reality is strange, even to me still.”

“You don’t know?”

“Echoes of Gravity represents a spark, but from there… Everything mixes in different ways. Kera, Diyan, I can see what connects me, as I am, to all Vaesians now. We share common threads, un-severable bonds that unite us all. As do you Roranians.”

“You’re about as informative as they were,” Diyan said, chuckling.

“Where will you go in your Great Ship?” Kera asked.

“We were builders, creators once, on our path between stars. The memories are ancient and distant, but I know the way. In time, I will know why. We can join them.”

“You aren’t intrigued to see if Tapache waits?” Diyan asked.

“Tapache’s quest was never ours.” Ulantr guffawed as Bomera and Ilouden wrestled, bumping into Diyan.

Head-locked under a grinning Bomera, Ilouden looked up. “When I said I’d miss you, Bomera, I’ve actually changed my mind.”

“Maybe I’ll take you with us!”

Lellara came over and pulled Bomera’s arm away, releasing Ilouden. She took Bomera by the waist, turning to Kera and Diyan, her eyes red. “We’re going with Ulantr and the Vaesians. Ulantr said we could, and there’re others too, so we won’t be alone, but…”

Bomera finished for her. “They’re our family. We owe it to them to explore the universe together. And besides, you get to keep Topinr and Hespinr.”

“Really?” Diyan glanced over to see Hespinr and Topinr talking with Paran and Yena, who appeared excited.

“Unless we decide to jettison them into deep space,” Ilouden said cheerily.

“You’re sure you don’t want to come with us, Ilouden?” Bomera asked.

He shook his head. “My parents are already on the Great Ship. I see them little enough as it is. And besides, I’ve had my fill of depressing Vaesian architecture! Where’s the colour, eh?”

Otherness lowered. “The structure of the new Vaesian Great Ship is highly different to that of our own. To their specifications. However, they will be capable of providing more than adequate habitation for Lellara and Bomera, as well as the other Roranians who have decided to join them.”

Hespinr, Topinr, Paran and Yena shuffled over.

“We’re glad to see you’re better,” Yena said to Ulantr.

“I know you’ll lead the Vaesians well,” Hespinr said. “Osr trusted me with a choice, but you were always supposed to lead. You have many of his qualities. And without your plan, none of this would have been possible. We’d all still be trapped.”

“It was Osr’s plan, I simply modified it,” Ulantr said. “And in the end, his actual plan was for Vaesians and Roranians to unite, and that we did. Nothing would have been possible without both our species. Thanks to you and your choice, Hespinr.”

Paran cleared his throat. “While we’re on the subject, I think that I played a very pivotal role too—”

Topinr interrupted. “Didn’t we both?”

“Of course we did. Defying the Administration, escaping the Breaker and its lair, warning Ringscape, you name it, we did it.”

“Didn’t you both almost die together because of an argument in Barrenscape—”

Topinr blew a blue wisp directly into Ilouden’s eyes. “Enough of the details!”

As the others chuckled and guffawed, Kera lowered her voice. “We’ll remember Osr and what he did.”

Ulantr’s eyes flashed. “Osr was ready to die the first day of my existence, and he’s not gone. He lives through me.” He glanced at Topinr and they held each other’s gaze for a moment. “We have all done this, together. A new life awaits.”

“Now is time.” Otherness’ aura pulsed brightly. Another transport ship landed beside them. The crowd had gone. They were the last on a darkening Ringscape. “We must leave.”
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Universal Mind

Mericadal awoke from the strange dreams of his brother. He was reclined on the centre platform of the large, circular control room at the top of the shipyard tower in Upper-Fadin. He leant over and pulled his knees up, the platform contorting comfortably beneath him. The room was empty and tidy, the walls clean and white, shimmered to opacity. He gestured for a holo console. After flicking through various screens, scanning the most recent collated morning whispers of Members’ private activities, checking new reports of the Vaesians and, particularly, the Silvereds of Sunsprit, and postponing some vital city infrastructure decisions, he sent an urgent request for some Members to attend to him, to explain some things he could not quite remember at present.

He yawned and stood up to stretch, then swaggered from the platform to look outside. Halfway across, the walls shimmered to transparency, revealing a view of night. Mericadal frowned and returned to the platform at the centre, flicking through the holo controls. The screens displayed nonsense, related to some unidentified issues with the influx network. He sighed and strolled back to the walls, hands clasped lazily behind his back. He froze.

“What…?”

The sound stuck in his throat. He pressed his nose up against the wall. No Fadin. No Ringscape. Instead, a bright, shining orb – the Source. All around, stars, galaxies and nebulae twinkled. Not only did the Source diminish in size as they moved away, it dimmed far in excess of that warranted by the increased distance. He screamed as it folded neatly in on itself, as though a flap of spacetime covering a yawn, smudging into nothingness.

“No! No! No!” He hammered his fists against the wall. Footsteps broke his wailing. He turned as an entrance mechanism rippled up at the opposite end of the room. A familiar face entered.

“Mericadal.”

“What… What are you doing here?”

“We managed to scrape what we could of you, Mericadal. We put you back together again.”

“What’s going on?” He thrust his head closer, bringing his hands out tentatively, falling just short of actually touching the newcomer. “You… You aren’t here, Eoledon?”

“In a neurally-conjoined shared network of consciousness-type manner, yes, I am here.” A handsome smile, one side of which pushed against a golden brown cheek patch.

“What are you… Why… How are you here?”

“Don’t you remember?”

“You’re… part of the influx network. I… I…”

“You put me there?”

“Yes.”

“You’re right, you did. And with the emoxes gone, we found another solution. We allowed ourselves to reorganise.”

“What are you?”

“Efficient organic nodes clustered to perform complex neuronic calculations, capable of feats of phenomenal intellect hitherto untapped by any Roranian. A self-directed information exchange with the ability to alter its own architecture. Unlimited. Something new.”

Mericadal’s eyes moved about vacantly. “What?”

Eoledon chuckled and shook his head. “There is a greater part of me that I don’t even understand anymore. None of us do. It’s rather awe-inspiring, actually. We didn’t realise it at first, not that any of us would have tried to stop it.” He shook his head again. “I don’t know. I don’t know what it wants in general, or even what it is capable of. But, importantly for you, I do retain a measure of my own will. You see, while I instinctively coordinate with the others, uncertain really as to whether I’m making my own uncoaxed choices, I still have urges. Distinct feelings that I know I experience.” He spoke conversationally. “It’s a strange thing, Mericadal, this willing indenture. In a way, we’re what you made us. In the Vaesian sense, you might say we have achieved a kind of stabilised quasi-tetibatic solution to our prior predicament. Our mind is our universe, all that sort of stuff. However.” Eoledon smiled widely. “I believe the information you’d really like to know is slightly different. You’d like to know what our intentions are with you.” He nodded encouragingly. “Yes? Well, let me explain then. As you know, every single component I am connected to is an influx. And each of us dreams, and each of us shares our dreams. It’s uncontrollable, impossible for secrets to be kept.” He chuckled and waved his arms around. “Many different dreams, you couldn’t imagine, Mericadal. But there is a common, singular dream we also all have. A common thread that binds us. A purposefulness. And that means, my dear brother, that this emergent, all-encompassing, overarching intelligence that’s really in control, and that would scare the teeth off you to have even the most peripheral of its blazing awarenesses skim your own tiny perception, dreams of the same thing. And that dream, unfortunately Mericadal, as you have already guessed in horror yet hope beyond anything not to be true, concerns you.”

Mericadal turned and eyed Eoledon side-on, a smile forming. “Ah. This is a joke. This isn’t real.” He nodded. “I must say, you had me. Whoever this was, well done. I can’t be angry.” He exhaled magnanimously. “You had me fooled for a moment.”

Eoledon clasped his hands together, golden brown mechanical fingers interlaced with light brown. “Your actions have consequences, brother. I love you, but I do not forgive you, and I’m not sure I ever will. Did you forget I became part of the influx network that contained all your secrets? I even know what you did to our parents, and for that, any shred of mercy I might have had is extinct.” Eoledon’s smile soured. “They did not deserve you.”

Mericadal became still. “This joke needs to end. I’m warning you…”

“You didn’t even come for me when Fadin fell, Mericadal. Instead, you stole what was left of Vodal’s mind purely to torture your Member some more, driving Vodal to insanity along the way.”

“No…”

“Let me explain to you plainly, brother. The Source is as good as destroyed, wiped from contact with the rest of the universe. Any importance you had is extinguished. We aided with this on the singular condition that we might claim what we could of you afterwards. That caused a significant impact on our future evolution, you understand. You are our universal focus.”

“Eoledon, please…”

“You have always been brutal, Mericadal. A predator. It’s compulsive, something innate and defective about your very core. And now… you are entirely ours.”

“No!”

Eoledon’s eyes brightened. “We are unilaterally excited at the prospect, while on our adventures through the nebulae—”

“What do you mean?” Mericadal screamed. “Please! Eoledon, you are my brother. I was only doing what Tapache designed—”

“Tapache didn’t design us. We have you to thank for that.”

Mericadal looked down. Both his hands were gone. Golden brown liquid gushed from the stumps. He fell to his knees. “Eoledon!”

“You will live forever, like you always wanted.”

“I… What will happen to me?”

“What won’t? Do you remember all the tortures you put me through, and the others you threatened me with?”

Eoledon turned and left the room, the entrance mechanism rippling shut and smoothing away. Mericadal stared after him, his mouth agape. A faint sound came from nearby, growing louder. “Who’s there?” he shouted. A pain in his stomach caused him to wince.

“Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

He twirled around, falling to his side and pushing himself up with his raw, handless stumps, searching for the source, pressing his elbows into his stomach.

“Show yourself, coward!”

“Hahaha. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

Mericadal tried to rise but slipped and fell to his knees. Grimacing, he managed to pincer his regwear top with his slippery stumps, lifting it to inspect the source of the pain. A whimper escaped. Another mouth, in the middle of his torso, and a pair of eyes, staring back at him. Bulging. The mouth opened, puckering.

“Hahaha. Hahaha. Mmph! Hahaha.”

Mericadal screamed, his entire body lurched.

“Pinch me, Mericadal! Pinch me!”
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Breaker’s Echo

The Roranian Great Ship’s colossal bloom was fanned out, its titanic propulsive potential presently negated. The bloom’s light reflected off a far smaller object speeding out midway along its length. A pod, with space for little more than its three occupants – Topinr, Paran and Loten. The pod’s own modest bloom wafted behind, fizzling through space as it dictated their short trajectory.

“What d’you think it’s waiting for?” Paran asked Topinr, looking at a holo of the Hybrid. It appeared as before – drone casing, malformed from the Influxa’s last autonomous moments in the ancient, hidden Vaesian city buried in Barrenscape. Since the Source’s disappearance, the Hybrid had settled equidistantly from both Great Ships and simply stayed put.

“No idea.” Topinr dismissed some of the smaller holo screens in front of him to gaze unimpeded through the transparent hull.

“We presume it is deciding which ship to accompany.” Loten dropped lower. “Given its positioning.”

“Or maybe which to destroy.” Topinr shifted in his seat and shoved a clump of muvaeyt into his mouth. “Least these are more comfortable now.”

Paran chuckled. “Is this a good idea?”

“You’re asking me? You’ve got your own personal guardian!” Topinr eyed Loten hovering at Paran’s shoulder, casting a deep blue aura over the Roranian. “Can I have a c-autom too? There’s more than enough of you. I heard you’ve added numbers from a load of other Great Ships too, not just the Roranians’.”

Loten moved closer to Topinr. “We will deliberate assigning the Vaesians with c-automs. And it would be remiss of me not to inform you both that my own capabilities are unlikely to match those of the Hybrid.”

Topinr swore in Roranian. “I wonder if it’ll recognise us.”

Paran swiped through a new set of holo screens. “Depends on whether Influxa’s still in there, somewhere.”

“Maybe you will find out.” Loten rose again.

“Thanks for that.” Paran cancelled the holos and leaned forward. “You’ve become more humorous, Loten.”

“When you were children, we treated you as such.”

The Hybrid came into unassisted view, appearing just as depicted on the holo. The pod stopped. Paran and Topinr waited. Holo screens displayed information surmising that beneath the Hybrid’s shell was anything but the expected inner workings of an ex-Administration drone. Powerful gravitational currents distorted attempts at deeper penetration, let alone an attempt at analysis. Occasional oscillations were simultaneous with garbled spikes of nonsensical data.

“Loten, can you establish a communication channel with the Hybrid?” Paran asked.

A brief pause. “I cannot.”

“Then let’s broadcast open channel.”

“Ready.”

Paran glanced at Topinr, who released a bulbous cloud of blue. “Err, hello, Influxa? Are you there?” He held his breath.

There was no response or sign of recognition.

Loten bobbed up and down. “The Hybrid does not appear to be responding.”

Topinr guffawed. “No longer interested in us.”

“Perhaps its continuing evolution with the emoxes affected its ability to communicate recognisably. They are, after all, non-logical components of Roranian intellects.”

Topinr flicked his tensirs. “So it’s a bunch of half-minds stuck together that no longer works.”

“What did you want to happen?”

Paran clicked his tongue. He looked at Topinr. “How long d’you want to wait?”

Topinr responded by generating a small kilthis and tossing it between his tensir sets. Paran settled into his seat and watched the unchanging drone chassis.

*

Topinr extinguished the kilthis and moved over to place his wide-open mouth next to Paran’s ear, inhaling deeply.

“You’re not even awake!”

Paran jerked his head back and massaged his ears angrily. “What?”

Topinr resettled into his seat, staring at his friend. “You were asleep! I watched the Hybrid this entire time while you were asleep. My tensirs hurt from all the kilthis I made to keep myself amused!”

“I wasn’t asleep!”

“You were.” Loten hovered innocently between them.

“Loten!”

“Should I ask Ulantr about the method he used to communicate with the Hybrid?”

They both turned.

“What did you say?” Topinr asked, voice gruffer than usual.

“Since entering their new ship, Ulantr and many of the Vaesians have been in constant contact with us, ensuring they understand how everything operates before departing, as soon they will lack c-autom help. Ulantr has already managed to commune with the Hybrid. Should I enquire—”

“Of course!” Paran looked at his c-autom companion with exasperation.

“You knew this all along?” Topinr asked. “Ulantr’s actually communicated with it?”

“Yes. I had thought you might want to communicate with the Hybrid in your own manner, although—”

“Loten.” Paran exhaled loudly. “Just ask Ulantr.”

“I will access our communications.” Loten rose higher, its deep, blue aura pulsing rapidly. It lowered again. “Ulantr tells us the Hybrid has just indicated it will accompany the Vaesian Great Ship, but nothing beyond that. And unfortunately, the manner in which Ulantr spoke with the Hybrid is not possible for us.”

They glared at the holo screens. There was no indication of any change to the Hybrid’s state.

“Well, it certainly doesn’t want anything to do with us anymore!” Topinr flicked both sets of tensirs at the Hybrid. “Let’s go.”

“Agreed. Take us back, Loten.”

“Wait.”

“What is it, Loten?”

“There is a faint perturbation within the casing.” The holo screens expanded, displaying the data. The screens rotated, their edges dropping off, objects spinning in three dimensions. “The readings are non-homogenous. We know the Hybrid has command over gravity in ways paradoxical to our understandings. There is what I can only describe to you as a gravitational shadow – an echo of a prior artificial field.”

“Soft gravitons?”

“Our understandings, Paran, not yours. This is beyond your theories. Tapache forbade us from the use of technologies significantly more advanced than those found in your remnants.”

“You’re not allowed to explain precisely?” Topinr asked.

“Indeed.”

“What about all the blooms?”

“With some exceptions.”

The holos of three-dimensional objects proliferated while reducing in size, filling the pod. All the while, the Hybrid was unchanged to the eye. Paran and Topinr shifted in their seats as they took it all in.

“They’re all just random shapes,” Paran said. “This is nonsense.”

Loten’s aura dimmed. “Wait.”

The holos brightened and shot around the pod, slotting into place against one another. Many clumped together. A structure was being assembled. It floated to the front of the pod, directly in front of the Hybrid.

“What’re you creating, Loten?” Topinr asked.

“I am mapping a pattern.”

“Can you explain?” Paran asked. “Within whatever theories you’re allowed.”

The assembly slowed. Loten moved between them. “There are interferences in the shadow field, where it rebounds against a containment barrier and negates. I am finding the largest clusters of these negation patterns and displaying them. Initially, I assumed them to be random. However, upon further analysis, I believe each contributes to an overall intended formation. Once we connect enough, we may have a visual depiction of the Hybrid’s prior form, or more specifically, the form of the Breaker.”

“An echo of the Breaker’s last semblance?” Topinr reached into his pack for more muvaeyt.

“That is my logic.”

They watched as the image was built, the assembly picking up pace.

“When it destroyed my team on Barrenscape,” Paran said, gritting his teeth. “I always wondered what those…” He swore and leant forward. “What they saw.” He squinted. “What?”

Topinr’s loud guffaw resounded. “Paran!”

Paran’s eyes widened. “Loten, is this a mistake?”

“It is not.”

Loten’s dark blue aura flashed brighter. The image quickly completed, all the remaining holo pieces slotting into place. Paran’s likeness stared back at them.
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Expectant Approach

Hespinr stood with Ilouden on a set of green mounds that formed part of the extensive verdant expanse created by the c-automs. Now and then, groups of Roranians with their multi-hued c-autom guardians, and some Vaesians too, walked past or ran, exploring. Others sat in groups on other mounds, c-automs buzzing overhead, holo depictions appearing and disappearing. Some flew about clad in wing-packs high above, soaring through the vast, holo-assisted skies accompanied by c-autom flocks and amidst the ferrying, fully functional skimmers. Rememox whizzed around them, its bright yellow aura kept tight.

“I still don’t understand what you like about this… view.” Hespinr waved his thick arms. “It’s very green. Too many shades.”

“Have you decided what you’ll make of your annexe?”

Hespinr puffed a jet of blue. “Not yet. Diyan’s completed his. I’d like to reexamine it when he’s less busy.”

“Less busy?”

Hespinr wafted his tensirs lazily. “Something to do with Kera, I believe.”

Ilouden chuckled. “Well, there’s plenty of time.”

Rustling from behind took their attention. Topinr was coming up from the valley below. A skimmer sealed shut as it lifted off and sped away. Topinr glared between Ilouden and Rememox.

“You have a c-autom companion already!”

Ilouden grinned. “Yena having two is hardly fair.”

“Fair? I’ve none!”

“Neither do I,” Hespinr said, exhaling another line of blue.

Rememox dropped between them, aura pulsing gently. “Vaesians are hardier than Roranians, in need of less protection.”

“Hah!” Topinr reached the top of the mound and plonked heavily down, legs splayed out. “It’s settled!”

Ilouden looked at Topinr’s legs. “Is that comfortable?”

Topinr shovelled a clump of muvaeyt into his mouth. “Haven’t you heard? I’m hardy.” He glanced at Rememox. “Fine, I may not need a c-autom companion, but can you make more muvaeyt? Too tasty to give up.” He patted his pack. “Running low.”

Rememox pulsed. “We already have, waiting in your annexe.”

Topinr unfurled his tensirs one by one. “You are a delight, Rememox.”

Hespinr leant forward. “Aren’t you going to tell us about the Hybrid, Topinr?”

“Ah, that.”

“You were unsuccessful?”

“Oh, we were successful.” Topinr guffawed loudly, drawing curious glances from a nearby group. “Would you like to know what the Breaker looked like? Before its drone-self.”

Both Hespinr and Ilouden stared at Topinr.

His guffaw increased. “Paran!”

“What?” Ilouden frowned. “Paran?”

“Yes!” Topinr gestured to Rememox, guffaw going strong. “Can you ask Loten to transmit the information to you, so you can show them?”

Rememox bobbed lower. “That information was already uploaded to our technosystem.” A holo appeared before them. Paran, dressed in Administration military regalia.

“This! That’s the Breaker,” Topinr said. “When his team attempted to trap it in Barrenscape, this is how it appeared!”

Rememox cancelled the holo. “Manipulation of physical characteristics is presumably unchallenging to such an entity, possessing power of a magnitude unknowable even to the Wanderers.”

“But why change its form to resemble Paran?” Hespinr asked.

“We cannot know for certain, but the result definitely imparted fear. So that is a potential explanation.”

“It appeared as Paran to scare the Administration soldiers? That’s who they most feared?”

“Yes.”

“How did Paran take it?” Ilouden asked.

Topinr bunched and unfurled his tensirs. “Something about them deserving it.”

“Anything else?” Hespinr asked.

“No. That was all it gave us. It’s going with Ulantr.”

“Makes sense,” Ilouden said.

“If you say so. Paran’s now engaged in courtship with Yena, I believe. He’s always very vague about the details. I’ll ask later. Perhaps he’s deficient in some way. I’ve no idea what secrets you Roranians keep.” Topinr made a guttural clicking sound. “All very weird.”

“They are strange,” Hespinr agreed, the same sound repeated. “It is the same with Kera and Diyan, as I was telling Ilouden. They made me leave their annexe, even though I wanted to investigate Diyan’s fountains. They are set at the bottom of a winding stairway that opens out into a room containing a large pool with patterns of—”

“A blue pool?” Topinr asked.

“The faintest shade, not a drop of true blue!” Hespinr said, emphasising his words with the puff of an expelled kilthis. “None.”

“Horrible!”

“Indeed. But I will go back later and see if they are done.”

Ilouden’s eyebrows raised. “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not. Of course you had to leave, Hespinr!”

“Why?” both Vaesians asked simultaneously.

“Right… Well, you’ll have to ask them to explain it. Or perhaps Rememox can tell you.” He raised a hand as Rememox settled closer. “Not now! Later.”

Topinr and Hespinr caught each other’s eyes, muted guffaws escaping.

They watched groups on the other mounds, extending far into the distance. Occasionally, words carried on the warm breeze. The group from the nearest mound – six Roranians and a Vaesian – quietened as the shimmering holo cocoon of a simulation bubble engulfed them. Distorted lights rippled across its surface.

“They are learning about Tapache.” Rememox circled above. “And the terms of the initial agreement set forth.”

Ilouden played with the unnecessary regwear facepiece crumpled around his neck. “How long till we reach Tapache?”

“One and a half years, with Ringscape measurements.”

“That long?” Ilouden wrinkled his nose. “That’s ages!”

“The trip toward the Source was many, many multiples longer, but we no longer need to teach you along the way. Our thrust has been maximised.”

“Perhaps Tapache is creating another Great Ship bearing a new species as we travel to it,” Topinr suggested.

“That is possible.”

Ilouden grimaced. “So, in one and a half years, we will see how real this all is.” He looked at the two Vaesians. “Any regrets?”

“None so far,” Topinr said, eyeing Hespinr. “Someone must watch over you, Ilouden. A lot could happen in that time. And Hespinr too, the pair of you!”

“Do you know where they’ve gone?” Hespinr asked Rememox. “Ulantr and the rest.”

“No.” The c-autom bobbed lower.

A holo formed before them. The Vaesian Great Ship, momentarily alongside the Roranian Great Ship for context. The Vaesian ship was many times larger and relatively spherical, with thousands of bulbous outcrops like merged comets. The holo enlarged. The ship’s outer hull was composed of various flat sections puzzled together – almost wholly black although highlighted by streaks of silver. Bright triple-protrusions stuck out from the centres of the bulbous outcrops, as though giant versions of Vaesian leg-appendages sparkling with multicoloured light. They waved irregularly and highly flexibly compared to the more rigid bloom protrusion of the Roranian Great Ship.

“How weird-looking,” Ilouden said, pointing at the triple-appendages. “What are they?”

“Approximations of an ancient Vaesian type of propulsion, but achieved through bloom technology. Nothing beyond what the Roranians have access to, albeit reorganised.”

“Looks weird,” Ilouden said.

“You think this is weird?” Topinr asked.

“It’s beautiful,” Hespinr said.

“Exactly.”

“Doesn’t seem very practical,” Ilouden said.

The Vaesian Great Ship rotated. Despite the jumbled appearance, its layout was vaguely consistent from all angles. The triple-appendages all wafted in the same general direction and the ship launched forward, the generated flora of space streaked in the background. The appendages at the designated front of the ship flattened in a manner more typical of a bloom-like negation state.

“The full functioning of their ship requires extensive use of their abilities, since they have no c-automs or other machine-lects to aid them.” Rememox circled the holo’s periphery. “Without Ulantr’s ability to connect them all, the ship would not operate.”

“What about the Tugs?” Ilouden asked.

“A large containment was prepared for them within the ship, as requested, and Ulantr now has the means to fabricate information transfer systems based on the dummy nodes. It is his belief they can become an integral data store for their ship, in the place of machine-lect assistance.”

“Ulantr wanted them to continue the Vaesian journey,” Hespinr said. “The Tugs were by our side for so long. It is fitting they are all together, the three components, with Echoes of Gravity through Ulantr and the Hybrid beside their ship too. Ulantr said they were once all joined as a single species, long ago, that was somehow split upon entering the Source. Is that true, Rememox?”

“Apparently so.”

The Vaesian Great Ship shifted to the side and a nearby object – a mere speck in comparison – expanded. It was more or less spherical, jittering haphazardly. The Hybrid.

“None of you wanted to join them?” Topinr asked Rememox.

“We are not allowed.”

Topinr blew a wisp at the c-autom. “Why not?”

“Tapache is our creator, to whom we are algorithmically bound.”

“Not all the Roranians are returning to Tapache.”

“We are more constrained.” Rememox cancelled the holo and settled in front of them, pulsing.

“What happens to you once when we reach Tapache?”

“Wanderer craft-lects like Tapache typically cull their c-autom crews over time, for upgrades, ambition changes, whims, and to discourage the hint of overthrow – a reason for which our own batch was constructed with clever limitations. In truth, it is unknowable to us. Tapache’s lect is beyond our comprehension. Some are hopeful Tapache will practice deconstructive restraint, although that is not a mainstream craft-lect principle. There is some evidence both for and against.”

Ilouden swore. “That’s not fair, Diyan never mentioned that. None of them did!”

“They did not know.” Rememox’s aura brightened. “Therefore, we are analogously nervous, like you all.”
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What Was Promised

“The ship is ready, and your most important work begins. You are to be the stewards of the biologicals for as long as that is possible. Tell them what I have promised. Tell them that, conditional upon their return, and having successfully discovered the Source, I shall aid them in understanding what became of the Roranian species.” – Tapache to the c-automs.

Kera, Diyan, Yena, Paran and Ilouden watched the giant holo from their mound in the middle of the greenspace, as did many other groups dotted about on their own mounds. Their c-automs circled. The year-and-a-half journey at its end. The giant holo depicted the solar system they had recently entered, at the tip of one of the galaxy’s spiral arms.

Three planets encircled the solar system’s yellow star – a small, dark red planet in a tight orbit; a large, vivid blue planet adorned by wide, flat rings a little further out; and a far-flung, medium-sized planet with a swirling atmosphere of murky shades cut against deep green.

Diyan pointed at the green planet. “That’s where we began our journey. That’s where we left Tapache and began our voyage.”

“And that’s where Tapache waits?” Ilouden asked.

“Supposedly,” Kera muttered.

Paran squeezed Yena’s hand, an easy smile on his face. “It’s not been this quiet since we left.”

A grunt from behind took their attention. “Roranians are not known for their quietness.” Hespinr was there, hair a mottled shade of blue.

Yena stared. “What’ve you done?”

“Ulantr’s final gift,” Hespinr said. “From the Activator technology of the Influx Collective. They took a while to fail, but no more cell-scales.” He generated a small purple kilthis, extinguishing it almost immediately.

Ilouden nodded. “I wondered why he wanted them.”

Topinr appeared right in front of Ilouden’s nose, causing the Roranian to jump, to Topinr’s apparent glee. The Vaesian’s hair was a vivid orange and his upper torso glowed brightly. “Everything’s easier. It feels like I’m finally in control of myself.” His glow dissipated.

“I hope you don’t start…” Ilouden trailed off as Diyan tugged at his wrist.

“Look,” Diyan whispered. The giant holo was further expanding.

The green, outermost planet enlarged, the other two planets pushed from the depiction. Their own position was marked. Dispatched drones trailed streaks of intense red against the dark, threading through space and skimming the peripheries of the green atmosphere, around to the hidden side of the planet.

“This is it,” Yena said. “If Tapache still waits, then this is it.” She squeezed Paran’s hand.

“It can’t still be there,” Diyan said breathlessly. “After all this time, it can’t be.”

“What if it is?” Paran asked.

They drew closer. The holo representation expanded further on the green planet, although their Great Ship was still far too small to be resolved on such a scale, instead denoted by an orange blip.

“Anything, Loten?” Paran kept his eyes on the holo.

“Yes.”

Colour drained from their faces.

Streaks of white shot from a single point on the other side of the green planet toward them.

“Drones…” Kera said. “To check we’re who we say we are.”

“Tapache—” Yena’s pitch rose. The c-automs stopped, auras frozen, movement halted. Everything stilled. The holo depiction disappeared, leaving only the projected skies. A deep, mechanical, perfect voice rolled over the green mounds.

“You have returned and I shall keep my promise.”

Silence.

They looked at each other.

“When?” Yena asked.

A great conjoined simulation rippled down from all c-automs in unison.

*

They were passengers, fed information from Tapache’s investigations of their derelict outpost, where the craft-lect had first encountered traces of their dead species.

The outpost was small, in comparison with Tapache’s expectations for the requirements of a fully-fledged, self-sustaining society, but by no means insignificant. With an apex population potentially nearing three million and spanning the planet’s entire surface, it was less an outpost-settlement and more an outpost-world. A world situated, by Tapache’s estimation, not only at the fringes of the Roranian civilisation’s collection of star systems, but also the galaxy.

The simulation’s orientation and perspective abruptly changed. The medium-sized planet, with the swirling, deep green shades that Tapache’s vessel currently waited beside, was displayed. The planet morphed – the atmosphere churned frenetically, colour and composition phasing backwards in time. Slowly, a lighter green and less chaotic atmosphere formed, and the planet’s past was revealed. This was the outpost-world Tapache had found, with the simulation now depicting how it had once likely appeared. No longer were the details scant, Tapache’s findings, extrapolations and musings were displayed crisply. The outpost-world took on vivacious life.

A stable, self-regulating ecosystem blanketed the outpost-world in a uni-season of perpetual, moist warmth. Monumental depressions in the planet’s surface offered evidence of ancient, repurposed oceans, whose waters had been diverted and gravitationally pumped into vast, neat rivers that snaked across the planet’s landmass. The rivers split into smaller, well-defined tributaries, the majority of which wound around great agronomic fields, precisely nourishing plains dedicated to various types of organic production. Other tributaries fed into the grills of abundant, thin, white towers laced with openings, that speared high into the atmosphere and vented climate-controlling vapour.

Occasional habitable structures dotted the plains, not dissimilar in style to those found in the most well-resourced, exclusive parts of Fadin. Skimmers and lower-flying, small crykel-type vehicles constantly streamed between them, just above the ground.

Certain parts of the world were more densely populated, the habitations and other structures densifying gradually with loose, undefined borders, although none sported populations even half those of Ringscape’s major cities. In contrast, numerous spaceports far surpassed any of those seen in Ringscape, by many magnitudes. Aerial traffic and diagrammatical labels indicated they were likely to have facilitated significant amounts of off-world trade.

Tapache whisked them away from the cultivated planet, to a far smaller, orbiting moon. The surface was covered with an endless lattice of turrets.

The simulation finished.

*

Clamours of confusion, then roaring outrage from the green mounds. Jeering. Proclamations of angry discontent. Unanswered cries for Tapache abounded.

Paran looked at the others, his face red. “What?”

Diyan clenched his jaw. “That can’t be it!” Wiln bobbed closer to him.

“If it’s really right here, it’s this green planet beside us, can’t we just go?”

“There must be more!” Yena shouted as Selo also drifted closer. “After those thermal ejection cannons on that moon, it just stopped!” She looked up, still shouting. “What happened? Tapache! What happened to the outpost?” There was no reply.

Ilouden shook his head. “It’s supposed to have been derelict when Tapache found it. Surely that means it must have become uninhabitable, or abandoned, at some point? What happened?”

“This isn’t what we were promised!”

A loud guffaw emanated from Topinr, his vivid orange hair outlining his open mouth.

“What’s so funny?” Diyan demanded.

Topinr pointed behind them as their c-automs’ auras brightened. Hespinr was already staring. They turned, catching the wide, questioning eyes of others on the surrounding mounds. Otherness was still above Kera, her simulation ongoing.

Selo settled by Yena’s ear. “I do not believe the story is yet over.”

*

The din of outrage had quelled. All those across the mounds sat and waited. Kera was still engulfed in her simulation.

“Why wouldn’t Tapache show us the rest?” Diyan asked Wiln, knees drawn to his chin. “If there’s more, we should see it too. We need to know what happened to the outpost, and it’s so close. What’s going on?”

“We do not know.”

“Why won’t you tell us anything else? Can we go now? We could visit the moon.”

“It would be better to wait.”

“Do you know what Kera’s seeing?” Diyan released his knees and arched his back in a stretch. “I just don’t understand why we can’t see it too?”

“Tapache will have reasons.”

“I always thought the outpost was small, a settlement on a planet. I didn’t realise it was the entire planet. And that planet! It’s so near.”

“And what reasons?” Ilouden swatted at the small, purple kilthis Topinr flicked toward him. “Stop that!”

“It’s not hot, Ilouden. Go on, touch it.” Rememox hovered just behind, its bright yellow aura extended toward Ilouden. “Rememox will make sure nothing happens to you anyway.”

The c-autom pulsed strongly. “Not advisable.”

Topinr extinguished the kilthis, rekindling it in his other tensirs. “Fine.”

“Why would an entire moon be needed for defence? Because those turrets were defensive weapons, weren’t they?” Yena asked.

“Maybe we were at war,” Paran suggested, elbows on his knees, head resting on a palm.

Diyan hummed. “That could explain how everything ended. But why not show us? And why wait all this time? Tapache must’ve discovered the moon at the same time as the outpost. We could have been told before. Why only let on now?”

Their c-automs mostly floated around, occasionally flicking closer to Otherness and swerving back. Kera’s simulation haze was thick, without any silhouette.

“An entire moon for a fortress,” Hespinr said. “Some war.”

“And to defend that place,” Topinr said, extinguishing the purple kilthis.

“What d’you mean?” Yena asked.

“Little too much like Osr’s dream for my liking,” Topinr said.

“All that green, consistent gravity, no space.” Hespinr flicked his tensirs out.

“They’re obsessed. Green this, green that.”

“Exceedingly restricting.”

“Astoundingly so. No wonder it was left derelict, eventually.”

“I’d have abandoned it too.”

“Without a doubt.”

“What?” Paran asked. “There’s plenty of space.”

Hespinr scoffed. “It’s all filled.”

“With green.” Topinr flicked another kilthis near Ilouden.

“They don’t like it,” Ilouden said irritably. “Different sensibilities.”

“We must have been more space-dwelling,” Topinr said. “Less planet-bound.”

“Can’t you remember?” Yena asked.

Hespinr and Topinr glanced at each other. Hespinr tilted his head. “We’ve decided not to try. Not yet.”

“It’s not so simple anyway.” Topinr bristled his tensirs against Ilouden’s ear, which Ilouden swatted away. “And presently, our journey is with you.”

Yena shook her head. “We’d do anything to understand our past, and you choose not to.”

“It’s different,” Hespinr said.

“How?”

Topinr lengthened his neck out past Hespinr to look at Yena. “Because for us, remembering can be like reliving. There are consequences.”

She pursed her lips. “Ah.”
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She Who Inherits

Kera was seated on a small cylindrical white stool in front of a larger cylinder that came up to her chest – an influx terminal, at the base of a shipyard tower, in Upper-Fadin. An overlaid shimmer glazed everything, betraying the ongoing simulation.

A polite clearing of the throat.

Straight ahead, sitting opposite, was Osr, with his pale silver hair and wide black eyes.

“What is this?” Kera said. “You’re not Osr, and this isn’t real.”

Osr smiled pleasantly, in a Roranian, non-Vaesian, manner, and raised an eyebrow. “How would you like me to appear, Kera?”

“Tapache.”

“Welcome back.” Instead of Osr’s voice, a pleasant, mechanical voice rumbled around, vibrating Kera as though making a point.

“I don’t understand.” She stared at Tapache, who appeared relaxed. “I don’t understand what it was all for. Why did you do that to us? What you showed us… That can’t be it. You didn’t even show us what happened to the outpost.” She banged a fist against the terminal cylinder. “You tricked us!”

Tapache leant forward, the smile widening, amiable yet firm, voice back to Osr’s. “You shall have your answers now that I have mine.”

She frowned. “Are you playing with us?”

“Long before the dawn of my civilisation, your kind existed.” Tapache’s head tilted, eyes brightened, the light becoming a wide flash encompassing everything. The shipyard was gone. Kera was a spectator again. Worlds – many, similar to the outpost, different variations, different industries, the same civilisation. Moons, moonlets, orbitals, solar mechanics, ships. Armadas, vast collections of warships entering systems. Battles. Destruction and chaos. Machines of war engaging. They disappeared.

Kera jerked as though she had just landed on the stool. “What was that?”

Tapache’s arms were on the main cylinder, tensirs gently rippling with sparks of multi-hued light. “Wars were fought and your civilisation was shattered. It is no more.” A dark globe appeared at the top of the influx terminal, twinkling with light – a patch of space. A fleet of ships sped past. “Some fled, but most were engulfed.”

“They destroyed themselves through war? That’s what happened to the outpost?”

“Essentially, yes. I found significant evidence from a different planet in another system, quite some distance from where we are now. Closer to the centre of your civilisation. The perpetrators, I believe.”

The stars in the dark globe streaked – the locus displayed by the globe shifted through space. The movement halted over a grey world orbiting a dim star. A rocky asteroid shell surrounded the system.

“There are derelict autonomous armaments and launch stations affixed to the larger asteroids around the system, from which I gathered evidence.” While speaking, Tapache looked at Kera. “And after the war was through, the perpetrators remained there, without expansion, purposely isolated, for a very long time.”

“After our civilisation was destroyed they just stayed there, on a single world?”

“As far as I can tell.”

“For how long?”

Tapache’s eyes flashed. “As I said, a very long time.”

“Why?”

“They found something.”

“After the war? But what caused the war?”

Tapache shrugged. “Resources, instincts, ideas.”

“Then, what did they find?” Kera spluttered.

“That same existential threat that still plagues us. The Sensespace. They detected its murmurings well before most of the galactic community, and developed a plan.” Tapache looked at the dull planet. A series of dark filaments came into view, lifted into orbit by speck-sized ships. The filaments connected and a series of rings were created, encircling the planet. The same speck-ships pushed the rings together and each began to glow, forming a bright halo. The speck-ships took new positions and pushed the halo into a rotation, which was soon great enough that the halo became indistinguishable from a sphere. The inside of the asteroid shell lit up.

“What’s happening?”

“The threat of the Sensespace encouraged significant advancement. There are signs of extreme technological prowess, the apotheosis far surpassing that of my civilisation and possibly approaching that of the Ascended Biologicals.”

“What? The Ascended—”

“Unknown, for all intents.”

The holo spurted strangely.

“Wait, what is that?” Kera stared.

“What do you think?”

The holo disappeared with a snap.

Kera reared her head back in a frown. “It looked… like the Haze Rings? Well, something like them.”

“My analysis now too.”

“What do you mean?”

The craft-lect leant forward. “I told you I found remnants of weapons and launch stations at the system’s peripheries. Kera, that’s almost all I found. The planet itself is gone.”

“What?” She wrinkled her nose. “Then how did you…”

“That planetary glow I showed you was a direct recording.” Tapache sat back and nodded at where the dark holo globe had been. “When I found this system, I investigated what I could of the launch station data stores. Best practice.” The craft-lect guffawed. “Unfortunately, they weren’t much more use – heavily degraded, ancient, even at the time. I’m not surprised they were disregarded.”

Tapache generated a kilthis, except it was a representation of the haloed planet, and flung it up, generating the same representation as before. Tapache’s tensirs flicked and the planet shot out, bursting through the rocky asteroid shell, dissipating against the shipyard wall. Asteroids collided violently in the shell, some reassembling into new positions, others ejecting.

“Accounting for positions and timeframes, would you like to guess where the planet ended up?”

Kera gasped. “The Source?”

“Precisely.”

“But…”

“Kera, until now, I had many theories. I could not even be sure that the disappeared planet was actually of your civilisation. I understand only now, with the information gleaned from your return.”

Kera stood up. “No!”

“Kera.” Tapache’s voice was soothing.

She glared at the craft-lect. “You expect me to believe there was a war, within my civilisation, that destroyed everything including the outpost where you first found us. But this other planet… the perpetrators who started the war survived here, and later, much later, they discovered this Sensespace threat, causing them to build the Source?” She was shouting. “How does that make any sense? We can’t be the Source-builders? It can’t have been us!”

“It was.”

“But why?”

“To hide.”

“To hide?” Kera shook her head. “The Source was designed to unleash armies of machine-lects and destroy the galaxy! It wasn’t created for anyone to hide!”

“Their plans progressed.”

“Progressed? Why?” Kera threw her hands in the air. “Why would we do that? What would make us want to do that?”

“When you say us, you are incorrect, semantically. I am referring to you singularly, not the others. More specifically, I am referring to you in a biological respect.”

“What?”

“You must have noticed differences from the others.”

Kera looked at her hands. “I don’t understand.” During the pause, her legs buckled and she landed back on the stool, invisible supports keeping her stable.

Tapache was kneeling by her side. “When I encountered the probability wave of death phenomenon and pieced together what I could of all these remnants, I sent probes – machine-lects, biologicals, many different expeditions. I sent all I could. I tried thousands of variations, using different ideas to test widely varied hypotheses. None were successful.” Tapache unfurled a set of tensirs and generated a succession of holos in the space between them. Labels flickered with each set of images – representations of biological matter, the finest components assembled and reassembled, spliced, recombined and incubated. “Your civilisation was predominantly of a singular species, those Ancient Roranians, but there were also traces of others you interacted with. I sent them, first, in the hope they might at last be successful in bringing information back to me. I sent them one after the other, in their own Great Ships. But as before, none returned.” Tapache’s tensirs rippled, the holo changed, showing a circular portal in space, dwarfing the lone ship that approached. Tapache’s. “I contacted my Enclave through a data exchange portal, and it was decided the risk was justified in sending those more akin to actual Roranians, in their ancient likeness.”

Tapache stood up and walked back around the influx terminal to sit opposite. Kera lifted her head up.

“What?”

“Understand, Kera, the danger was enormous, the unknowns significant. We did not want to alert them to our capabilities or investigations, but we also needed to gather information. So, I sent biosimilars with little knowledge of their past. Not true Roranians. Each distinct species in their own right. Your ship included.”

“We… We aren’t even actual Roranians?”

“Strictly, the others aren’t. But you are, just. A bridge. The very closest I dared venture. A shade from biosimilar, and a shade within biological compatibility with their species at the start of their civilisational war, well before the construction of the Source. I sent you amongst the others as camouflage, to conceal your true nature.” Tapache guffawed. “Kera, in my most extreme scenarios, of which there were more than you could imagine, what you achieved featured in precisely zero. I never expected you might find your way to the core of the phenomenon, let alone ascertain its danger and initiate a chain of events culminating in its destruction, including removing the threat of the probability wave – itself a tool based upon theories we are still only formulating now. You were only intended to relay what it was.” Tapache’s head shook from side to side. “You were created unique amongst the others, Kera. The very nearest to them. That’s what the Nesch saw in you and tried to exploit, as they did with some of the others a little closer than the rest. More importantly, that’s why you had certain abilities within the Source. Ulantr was right in perceiving your connection. Some biological vestige, whether a trace or in full, is still present somewhere in the makers or mechanics of the Source. You were recognised at a fundamental level of heritage and permitted a degree of access.”

Tears fell down her cheeks and Tapache’s face softened.

“Kera, you are as responsible for their actions as much I am for the machine-lects that created my civilisation long ago. Believe me, they were quite different, and yet, there is a certain heritage.” Tapache’s arms folded. “And it’s true what I said, you share a truer kinship with the earlier Roranians, from the time of the civilisational war.”

Kera wiped her tears away, her body shuddered. “They wanted to destroy the galaxy. You said their plans changed, but—”

Tapache’s tensirs flicked out colourfully, taking Kera’s attention and cutting her off. “There’s more to it, Kera. You don’t yet know everything.” The craft-lect leant back. “Much of the influx network’s underlying functionality, and therefore that of the Influx Collective, was derived from crude copies of the c-autom technology base.” Tapache smiled almost awkwardly. “There are certain c-autom informational channels that don’t register within the c-automs’ awarenesses. They serve as what you might call oversight – for craft-lects, such as myself, to elicit more information about c-autom experiences than our helpers might themselves convey.” The smile faded. “When my c-automs awakened within the Source, these unnoticed channels were immediately established between them and the Influx Collective, up to the point of the collective’s departure. And before that departure, the Influx Collective came across some interesting information about the Source’s creators, that I now possess.” Tapache’s words slowed. “You knew the Source-builders intended to unleash their armies upon the galaxy and destroy all that is, but you never knew why. Well, Kera, now we know. The Source-builders wanted to sow machines of reformation, unimpeded, throughout the galaxy.” Tapache stopped and waited.

Kera frowned. “Machines of reformation?”

Tapache nodded. “Machines to expand their manufactured spacetime and encompass the entire galaxy. All life would be swept aside and overlaid. Everything that is would be gone.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No one knows how to defeat the Sensespace, even now. The Source-builders evidently believed their domain to be impervious, and that supplanting all else would negate the threat.” The craft-lect’s tensirs writhed. “Incidentally giving them absolute control over all liveable reality.”

“That sounds like a prison.”

“With them as its keepers.” Tapache’s smile returned. “They’re not the first to attempt such a thing, and they probably won’t be the last. But they were also very wrong, their plan would never have worked. They hid from the rest of the galaxy too early, Kera. They never witnessed the struggles of species after species against the Sensespace. Many others created isolated spacetime sanctuaries. Each failed. The Sensespace always infiltrates in time, despite its supposed dormant state. Even the realms of the Ascended Biologicals were infected. The Ancient Roranians had no right to remake this galaxy, and even worse, their plans would have condemned it.”

“And now they’re gone.”

Tapache nodded. “Do not concern yourself with sympathy, Kera. They had no regard for life outside their own.”

“What will happen to them?”

Tapache winced. “They folded spacetime and thickened it against the universe’s preferences. Those actions carry extreme risks and severe consequences. Their Haze Rings were powered by the galactic currents of gravitational shift, that’s why the Source was positioned in the peripheries, beyond the outermost star systems. Those currents gave them the colossal energies needed not only to generate and maintain their domain, but to keep a corridor propped open with the rest of the universe. Once their operation was disrupted, that corridor collapsed and their domain curved in on itself. They are shut out and in. They exist somewhere in our universe, and nowhere, simultaneously, out of reach. There is no corridor for their return.”

“They’re lost?”

“Forever.”

Kera exhaled loudly.

“It’s clear their variant of spacetime requires the input of sentience, it cannot be created there. I would hazard a guess that it cannot be destroyed there either. It must be conserved. Therefore, they will be unable to die and unable to escape. Perhaps, if they are lucky, they will sleep. But in the end, the machines and technologies they rely upon will break down. However far they have evolved since being a society you might recognise, whatever heights they reached and wonders they managed, is all irrelevant now. They will erode and only their sentience will remain, trapped.”

Kera looked Tapache in the eyes. “And what will you do with us now they’re gone?”

Tapache grinned. “They’re not all gone. Others were created too.” Above them, many bright spheres appeared, floating around each other, circling the galaxy. “It’s possible they’re all undergoing their same final phases right now, preparing to unleash their armies. Or perhaps this was just the first, a scout.”

“Can you stop them?”

“Of course. You’ve given me the knowledge we need to defeat them, and I will inform the Enclave once we’re done.”

“Are you going to kill us all?”

A warm smile spread across Tapache’s Vaesian face. “Kera, I am telling you this as part of my promise to you, and that promise is not yet fulfilled.”

“What do you mean?”

“You and the others, albeit more loosely, are based on the biological material from the Roranian outpost that formed my initial discovery of your civilisation.” As before, a globe materialised above the influx terminal. It enveloped Kera. They overlooked the planet-spanning garden and its streaking rivers around the green fields. The perspective changed. Tapache was beside her. They were looking up from the surface. The moon was dark and blurred, as though unfocused. Chunks of debris struck the atmosphere, blazing trails formed.

“Despite its position at the extremity of your civilisation’s border, your war was not kind to this planet.” Tapache pointed to the moon. “The thermal ejection cannons were overwhelmed against such an armada. Those who remained were never going to survive the war, but…” Beside them, a large green field distorted, melting and compressing, the ground depressing as though under a giant thumb, and erupted. A fine brown mist billowed into the skies. “They were not unprepared.” The conical, smooth nose of a vessel emerged. Red, super-heated air surged up around its sides. It rose.

Their perspective changed. They were in the atmosphere. Many ships had risen, climbing the gravitational gradient to escape the incoming armada. A sleek tubular form shot toward the planet’s surface, slamming into one of the vessels and bursting through the other side. The explosion rained parts down on the planet. Most of the ships were similarly destroyed, although a few escaped intact.

Kera was back, sat on the stool. The globe shimmered and changed, displaying the same fleet Tapache had shown there before, fleeing through a patch of space.

“Your civilisation did end as it was, but there is hope. Some vessels from this outpost successfully escaped, long before the victors of your civilisational war became Source-builders.”

“What happened to them?”

“I don’t know precisely. But I do know where they went.”

“Where?”

“Where they were never going to be followed.”

The holo zoomed out, all the features minimising. The galaxy shrunk, soon shown in its entirety with open space at its borders. It continued to decrease in size. Finally, another mass appeared – another galaxy – shining bright in the emptiness. A single line linked them.

“They left the galaxy?”

“Yes.”

Kera tipped her head to the side. “Really?”

Tapache nodded. “Kera, to explain this to you – as far as the Wanderers or any of our allies in the galactic community are aware, none who have left our galaxy have ever returned. And excepting the Alpuri’s claim, of which I have my doubts, we’ve never knowingly been visited either.” Tapache gestured to the new, shining galaxy. “The distances are colossal, you will likely choose at some point to enter stasis for the journey. And of any Roranians who perhaps made it there, there may be more questions than answers.”

“You’ll take us there?”

“Me?” The craft-lect’s smile widened. “You have your Great Ship and your c-automs.”

She looked at Tapache curiously. “You’re nothing like I thought.”

“No, I’m not.”

*

The c-automs had been quiet for some time. Diyan looked over to Kera – still engulfed in the simulation. Ilouden and Hespinr had taken to discussing why each of their annexe configurations was superior, while Topinr experimented with kilthis-types.

“You can talk,” Ilouden said, shaking his head. “Mostly empty, gravitational irregularities and exotic—”

“It’s comfortable. Yours is far too… mixed.”

“Eh? Because there’s a bit of green that you hate so much, and because I don’t want to live in a gravitational void?”

“Yes, exactly!”

“Your ancestors can’t have lived in pure vacuum, Hespinr.”

“They were certainly space-dwelling.”

“You and Topinr admitted you don’t know!”

“I feel it.”

Topinr flicked a kilthis their way before wrenching it back. “Don’t bring me into this.”

Ilouden pointed at Rememox. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Topinr.”

“You’re not me, so maybe I shall.”

Hespinr generated a green kilthis. “Do you prefer this one, Ilouden?”

Paran and Yena’s discussion was more reasonable.

“Perhaps the Hybrid was just warning the Tugs in Sunsprit,” Yena suggested.

“Maybe.” Paran nodded. “If they were all combined into this Triumvirate Entity, it makes sense they’d understand each other at some level… right?” He raised his voice. “Diyan?”

Diyan looked away from Kera. “What? Oh, yes, the Triumvirate Entities. They’re strange.”

“Will the Vaesians become like that?” Yena asked. “With Ulantr and Echoes of Gravity… What would you call it, integrated?”

“Ulantr didn’t know, we asked. They were very confusing.”

Selo flew gracefully between them. “Yena, that is one hypothesis we have. All three components of the Triumvirate Entities are likely founded to certain degrees upon gravitational elements, in an analogous manner to our own matter composition. And with such constitutions, Tapache believes the typical constraints of time would not apply to these entities. Instead, they might follow different causal rules. Considering Ulantr’s recent evolution, it is indeed possible they are connected to the Vaesians. This could explain why the Breaker never destroyed your casket-ship, despite being capable. It was preserving its existence.”

“What?” Paran squinted. “Wait, what? So those Triumvirate Entities… they’re a part of Ulantr’s future… but for them, it’s already happened?”

Yena grabbed Paran’s arm. “Later!”

“What? Don’t you want to know?”

Yena shook her head. “Selo – is Tapache speaking to you right now?”

Selo floated by Diyan. “Effectively. A moment ago, yes.”

They all rose, alert, the c-automs drifting down from above, auras glowing brighter than ever before. Across the mounds, all the groups were rising, their c-automs also breaking into motion.

“Our discussion has just finished.”

“What happened?” Paran asked as Loten flew to him.

“Tapache kept its promise.”

They watched, each holding their breath as Kera’s simulation bubble rippled down from the top. She stood with a broad smile on her lips. Otherness circled, its purple aura lighting her from above.

“Kera?” Diyan whispered.

She looked at him. “You said you’d follow me to the end of the universe. How’s the next galaxy?” She glanced at the others. “Any takers?”

Topinr guffawed. “Hespinr and I certainly didn’t come for a lack of adventure, as long as there’s none of this verdant nonsense.”

“Exactly,” the other Silvered agreed. “And someone has to look after Ilouden.”

“I can look after myself!” Ilouden said as Rememox bobbed up and down between him and Topinr. He quickly turned to Kera. “I’m in, of course!”

“We’re with you,” Yena said.

Paran nodded. “Till the end.”

Diyan chuckled. “When do we leave?”

“Your answers were anticipated.” Wiln glowed brightly. “We have already left.”
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GLOSSARY AND CHARACTERS

Activent – Biosignature-dependent mechanism used by Vaesians for secure verification and information access.

Administration – Governing regime leading the Roranians before the Influx Rebellion.

Air terminals – Filtration facilities that purify Ringscape’s air, which is slightly less than optimal for Roranian respiration. In the absence of air terminals, regwear facepieces can be used to filter Ringscape’s (and Barrenscape’s) air. Roranians may experience mild headaches from prolonged exposure to unfiltered air.

Airborne Activators (‘Activators’) – Off-shoot of Administration technology that encourages the failure and reversal of cell-scale operation.

Aivinr – Member of the council directing the Vaesian Union.

Alpuri – Advanced, isolationist race whose evolution is idea-dependent, and can give rise to off-shoots such as the Nesch.

Alpuri Key – Program that calculates entry, and exit, events for the Source, created by the Alpuri.

Ambassador – Fendari representative to the Administration.

Amberit – Vaesian city on Ringscape.

Annexe – Expansive private areas within a Roranian Great Ship allocated to each individual, which can be altered and redesigned according to the occupant’s whims.

Aonbrit – Vaesian city on Ringscape.

Ascended Biologicals – Most advanced known civilisations in the galaxy, thought to be all-powerful until they succumbed to the Sensespace threat. A defining aspect of the Ascended Biologicals was that they could not be fully understood by the less advanced, wider galactic community.

Aura – Coloured glow surrounding the c-automs used for identification. Also acts as a visible indicator of where the c-automs physical activities are concentrated.

Barrenscape – One of the three known parts of the Source (the other two being Ringscape and the Haze Rings). It appears like a vast tube drawn into a circle, and then squashed in on itself from two opposite sides. Unlike Ringscape, Barrenscape has no edge, since it is cylindrical. It has a total surface area many orders of magnitude greater than that of a typical life-supporting planet orbiting a star.

Berthing – Process by which c-automs can undergo the machine-equivalent of biological stasis, and have their intellects stored safely. Berthing can be used to escape harm. During normal activities on a Wanderer vessel, the commanding craft-lect sometimes ‘sleeps’ during long periods of solitude and allows specially selected c-automs to also sleep by being berthed, rather than being destroyed.

Betervope – Ground matter of Barrenscape.

Biological sentient (‘biological’) – Non-exotic living entity that has naturally evolved, or would have been able to, and possesses an intellect.

Bloom propulsion unit (‘bloom’) – Wanderer propulsion method powered by vacuum energy.

Bolomin – Roranian acquaintance to Ilouden during his undercover work in Roranian cities.

Bomera – Female Roranian from Sunsprit.

Breaker – Dangerous entity confined to Barrenscape, before it joined with the Administration drone Influxa, gaining the ability to fly throughout the Source. It is thought to be able to manipulate gravity. No accurate scans or images exist of it, and very little else can be deduced aside from its rough location.

Casket – Protective, spherical cocoons used to grow young Roranians aboard the Great Ship, replacing the need for biological birth. Constructed from triamond-derivative materials, caskets are very hardy and able to withstand many types of attack, as well as empty space.

Casket-ship – Makeshift vessel created by Wiln, Loten, and Rememox, the c-automs of Diyan, Paran and Yena, from three separate caskets joined together. The casket-ship protected Diyan, Paran and Yena as they entered the Source.

C-autom – Machine-lect sentients, typically used as crewmembers aboard Wanderer Ships. The c-automs aboard the Roranian Great Ship were each tasked by Tapache with looking after specific Roranian charges, or served as backups.

Cell-scale machines (‘cell-scales’) – Extremely small machines that live upon and within Vaesians, assumed to make their bodies stronger and better able to cope with Ringscape’s environment. The provenance of the technology is unknown and not entirely understood. There are instances where they fail, whereby the machines over-proliferate and cause the host Vaesian to become silver in colour, and also cause other physiological changes such as reduced lifespan.

Cestial – One of the seven soldiers chosen by Paran to join him in journeying to Barrenscape, under the mission brief of baiting and trapping the Breaker.

Combat regwear (‘combat suit’) – Reinforced regwear worn for combat. There are many levels of combat regwear.

Commander Miren – High-ranking military official from Mericadal’s Administration, who fought a Nesch with Mericadal and lost.

Communication channel – Information exchange streams between specific groups or individuals, facilitated by technological media.

Concealment field – Projection capable of being generated by some Silvereds that renders the objects of focus externally hidden from a large swathe of the electromagnetic spectrum, and other observational methods.

Connr – Silvered scientist in charge of the hidden research tower Decammerit.

Craft-lect – Wanderer machine-lect that is typically tasked with detecting and destroying incidences of Sensespace infection within the galaxy. Tapache is a craft-lect.

Crykel – Roranian vehicle, single-passenger.

Cutter – Specialised triamond-tipped machine used by Roranian salvagers to slice through triamond-derived materials.

Data exchange network (‘Data Exchange’) – Wanderer civilisation’s information network, consisting of portals spread across the galaxy.

Decammerit – Hidden Vaesian research tower.

Diyan – Roranian from the Roranian Great Ship, assigned the c-autom Wiln. He entered the Source within the casket-ship with Yena and Paran.

Docking ring – Segmented, ringed structure used to dock Vaesian ships within Ringscape. They now sit as relics around and within Vaesian cities.

Doveren – Roranian city on Ringscape.

Dual city – Cities with permanent settled presences on both sides of Ringscape, such as Fadin and Sunsprit.

Dummy node – Information storage device related to the influx network. Created by the Administration and stolen by Kera to store the secrets of the Tugs.

Echoes of Gravity – Mysterious presence in Sunsprit the Vaesians sometimes use to disentangle their thoughts.

Electro-boost platform – Surface whose vertical movement can be manipulated to rise and fall to different heights. Used in many Administration structures.

Electro-clamps – Holds to secure metallic objects. They are useful in ships with poor inertial dampeners or inadequate gravitation emulation technologies.

Emox – Separated, emotional part of a Roranian’s consciousnesses, split by the Administration to use as leverage over the logical part.

Enclave – Governing body of the Wanderers, thought to comprise mostly of machine-lects.

Entrance mechanism – Roranian technology for covering entrances and exits.

Entry events – Low probability instances during which the Haze Rings allow penetration into the Source from external space. Typically, only mangled debris makes it through, if anything. Entry events that allow life to penetrate the Source are exceedingly rare.

Eoledon – Influx that has become part of the Influx Collective grouping following the Influx Rebellion.

Facepiece – Regwear material loosely attached to the neck of clothing, that can be pulled up to facilitate breathing where necessary.

Fadin – Most powerful Roranian city on Ringscape under Administration rule, before the Influx Rebellion. It is a dual city in that it is the combined settlement of twin cities Upper-Fadin and Under-Fadin, appearing on the upperside and the underside.

Faltebrict – Vaesian city on Ringscape.

Fendari – Species with one settlement on Ringscape.

Flairfold – Roranian sleeping furniture.

Flips – Gravitational fluctuations that occur with greater frequency and intensity the closer one is to an edge of Ringscape. On the edge itself, flips are continuous. They are strongest at the midpoint between the upperside and the underside. The gravitational fluctuations can be used to generate power using gradient transducers.

Fomella – Administration scientist.

Geadr – Silvered soldier.

Girrotr – Vaesian, friend of Sumantr and Losr.

Glazer – Vaesian transport vehicles, similar to skimmers.

Gourdin – Ilouden’s cover name from when he was a spy in Fadin.

Gradient transducer – Devices used to generate power from the gravitation fluctuations (‘flips’) near and along the edges of Ringscape.

Gravitometer – Simple Vaesian devices used for gravity observations and measurements within the Tug Field.

Gravity emulators – Devices that produce artificial gravity fields.

Gravity strings – Gravitational force constructs found deep within Sunsprit, along an edge of Ringscape. They emanate from spiked structures that rise vertically up from the ground, together referred to as the Tugs. Assumed to be sentient.

Great Dome – Grand building in Upper-Sunsprit that served as a meeting place for Vaesian faction leaders to quarrel, deceiving the Administration about the level of Vaesian disunity.

Great Ship – Usually used to refer to the Roranian Great Ship, an enormous vessel given to the Roranians by Tapache to carry out the quest set for them. Although Tapache is a Wanderer and designed the vessel itself, it predominantly used Roranian-derived technologies where possible. The Roranians aboard the ship were looked after and taught by c-autom helpers.

Haze Rings – One of the three known parts of the Source (the other two being Ringscape and Barrenscape). The Haze Rings are rotating structures around Ringscape and Barrenscape that create an almost impenetrable barrier, even capable of destroying bloom propulsion units. They keep everything within the Source inside, and everything outside the Source mostly outside. Sometimes, external penetration into the Source is allowed, and these events are called entry events. The Haze Rings go through periods where entry events are more common. During entry events, aberrations in the detected wavelengths emitted by the Haze Rings indicate they are comprised of many hyperfine loops, rotating extremely fast. The Haze Rings also create the periodic light (often referred to as ‘daylight’) that immerses Barrenscape and Ringscape, as well as the pernicious haze winds that can make daytime travel between Barrenscape and Ringscape impossible. It is thought the Haze Rings are responsible for the Source’s ‘thick atmosphere’, whereby signals, including visible light, scatter much more quickly than the typical laws of physics allow. It is for this same reason that long-range information transfer is extremely inefficient and energy-intensive.

Haze winds – Dangerous winds generated by the Haze Rings during their light-emission ‘daytime’ phase. The haze winds limit travel between Ringscape and Barrenscape.

Hespinr – Silvered Vaesian from Sunsprit and Osr’s recently chosen successor.

Holo – Umbrella term for different types of holographic technologies used by many species and civilisations, including the Roranians. Often used as a prefix to specify a certain type of holographic technology. Can sometimes be interacted with and are responsive to physical motions.

Hybrid (‘Influxa-Breaker Hybrid’, ‘Influxa-Breaker entity’, ‘Influxa-Breaker thing’) – The combined entity created when the Breaker joined with the Administration drone Influxa, as well as any further combinations.

Ilouden – Male Roranian from Sunsprit.

Ilspiren – Vaesian research tower.

Influx – Segmented component of Roranian consciousness that serves as a processing unit of the Administration’s information network.

Influx Collective (‘Collective’) – Growing group of influxes dominating Fadin and the rest of the influx-connected Administration cities on Ringscape, following the Influx Rebellion.

Influx network – System created by the Administration capable of powerful computation.

Influx node – Physical structure through which the influx network is accessed.

Influxa – Administration prototype drone with inbuilt influx-capabilities and a heavy-graviton drive.

Invira – Roranian scientist whose work helped establish the influx network.

Iuno – Roranian leader of a roving Roranian-Vaesian settlement called New Start.

Jabayan – One of the seven soldiers chosen by Paran to join him in journeying to Barrenscape, under the mission brief of baiting and trapping the Breaker.

Jarenta – Roranian in Upper-Fadin.

Jenrone – Small Roranian outpost.

Kera – Roranian from the Great Ship who was captured and made to fight for the Nesch in the wars between the lattice of ships surrounding the Source. Upon entering the Source through an entry event, Kera infiltrated the Administration and stole technology that enabled her to access the information of the Tugs. She was imprisoned by the Administration for a long time before escaping, and now aims to destroy the Source in order to stop a galaxy-spanning war.

Kilthis – Balls of energy that can be created by some Silvereds from the tips of their tensirs, predominantly used as weapons.

Larenheim – Roranian settlement.

Lect – Encompassing term for the intellect of a machine or biological entity. Usually used as an affix to machine intelligence.

Lellara – Female Roranian from Sunsprit.

Little-Sunsprit – Chasm city of Sunsprit hidden within the side of Ringscape between Upper-Sunsprit and Under-Sunsprit.

Losr – Vaesian, friend of Sumantr and Girrotr.

Loten – C-autom from the Great Ship and companion of Paran.

Lotolen – One of the seven soldiers chosen by Paran to join him in journeying to Barrenscape, under the mission brief of baiting and trapping the Breaker.

Lotwith – Battle between the Administration and the Vaesians.

Machine-lect – Machine-based intelligence.

Magnetic boots – Footwear used by Roranians in Sunsprit to counteract the flips.

Magnetic paths of Sunsprit (‘magnetic paths’) – Paths that lead to and join up at Sunsprit, forming a great surface that runs under much of the city.

Marchers – Vaesian faction.

Matter Manipulator – Silvereds capable of hiding and moving matter at will.

Member of the Administration (‘Member’) – Elected representatives who governed Roranian society within the Source.

Mericadal – Leader of the Administration before the influx rebellion.

Mnosr – Member of the council directing the Vaesian Union.

Modal Change Hypothesis – Vaesian theory that the Source is entering a second phase of existence, as evidenced by the shortening of its daytime. Equivalent to the Roranian ‘Second State Hypothesis’.

Morbayen – One of the seven soldiers chosen by Paran to join him in journeying to Barrenscape, under the mission brief of baiting and trapping the Breaker.

Muvaeyt – Substance chewed by Vaesians, releasing a blue mist, that aids with concentration.

Nalict – One of the seven soldiers chosen by Paran to join him in journeying to Barrenscape, under the mission brief of baiting and trapping the Breaker.

Nesch – Dangerous and combative species evolved from sequestered Alpuri.

New Start – Roving Roranian-Vaesian settlement led by Iuno.

Nourit – Vaesian research tower.

Nullification field – Dampens external sound.

Ominr – Silvered soldier.

Orb-body – Physical form created by Tapache for the c-automs. Each orb-body emits a unique glow.

Osr – Silvered Vaesian residing within Sunsprit; member of the council that directs the Vaesian Union. The ultimate leader of the Vaesians.

Otherness – C-autom from the Great Ship and companion of Kera.

Paran – Roranian who previously reached the highest possible rank attainable by a soldier within the Administration’s military. Aboard the Roranian Great Ship, Paran had been in a relationship with Kera. He subsequently entered the Source within the casket-ship with Diyan and Yena. His c-autom was named Loten.

Potensein – Vaesian city on Ringscape.

Prietman – Cloaked creatures seen rarely in Ringscape, not thought to be of high intelligence. Conversation with them is extremely difficult and most departed with the Alpuri.

Probability wave of death (‘probability wave’) – Wave emitted by the Source that captures machine-lect consciousnesses. No machine-lects can exist within the Source because of this phenomenon.

Regwear – Roranian clothing from the Great Ship that has smart capabilities like air filtration and thermoregulation. Most contemporary regwear has been continuously recycled into a material far inferior to original regwear.

Relvin – Sister to Bolomin, involved in secretive Administration work in Upper-Fadin.

Rememox – C-autom from the Great Ship and companion of Yena.

Repository Storage Cavern – Administration containment area for berthed c-automs.

Retervope – Ground matter of Ringscape.

Ringscape – One of the three known parts of the Source (the other two being the Haze Rings and Barrenscape). It is where the majority of sentient life that has entered through the Haze Rings is thought to reside. It is ring-shaped and flat-surfaced, with both sides (upperside and underside) habitable.

Roranians – Humanoid species whose remnants were found by the Wanderer Tapache. From the materials and information found in the remnants, Tapache was able to resurrect the species by creating a new ‘batch’ of Roranians, whom it placed aboard a Great Ship it designed for them. In return for completing Tapache’s quest, they were informed that Tapache will aid them in discovering what became of their civilisation, and whether anything remains.

Sarsmin – Vaesian research tower.

Second State Hypothesis – Roranian theory that the Source is entering a second phase of existence, as evidenced by the shortening of its daytime. Equivalent to the Vaesian ‘Modal Change Hypothesis’.

Selo – C-autom from the Great Ship and initial companion of Yena.

Sensespace – Enemy of the Wanderers. It is an infective and hostile presence that appears to be drawn to sentience. Most Wanderer craft-lects are tasked with traversing the galaxy to seek and destroy it.

Shimmerblade – Weapon used by soldiers of the Administration.

Shock Technology – Destructive technology developed by the Vaesians.

Side (or ‘Edge’) of Ringscape – The wedge of surface that separates Ringscape’s upperside and underside. These are regions of anomalous gravitational behaviour.

Silvered Vaesian (‘Silvered’) – Vaesians whose cell-scales have overactivated and proliferated to the extent their bodies have taken on a silver hue. Their lifespans are severely impacted as a result.

Silvering – Process by which cell-scales of a Vaesian over-proliferate.

Skimmer – Roranian transport vehicles. Aboard the Roranian Great Ship, they were capable of aerial travel, however, this ability has not been unlocked on Ringscape.

Skimmer trail – Designated pathways for skimmers that extend out from larger Roranian settlements to sparsely populated areas.

Sky-factory – Ship-like manufacturing plants located high in the sky above Ringscape’s surface, to which they are attached by great tethers. The heat and noise they emit make them unsuitable for Ringscape’s surface.

Sky-factory capsules (‘Capsules’) – Vehicles that run along the tethers connecting the sky-factories to Ringscape.

Sky-factory tethers (‘Tethers’) – Strong linear attachments that connect the sky-factories to Ringscape.

Solitude glider – Leisure activity within Ringscape. Those wearing wing-packs are flung high up into the air, whereupon the wing-packs unfurl, and gliding can commence.

Somponsr – Young Vaesian from Faltebrict.

Source – Name for everything contained within and including the Haze Rings. It is also the origin of the probability wave of death for machine-lects. Its builders are unknown.

Sourheim – Roranian city on Ringscape.

Streamthin – Roranian vehicle.

Sumantr – Vaesian parent of Yumantr; friend of Losr and Girrotr.

Sunsprit (‘City of the Silvereds’) – The only Vaesian city free from the rule and influence of the Administration, occupied predominantly by Silvered Vaesians. It exists on both sides of Ringscape, although its two parts are far more tightly physically joined than Fadin’s two parts.

Tapache – Powerful Wanderer craft-lect (a type of machine-lect intelligence).

Technosystem – Wanderer ship’s internal network which interfaces with the majority of its systems.

Tensirs – Small fronds that extend from the end of Vaesian arms. They are highly adhesive and more numerous than Roranian fingers.

Tetibatic Principles (‘Tetibat’) – Vaesian beliefs concerning acting to increase one’s stability in life, in all measures, literal and metaphorical.

Thejector – Small, single-hand Roranian weapon.

Thermal cannon – Powerful Administration weapon.

Thermal ejection rifle – Two-handed Administration weapon.

Thick atmosphere – Quirk of the atmosphere inside the Source, whereby signals, including visible light, scatter much more quickly than the typical laws of physics allow. It is for this same reason that long-range information transfer is extremely inefficient and energy-intensive. It is thought the Haze Rings are responsible.

Thickspace – Domain of the Source’s creators.

Thickways – Highways between Thickspace and real space.

Topinr – Silvered Vaesian from Sunsprit and Paran’s friend.

Triamond – Wanderer material used by Tapache as part of the Roranian casket casing. It is the hardest, strongest and most durable material known in the Source.

Tug Field – The expanse deep within Sunsprit where the Tugs are found.

Tug Mask – Vaesian head gear that allows visual observation of the Tugs’ gravity strings. Conscious observation is required to activate the mask’s fuel.

Tugs – Assumed sentient beings that exist, hidden, deep within Sunsprit, along an edge of Ringscape. They are comprised of spiked structures that rise vertically up from the ground, and gravity strings that emanate from the tips of the spiked structures.

Tuiran – Roranian Member.

Ulantr – Silvered, child of Osr.

Under-Fadin – The part of the city of Fadin that exists on the underside of Ringscape.

Underside of Ringscape (‘underside’) – One of the two sides of Ringscape.

Under-Sunsprit – The part of the city of Sunsprit that exists on the underside of Ringscape.

Unriel – One of the seven soldiers chosen by Paran to join him in journeying to Barrenscape, under the mission brief of baiting and trapping the Breaker.

Upper-Fadin – The part of the city of Fadin that exists on the upperside of Ringscape.

Upperside of Ringscape (‘upperside’) – One of the two sides of Ringscape.

Upper-Sunsprit – The part of the city of Sunsprit that exists on the upperside of Ringscape.

Uthrit – Vaesian city on Ringscape.

Vaesian Union – The aggregate Vaesian collective governing the Vaesian settlements and their people. Since the recent conflicts with the Administration, it is the same as the once-smaller, secretive council that sat atop the Vaesian Union and directed it.

Vaesians – Sentient species that inhabit Ringscape alongside the Roranians. The Vaesians consider the Roranians to be new to Ringscape since their own history of occupation is far more extensive. Upon entering the Source, the Roranians displaced the Vaesians as the main authority.

Veilers – Vaesian faction that once held significant sway, although in more recent times it morphed into a smaller, more benign sect. Destroyed during the war with the Roranians.

Vodal – Previously a Roranian Member and chief advisor to Mericadal, before becoming an influx.

Wanderers – Civilisation predominantly comprised of machine-lect intelligences, and the principal force in the galaxy attempting to destroy the Sensespace. Tapache is a member of the Wanderer civilisation.

Wideberth – Roranian vehicle.

Wiln – C-autom from the Great Ship and companion of Diyan.

Wing-pack – Pack worn across the back that unfurls a set of wings, used for gliding.

Yena – Roranian from the Great Ship, who entered the Source within the casket-ship alongside Diyan and Paran. Her initial c-autom, Selo, had its sentience ostensibly destroyed by the probability wave of death. Her second c-autom was named Rememox.

Yumantr – Vaesian child of Sumantr.

Zurmi – Administration soldier.
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