
        
            
                
            
        

    THE END APPROACHES
Having overcome every challenge yet encountered, including that of Garlin Braams with his Blood Solution, the Viscain Empire continues to pursue its quest for The Place with Many Doors. Time moves on, with worlds like stepping stones, and Jav Holson, now First General, moves with it, leading the Empire’s elite Shades.
On Thrax Palonis, they encounter Dragon Shields, each possessed of a singular power and loosely ruled by an undead tyrant. In transit, the Vine is snared, caught between the guns of opposing fleets, in the middle of a war of mutual attrition. Finally, on Stolom, banishment awaits.
The path to Loss leads to and ends with The Place with Many Doors. The journey is nearly complete, but will the challenges in total—along with the unseen efforts of assassin Salton Stoakes—undo Jav’s sanity?
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for the girls on the 7th floor. . .



 
Once again, I’d like to thank Joshua Davey for all his patience, help, and advice.



CONTENTS
PROLOGUE
 THE DRAGON SHIELDS
• STOAKES I •
1.1 BASALT SHORES
1.2 TENTATIVE ALLIES
1.3 GOLDEN VICTORY
1.4 RETREAT & ADVANCE
1.5 BROKEN SHIELDS
 THE CRUMBLING GAUNTLET
2.1 INTERSTITIAL STRUTS
2.2 HAUNTED HALLS
• STOAKES II •
2.3 NEAR MISS
2.4 MASTERS & SLAVES
2.5 THE WAY CLEARED
 THE BEGINNING & THE END
3.1 PERPETUAL MOTION
3.2 PAST DEFENSE
3.3 BACK AGAIN
• STOAKES III •
3.4 SHATTERED
3.5 LOSS
SHADE DOSSIERS
AFTERWORD



PROLOGUE
The Viscain Empire. More than 10,000 years ago, a voracious god born of the Viscain Tree set out from his own desiccated world to feed upon the bounty of the universe. He called himself Samhain and wherever he went his super-powered emissaries—Shades—laid waste to any resistance a civilization could muster. In this manner, countless worlds have been stolen, each connected by the Viscain Tree, now a massive vine and umbilical tether that yanks planets from their orbits and robs suns of their light. To trace the Vine back to its source is to traverse a vein of rot irrevocably rooted in the heart of the universe, all the way back to the dead planet of Samhain’s origin. As miracles are the stuff of gods, physical laws are easily bent or broken where Samhain has left his mark.
In 10,691, the Empire’s reign was nearly brought to an end by Garlin Braams on the Three Worlds. Though losses were severe, the Empire survived, rebuilt, and held an Artifact Competition in 10,700. The single winner, along with the top Locsard Psychic Academy graduate, joined the Titan Squad to complete the roster of Shades.
The year is now 10,735. Jav Holson is First General, head of the 21st Generation. Forbis Vays is First Specialist of the Titan Squad. The Empire thrives with new vigor and moves ever closer to the Emperor’s goal, The Place with Many Doors. . .



THE DRAGON SHIELDS



• STOAKES I •
10,735.210
A bright yellow crack split the red sky to the ground and was gone in an instant. Upon the baked basalt plain where the crack spilled its payload, a lone black figure rose to its feet and then promptly lost most of its definition. Black bled out from it like living, writhing shadow somewhat subject to the will of the wind.
Salton Stoakes, Dark with the power of the Suicide Knife, surveyed the bleak landscape and the settlement that was his destination. The city, probably home to no more than 15,000, backed up against a low ridge of volcanic rock and was hemmed in further by a number of lava lakes, gaps in the great basalt cobbles like missing teeth that left the planet’s hot, liquid under layer exposed. Along the banks of these lakes were heat mills and simple steam engines, which provided the city with its power. The buildings in the city were mostly of worked stone or the wood of indurate, cyclopean mushrooms from a nearby forest. Rising above and beyond the city was a castle that looked like an eruption of volcanic rock, frozen in place so that it was both natural and perfectly suited for man at the same time. Stoakes wondered idly if its halls and corridors had been cut or if they were the results of air bubbles escaping from the rock as it had cooled.
He kicked off the ground, setting his strange diaphanous form into swift motion towards the city. It was hot and dry here, making it very easy for him to get around. He would just need to be careful not to land in one of those lava lakes.
As he sailed over the terrain, he produced the Yellow Diamond Spectacles and placed them over his eyes. These he had received from the Viscain Emperor to better accomplish his standing mission of assassination. Stoakes occasionally let his imagination wander regarding Pylas Crier, the man who’d made the Spectacles so many millennia ago, but now was not one of those times. He was getting more and more used to the lenses and what they allowed him to see. His head only started to hurt after an hour or so of use now, much better than when he’d first used them. The lenses were nearly opaque and were, Stoakes knew, made of actual yellow diamond, but not any common variety. They were fashioned from Crier’s own blood in a time when the Emperor’s Artifacts were of a much higher order. Crier was reputed to be one of the first Shades, along with Wil Parish. Stoakes shuddered at the thought of Wil Parish still living and the power he must wield. Stoakes thought that maybe he got a taste of it every time he put the Spectacles to his eyes.
Through the lenses he saw the swirls of heat, the currents they left in the air. He was aware of the great black light of the Vine, still high above and approaching. The cleave planes that the Emperor had warned him about were superimposed over everything, but Stoakes had learned to ignore these for the most part, for both his sanity and physical safety. It wouldn’t do to get sucked into one of those interstitial spaces, never to return. Looming ahead, bigger than the castle that held it, was a strange serpentine light that was the first of its kind Stoakes had ever seen. Overwhelming that, however, much closer within the city, was the infinity light of his target. He had killed seventeen iterations of this girl, keeping her from ever meeting Jav Holson. He had learned long ago to turn off that part of himself that was prone to over-thinking or to sentimentalizing, or at least he thought he had, before taking this assignment. Every time he approached one of these tragic soul echoes, he felt a little sick. The girls were innocent. The light they gave off was beautiful, alive, divine.
Stoakes lived with his guilt, drowning it between the breasts and thighs of many women over the course of this assignment. It worked for a little while. Though Stoakes appeared to be in his mid sixties, he was nine hundred and forty years old. He didn’t believe in any power higher than the Viscain Emperor and so there were none to judge him save his own conscience, and he’d found his way around that. Though he outlived all his lay mates, there would always be someone new for him to lose himself in. Besides, the Emperor had promised him his returned youth, a boon for which Stoakes could not feign indifference. Regardless of the terms of their contract, though, Stoakes prided himself on keeping his word.
He made a choice and took responsibility for it. Still, it made him wonder what might happen if Jav Holson ever caught him in the act. Every time Stoakes excised the infinity light, for that, in fact was all he did—none of the girls could be said to have died directly by his hand, though they died soon after or were left mindless and vegetative—Holson went a little crazier, got a little angrier. So far, this progression served only to increase Holson’s value to the Empire, making him into one of the most efficient killing machines the Viscain had ever known, but Stoakes knew that Holson was being drawn so taut that he might very well snap soon. Stoakes was good at his job, but he couldn’t expect to go on doing it indefinitely without sometime having to face Holson. Stoakes was an expert in both the Long Sword Knife and the Secret Sword. He knew anatomy better than most trained physicians, knowledge he used for the express purpose of killing. He was no fool, though. He saw what he was doing to Holson and to harbor no fear would be like standing defiantly before a dam that is cracked, leaking, and ready to burst. Stoakes hoped he would be ready for when Holson broke.
After touching ground briefly twice more to kick off and maintain his momentum, Stoakes passed through the city’s perimeter. The Yellow Diamond Spectacles showed him exactly where he needed to go, and he had no interest in harassing any of the other locals. They would all die soon enough once the Vine arrived. He moved like a black wind past men and women, all of whom had skin of a uniform bronze and who wore little more than metal ornaments and an occasional wisp of gossamer silk. Many turned their heads as he passed, but none could fix him in their vision long enough to see anything they could understand or accurately describe. He couldn’t help but be distracted by some of the women he saw. He was old by just about any standard, but his age had not yet robbed him of his interest in the curves of beautiful women, especially not when those curves were bared and on display as they were here. He smiled to himself. A nice distraction awaited him once his work was done.
He breezed through the narrow paved roads. On all sides were stone catacomb structures that Stoakes could see were used for businesses at ground level and for dwellings higher up. The stonework seemed to go no higher than five floors. Everything above that was built of mushroom wood, and some of the craftsmanship was rather impressive, with great arching structures connecting building tops over roadways, support struts looking like elaborate and artistic spokes.
His target was on the fourth floor, seventh window down, in the building to his right. The base of the building was occupied by what appeared to be a bar or restaurant. It was a little closer to the target than he would have liked, but convenience had more weight than useless emotion. He would return here when finished.
He sprang to the sill cut into the stone four floors up and seventh along its face. Wooden shutters were closed to the outside, but nothing short of a hermetic seal could bar Stoakes’s entry into any structure. He passed through the millimeter gap and into the apartment.
The girl was standing at a counter within a nook—a kitchen—at left, cutting what looked like vegetables of some sort. Stoakes wondered if she was preparing a meal for a family or for herself alone. He left her momentarily to her work and did a quick circuit of the suite.
There were two other rooms—bedrooms—and what passed for a bathroom, which housed a basin, a tub, and a chair of sorts with a chute going down into blackness. Stoakes sighed. The only other occupant was an elderly woman, bedridden. He accepted what he already knew to be true. Every one of these soul echoes was unattached, as if she were just waiting for Jav Holson to come along and mate with her. This meant, in all likelihood, that Stoakes would be responsible for two deaths. The old woman would have died anyway once the Empire arrived, but still it bothered him a little to expedite her end. It couldn’t be helped, though. At least she was sleeping now.
He moved silently through the main room, approaching his target from behind. He didn’t want to see her face. He didn’t want to know anything more about her. He didn’t want to know anything about any of them if he could help it. He removed the Yellow Diamond Spectacles after one last look to confirm the location of the infinity light’s source within her head, a confirmation of what he already knew from experience. He crept up ever closer, drew the Suicide Knife from its sheath at the small of his back, placed its chisel-tip point of black steel to her temple, and drove it soundlessly, bloodlessly home.
• • •
Stoakes sat a table, one of perhaps twenty, in the restaurant, eating a meal paid for with money stolen from some unfortunate passerby. Most of the establishment was open to the street. Stone columns at intervals supported the rest of the building, and Stoakes noted folded shutters of mushroom wood—all the furnishings were of mushroom wood—which could be drawn to secure the place during off hours. He was attracting a lot of attention because of his clothing, but this didn’t concern him. Indeed, his clothing—soft, charcoal in color, and loose except about his forearms and calves—was having a rather interesting effect. In a culture where there were no clothes, he was getting obviously lurid glances from two female patrons and from the woman behind the bar. The men sneered or shook their heads. Several grumbled when passing by his table. He heard one asking rhetorically what he had to hide.
At this Stoakes rose from his chair abruptly, pulled the Suicide Knife from its place behind him, and slammed it down upon the table. He raised both open hands before him in a gesture of submission and said in the language of the locals, “I’ve tolerated enough rudeness. See for yourself.”
The man stopped suddenly, his eyes wide with fear. He turned hesitantly towards Stoakes. “I’m sorry, mister. It’s just no one covers up unless they’ve got something to hide.”
Stoakes cocked his head expectantly. “I’m waiting. See for yourself.”
The man held his hands up defensively. “I don’t want any trouble. I was wrong to open my mouth.”
Stoakes relaxed somewhat. “Is this the hospitality you show to all visitors who come here?” he said, addressing the whole restaurant. With a dismissive nod, he sent the man away. Someone else from behind, though, was not so easily cowed.
“Yes, in fact, it is the hospitality we show to those who arouse suspicion.”
Stoakes turned to face the speaker, the Suicide Knife lurching of its own accord into his left hand as another man close by tried to take hold of it.
“You must know,” the speaker continued, “that this is Bek Ialo’s territory, and he is known far and wide to be very protective of what’s his.”
From somewhere within the restaurant came an ironic humph. Stoakes watched the new man’s eyes scour the room and then his teeth grind momentarily when the source could not be located.
“And who are you,” Stoakes said, sheathing the Suicide Knife.
The speaker’s eyes narrowed as four other men drew closer about Stoakes and his table. Each of these men had a sword in a harness at his hip.
“I am Alber Yosen. I keep things tidy for Master Ialo.”
“I’ll give you—and your friends—the same opportunity I gave that other fellow. He raised his hands once again in a gesture of submission.
Yosen smiled mirthlessly.
“It’s just. . .”
“What? Please inform us.”
“It’s just that you might not come away with all your limbs still attached.”
“Oh? Do you think you can pull that little sticker and cut us all before we can subdue you?”
“I don’t need ‘that little sticker’ to cut you.”
“Really? I say prove it.” Yosen nodded and all four men moved to grab him, the two furthest from him casting the table aside.
Stoakes smiled and shot backwards. He didn’t go Dark. He didn’t need to. His arms moved in beautiful, circling arcs, and the restaurant was filled with screams, shouts, and cries. He had moved back so that the four men made a kind of circle between him and Yosen. Each of the four gripped the blood-pumping stumps of their right shoulders with their left hands, while littering the floor in the circle they made was a collection of right arms.
Stoakes held his hands out before him, left before right, with his elbows bent at right angles, crossing at forty-five degrees so that the first two fingers of each hand, jutting forth to form the Secret Sword, made a the upper point of a triangle when viewed straight on.
Yosen’s upper lip quivered with rage. “It seems you do have something to hide.”
Stoakes shook his head. “Nope. I don’t care what you or anyone else knows about me. This—you—are merely a diversion. I get bored, you see, and then I dwell unnecessarily.”
The image of something began to issue forth from the center of Yosen’s forehead.
“Not here in the shop!” Stoakes heard the woman from behind the bar cry out as people started to scatter to the street and beyond.
The image was still emerging, becoming. . . reptilian, but he didn’t wait to see what shape it would ultimately take. He shot his right hand forward, his two fingers cutting through the air audibly. When his arm snapped to complete the strike, a noise—a sonic boom—punctuated the motion and a hole, deep and wide enough to accommodate Stoakes’s two fingers, opened up in the middle of Yosen’s forehead with a great eruption of bright red blood. Stoakes had not changed his position, and yet he was clearly responsible for Yosen’s condition despite the fact that they were separated by at least three meters. Yosen remained standing for a moment, random muscles in his face twitching to give him a variety of strange expressions until he finally toppled over backward.
Nearly all of the patrons were gone, the rest leaving. The lady came out from behind the bar and shouted to the waitstaff—three young women and one old, bow-legged man—to help her. Stoakes watched her appreciatively as she set about closing the wooden shutters with the rest. She looked to be about forty with hair like shining graphite. Her ornaments did little to hide her figure, which was, for Stoakes, just the right combination of firm and soft. He felt like an adolescent fool entranced as he was by the sway of her heavy breasts. When close to finishing with the shutters, she told the four helping her to go home and not come back until she sent for them. She passed him on her way to the final shutters, and brought him to full attention when she said to him in a low voice, “You’d better kill them four, too, mister, else Bek Ialo will come sooner rather than later.” She stood at the exit and nodded reassuringly as the waitstaff passed out of the restaurant.
Stoakes turned his eyes to the four. Two were prone, with eyes glazed, and clearly in shock. One sat amongst them, his feet kicking out, slipping on the blood-slick floor as if he were absently trying to stand. The last was breathing heavily and staring murder at Stoakes.
Stoakes shrugged. “You heard her. You’re all going to die anyway. You can draw your sword if you like.”
The man glanced at Yosen then looked to Stoakes. Stoakes shrugged again. He shot the Secret Sword forward again with a loud crack, punching a hole in the man’s chest from a distance. He sighed. “Sorry,” he said, meaning it.
“Have I compromised you and your position within this community?” Stoakes said to the restaurant woman.
She looked over her shoulder as she locked the last of the shutters and smiled enigmatically at him. Stoakes heard her humph the same humph that Yosen couldn’t identify. He smiled back at her.
• • •
Stoakes had two bodies stacked on each shoulder. This was his second trip down to the basement, having brought Yosen—and the arm collection—down first when Kira Suska had started to drag him down herself. Leaving Stoakes to it, she had started to clean up the blood, but seeing how strong he was and how much more quickly this would go, she wiped her hands, and followed him down the stairs.
As he reached the bottom, she emerged from behind him and moved ahead to a post that rose one and a half meters from the floor. It was dark down here in spite of the electric light, but Stoakes saw her work a number of small levers jutting from the top of the post and then shifted his eyes to the floor, which started to rumble. Two plates of heavy steel began to slide apart, revealing a red glow from three meters below. He walked to the edge of the nearest plate once it had stopped, and looked down into bubbling lava.
“This is your sewer?” he said somewhat incredulously.
She nodded. “Most every block has access. You’re lucky that I run a business. Stuffing them down toilets would have been more difficult.”
“Is there any ceremony you’d like to observe?”
“For them? Not hardly.” She gestured, with a nod, for him to toss the bodies down, and he did. “No one will miss Yosen and his crew except for Bek Ialo.”
Stoakes went over to Yosen’s prone form, wrapped his fingers around the deadman’s neck, and carried him one-handed to the edge of the fiery sewer pit. “What about him? What was that that came out of him?”
Kira cocked her head and narrowed her eyes, but she was intrigued, not suspicious. “That was his Shield. It would have ruined the whole place if he’d managed to bring it out. I owe you for that.”
“Is it recoverable? Might you be able to make use of it?”
She shook her head. “No, it’s inside him and I don’t want what he’s got. Little good it did him. No, the lava will burn him, leaving the Shield. The Shield will ride the flow and find its way back to Chan Fa.” She paused for a moment, staring at Stoakes, trying to understand the impossibility he represented.
“You really are a visitor here, and by here I don’t just mean Ialo’s territory,” she said.
Stoakes tossed Yosen down and watched him sink slowly through the viscous surface, burning on contact with a fire no more visibly intense than that of several candle-flames.
“You are correct,” he said meeting her gaze, the red flickering glow lighting them both from below.
She shook her head. “Where did you come from?”
“From the lights in the night sky.”
She took his hands, which were remarkably clean of blood, in hers and drew him along with her towards the stairs. She reached out casually and without looking to flip the levers on the post to close the sewer doors. “Help me clean up and when we are done I will show you true hospitality.”
• • •
Stoakes lay in Kira’s bed with Kira tracing her finger over the hard angles and countless scars of his body. “Tell me about the Shields,” he said. “You said that if Yosen’s had come out it would have ruined your restaurant.”
“They’re big. Some can alter their size, but in general they’re as big or bigger than a city block.”
From what Stoakes had seen, that meant thirty to forty meters for a start.
“Those with strong ones hold territories; those with weaker ones serve the stronger and hope to someday steal the territory for themselves. Bek Ialo did that.”
“Did he become so strong?”
“Not particularly. He’s called the Shadow Thief and for good reason. His Shield lets him take anything he wants. He was shrewd, at least, to succeed with his coup, but we’ve seen no benefit under him.”
“How many are there in total?”
“A hundred maybe? I don’t know.”
“How many more like Yosen does Ialo have?”
“None.”
“What will Ialo do when he realizes Yosen is missing?”
She shrugged. “Come here. Ask questions. Make threats. Take some things he decides he likes.”
Stoakes nodded and rolled over on top of her. “Kind of like me.”
She grinned. “Kind of like you.”
10,735.211
Kira stood at the window. Her small suite of rooms on the top floor of the building afforded a good view. She stared at the storm-front mass in the sky heading towards the city. It was hypnotic in its way, Stoakes thought as he came up behind her.
“Should we be worried about that?” he said, placing his hands upon her shoulders and nuzzling her neck.
“No,” she replied, smiling at his sudden closeness. “It’s just the cloud sea. It’ll shut down some businesses and make everything disgustingly warm and wet, but it’ll bring water. It’s good timing, actually. The weather will be bad enough to dissuade Ialo from coming to investigate Yosen’s disappearance. In fact, it may even postpone his finding out.”
“Good,” Stoakes said. “When do you plan on opening up again?”
She shrugged. “I was thinking this afternoon. The restaurant makes a nice temporary refuge from the direct spray of the cloud sea for those who can’t just drop everything when it comes. The sooner we open back up, the less likely there’ll be any chance for speculation on what might of happened to Yosen and his crew. We open up with spotless floors and no corpses to be found and it’s like it never happened.”
“I’m impressed.”
“That’s what impresses you?” she said, turning to face him and pushing him back towards the bed. “I haven’t been trying hard enough then.”
“By all means, continue your endeavors.”
• • •
The cloud sea arrived late morning and by afternoon had submerged the city in swirling humidity so thick that it was hard to believe that breathing was still possible. Stoakes had never seen anything quite like it. There was the handful of planets that had spawned water-breathing humans, and there were the countless planets that harbored no civilization or sentient life where atmospheric conditions ran the gamut of strange, but this was akin to lowering an ocean from the sky onto a city. One more reason for clotheslessness, he thought.
Stoakes had no real issue with his own nakedness, but living nearly a thousand years does a fair job of instilling set routines. Besides, he had nothing to gain by abandoning his clothes. His pale skin would have been just as much an indicator of his alienness, and he wasn’t interested in blending in with a population that was about to die out. He was adept at hiding in plain sight. When stealth was required, no one would be able to detect him.
So he dressed and accompanied Kira downstairs to help her open the restaurant for the day. After they opened all the shutters, she promptly called a foot messenger passing by and sent him after each of her employees. The chairs were still stacked on top of the tables, and no one seemed interested in taking a meal just yet, so Stoakes wrapped his arms around Kira and took her behind the bar, the dark end not clearly visible from the street.
“I’m going out for a while,” he said, pressing himself into her so that she felt something stir beneath the fabric of this clothes.
“Why? Where? I don’t want you to go,” she said frowning.
In her eyes, he could see the depth of her illogical attachment. Clearly she’d been attracted to him from the start and further excited by his easy handling of Yosen, further still by her true belief that he was an alien. He was her secret, one that she didn’t want to share or lose.
“I plan to kill Bek Ialo. Maybe not today, but I want to take a look at his fortifications.”
“I don’t doubt that you can kill him. Is that why you came here?”
“Not exactly. I plan to kill him as an exercise. I haven’t lied to you Kira and I won’t. Your world is doomed. Nothing can change that. I can’t save you from what’s coming, but I can do just about anything else you want me to up until the end.”
She looked at him blankly for a moment, then began to nod. He wasn’t sure if she really understood, and he supposed it didn’t matter. She accepted everything he said as truth, and while he hadn’t uttered a single lie, it was perhaps less than prudent to accept everything he said without a healthy dose of skepticism. She was drunk on him, though, and he liked her.
“I’ll be back. You have to work, anyway. You said that it would take five days for the cloud sea to pass. Close up tomorrow. Say that business is too slow because of the weather if you need a reason or an excuse.”
“You’ll come back? Really?”
“Yes.”
She lurched forward and kissed him. He gripped her buttocks, one in each hand, and ground his loins against hers, kissing her back with equal passion.
He took her face in his hands and gently disengaged them, a thin trail of saliva linking them momentarily before she wiped at her lower lip with the back of her hand.
“I’ll be back,” he said, and then went Dark before her eyes for the first time, bleeding out like a cloud of ink in the moist air.
She watched him gather slightly and flash blackly for the street. She fought to steady her breathing and to consciously purge the heat that suffused her.
• • •
The dense moisture slowed Stoakes down somewhat but allowed him a much longer float time. He moved through the streets—mostly empty of pedestrians, but not entirely—towards the part of the city that backed into the mountainous outcropping of rock, which farther beyond held Ialo’s castle. The city came to an abrupt end as the rock rose up, black and porous and everywhere sharp-edged, but it was no real obstacle for him. His pace was unbroken as he right-angled up the rock wall and over-shot its fifty meter height by another ten meters to drift down upon the uneven plateau some ways in where he kicked off and continued on towards Ialo’s.
Up on the plateau, perhaps because of the influence of the cloud sea, countless varieties of lizards cavorted. None were bigger than a meter or two in length, and many had pouches under their chins that expanded as they drank from the air. Stoakes had seen no sign of any animal life on the plain during his approach to the city, but he supposed that every species had its habitat. Maybe the plain was full of strange life now, too.
At the foot of Ialo’s castle was a forest of mushrooms. None of the stalks rose higher than three meters—making these dwarves compared to some of the others he’d seen—and some glowed with pale, sickly light, green or purple or pink. Littering the ground, too, were small globular fungi that visibly swelled as they absorbed the moisture from the air. Stoakes thought that these here, and wherever they were found, were likely harvested as storable water sources.
As he entered into the forest, he was immediately impressed by the surreal environment in which he found himself. The mushroom caps effectively blocked the sky, and the pale light they emitted gave them the appearance of giant sticks of candy. A moss-like fungus, surprisingly thick and soft, covered the ground here. He wasn’t sure what its natural color was, but it seemed to pick up the light from the mushrooms and alter it to further reinforce the sense of being in a candy wonderland.
He stopped and returned to normal to admire his surroundings. This was one of the great benefits of his otherwise grim assignment: being able to experience the infinite variety of nature’s imagination. He suddenly felt very light-headed and a little lethargic. His mind was starting drift. All the colors were becoming more vivid and patterns began to swirl within them. He became dimly aware of a sweet, cloying scent. He staggered two steps forward, having to support himself upon the stalk of the nearest mushroom. The abrupt stop provided by the support of the mushroom made his brain feel like it was bouncing painfully off the walls of his skull. He realized with a start that there were no lizards within the forest. He gasped for breath, which turned out to be counterproductive to clearing his head. He dropped to one knee and clung to a single thought until he could make his will a reality.
He went Dark. He didn’t move, but his muzzy thoughts solidified. Not having lungs to breathe now, he was no longer in any danger. He looked around the forest with a new respect. If not for his Artifact, he might be dead. Not a bad defensive perimeter, really. Especially if one didn’t know better.
He paused there long enough to recover and then resumed his course through the deadly forest for another kilometer until he emerged onto a rugged belt of rock that was intermittently course and glassy smooth. This wrapped immediately around the castle which resembled a volcanic cone in some places, a riot of bursting, liquid stone frozen solid in others, these latter riots forming turrets and whole, elevated wings.
The castle was pocked with crenellations, many of which were, Stoakes knew, nothing more than shallow depressions, but as he climbed the walls, he found he had his pick of entry points. He alighted upon the lip of one of the many holes and stopped. Though he had confidence in his stealth, he really didn’t know what he might be able to expect from Ialo. The Yellow Diamond Spectacles were very useful in situations like these. He put them on and saw the serpentine light he’d first seen on his way to the city. He studied the light, noting that despite the area it covered, it was diffuse. He narrowed his focus and located its source: a man, deep within the heart of the castle. He wondered if Yosen would have shown a similar light in size had he seen him through the Spectacles. Somehow he doubted it. Stoakes removed the Spectacles and put them away. Based on Ialo’s present location, he felt he had little to fear roaming the castle and so continued on in.
The deeper into the castle he went, the drier the air was, which was a bit of a relief. He imagined there were moisture traps funneling the condensed water down to natural tanks to stock the castle. It was noticeably drafty, too. The corridor he traveled was one of many, all interconnected and open to the outside. With each change in the air currents came a different, strangely musical tone. He guessed that all the channels through the rock worked together like a set of pipes, playing a melody dictated by the wind. He wondered briefly if his presence in the corridors altered the sound the castle made and if it were possible for Ialo to sense his presence through this disruption. He decided that it was possible, but not probable.
He made his way lower and lower into the castle. There had been no sources of light, natural or electric, in the upper corridors, but here wires were strung along the ceilings, powering bulbs at intervals. There were fewer openings to the outside down here and it was quite comfortable—one would never know that the air just outside was like a standing swamp. He came across an echoing chamber that housed a large volume of water, the walls alive with trickling runnels. He marveled at and was thankful for the conditions that separated the moisture from the air. There were people down here, too, servants or custodians. He passed several elderly males and some younger females. It wasn’t difficult to remain unseen. He stuck close to the ceiling, occupying the spaces just out of reach of the bulbs.
A cut in the rock and what lay beyond it caught his attention and brought him to a halt. He passed through two jagged outcroppings, which made an uneven aperture, into a vast cavern that rose up at least fifty meters and ranged another fifty meters to his left, his right, and ahead of him. Carved into the walls were shelves that reached the ceiling and were packed full of things that glittered. Spread out upon the floor of the chamber were stacks and stacks of… the only word that occurred to Stoakes which seemed appropriate was booty.
He approached the nearest pile, which consisted of countless pieces of jewelry, jewels and gemstones without settings, a stone statue, skillfully wrought, of a beautiful woman, another of a giant winged lizard, a dragon, really. There were small, inscrutable machines, carved effigies, and other artworks. A glance at the shelves revealed innumerable books with a variety of other articles interspersed between long runs of volumes.
Stoakes was impressed. Kira had said that Ialo’s Shield gave him the power to take what he wanted and here was evidence of that. He was not the least bit interested in anything here. He was simply shocked that anyone would want to amass such a collection of what were essentially useless trinkets, especially if Ialo was of the ruling class and could physically back his claim to his title and position. Then again, Stoakes supposed that if Ialo were known as the Shadow Thief, he really ought to have some proof of his ability.
“It’s impressive, isn’t it?”
Stoakes, a black humanoid cloud, started and turned to face the man questioning him. “That’s the word exactly,” Stoakes said, “but perhaps not for the reasons you’d expect. What’s impressive is your discovering me.”
The man standing before Stoakes and blocking the exit was of a medium build. If he’d ever been particularly fit, he’d past that stage in his life. He looked soft, somewhere between forty and fifty. His hair was grayish. His ornaments, though polished and elaborate, and perhaps the finest Stoakes had yet seen, failed to make him look the least bit important. Indeed, they served only to make him look pretentious. “Not really. No, not here. Nothing passes into or out of this chamber without my knowledge. These are my things. My claim to them makes me exceptionally sensitive to them and the spaces they occupy.”
“Are they really your things? From what I understand, everything in here is stolen. You are Bek Ialo, aren’t you?”
Ialo grinned, his lip twitching unconsciously. “I am. That’s no secret. But you, you reek of secrets. Who and what are you?”
“Perhaps I’m like you, and I come bearing a Shield, looking to conquer.”
Ialo shook his head. “Looking to conquer, I’ll accept. But I’ve been to Chan Fa’s hall. I know all the Shields. I did my research long ago. I may not be the biggest or the strongest, but I am among the most knowledgeable. I would have to be. We all have our compensations.” He became distracted as he finished his sentence, becoming intrigued with Stoakes.
Stoakes followed Ialo’s gaze and scrutinized his own wispy, black belly. He saw nothing and raised his gaze again to try to meet Ialo’s eyes.
“That’s very interesting,” Ialo said, peering ever more intently into or through Stoakes.
Stoakes was becoming frustrated. “What are you talking about? What do your faulty eyes see?”
“Not faulty. Rather exceptional, really. Is that a knife? Is that what makes you the way you are?”
Stoakes’s frustration bloomed into concern. Could Ialo see the Suicide Knife? Of course the Knife could be a knife and usually was, but in truth, it was a part of him, the weapon was merely an extension of something that resided within, and was permanently merged with, Stoakes’s body, no longer in tune with physical space. Stoakes moved to pull the Knife from its sheathe and end this conversation, but found it absent. He saw it pass through his gauzy black form and land in Ialo’s outstretched hand. He realized with mounting dread that he was no longer Dark.
For the second time that day, Stoakes felt unsteady on his feet. His strength was fast abandoning him and he faltered, but just managed to support himself on his quivering front leg. “How. . . How did you. . .?”
Ialo turned the Suicide Knife over and over, examining it. “I saw its shadow,” he said absently. “I can take the shadow of anything I can see. Taking the shadow is tantamount to taking the item, as you can clearly see.” He glanced up at Stoakes, noted his condition. “Well, perhaps not so clearly.”
He was right. Stoakes’s vision was doubled. Beads of sweat stood out across his forehead. Nausea shot through him in waves. He thought he might lose whatever remained in his stomach.
This was appalling, Stoakes thought. The last remaining 19th Generation General of the Viscain Empire reduced to this. He might just be able to subject Ialo—his feet, anyway—to a spray of vomit. That was, of course, if he was lucky.
Stoakes blinked hard and as the moments passed, he began to regain some of his strength. His head cleared and the nausea passed. He steadied himself and allowed more of his strength to return, all the while feigning continued illness. Forty-two seconds had passed since Stoakes lost the Suicide Knife. He realized that he had all the strength that he was going to since most of it was being turned over in Ialo’s hands. He had to get the Knife back. Somehow he was certain that retrieving the Knife would restore him. Otherwise, he would be dead already from the Knife’s departure from his system. No Shade survived the true loss of his or her Artifact. It simply wasn’t possible.
Stoakes continued to pretend at being sick, and at losing his footing, but this was a ruse to move as close to Ialo as possible. His legs could still support his weight under twenty-five standard gravities, which made him formidable, even without his Artifact. As he moved, he made a show at trying to support himself with his right hand upon his knee, but his hand slipped off clumsily into a position close to Ialo’s right foot. With a speed Ialo could hardly believe, Stoakes was rising, his two-fingered Secret Sword fist sweeping up, threatening to cut him in two along a whistling diagonal.
Though terrifically startled, Ialo was fairly used to being attacked by his betters. He leapt back with reflexes not entirely his own while projecting his Shield forward.
Ialo’s Shield was quite a bit faster than Yosen’s had been, issuing forth and filling a decent percentage of the treasure room. Stoakes had watched Ialo as he was sucked into the coalescing image of the beast that had come out of him. It was as if they had switched places.
Stoakes stared up at the reptilian monster above him as it bobbed in the air on lazy leather wings the color and luster of lead. He had seen many things in his long life, but never a living, breathing dragon. Dragons, in all their varieties, were as mythical to the Viscain as they were to all the civilizations they’d conquered. It was likely not natural, but there it was. It looked as though it were covered in thick scales of lead. Its body was at least thirty meters long, not including the tail, and was somewhat bottom heavy. Stoakes guessed that it was ten meters broad at the shoulders, probably fifteen at the haunches where it was thickest. Its head was a great triangle with spines continuing the backward angles in lieu of or as protection for ears. Its teeth were also like lead, sharp and shiny as if pinched and sheared to points. Only the eyes broke the beast’s color scheme. These were yellow eggs with black vertical slits and myriad lids that blinked from different directions, though only the outermost were opaque.
“Do you still wish to fight?” the dragon said with Ialo’s voice.
“You stole from me. I will have what’s mine. Besides, I’d planned to kill you, anyway.”
Ialo threw his head back in laughter, which shook the chamber. “I know that this is what enabled you to turn into the black cloud. Without this,” he said raising the Suicide Knife caught between two thick talons, “what can you do?”
“Ask your man Yosen. You’ve taken my Knife, but you can’t use it. Not as you are now, anyway. Am I right?” Stoakes cried. Stoakes leapt straight for Ialo with agility and strength that surprised him. Iaolo tried to move back and swat at Stoakes with his left claw, the one that was empty, but he couldn’t prevent Stoakes, arms moving in sweeping circles, from passing over his head.
A spattering line of red surfaced diagonally upon Ialo’s right eyeball, and another horizontally across his left as Stoakes alighted upon the dragon’s back briefly before leaping back down to the floor. He had to leap again to avoid being crushed by Ialo as he dropped like a stone to crash into his piles of loot. Blood geysered from both of Ialo’s eyes, not the eyeballs themselves but from the soft unprotected flesh beneath. The pressure of the blood against the compromised structure of the eyeballs further ruined their shape, and as Iaolo rubbed with his his scaly arms, great gelatinous chunks of blood-saturated yellow fell to the floor with a terrible, wet sound.
Ialo roared in his rage, frustration, and pain. He forced himself to calm down and left his eyes alone. “I told you,” he said through his panting, “I can take the shadow of anything I can see. Well, I don’t see shadows with my eyes. I will fill these sockets with your eyes.”
Stoakes didn’t know how Ialo’s sense worked, but it seemed that the dragon still had to “look” for what he sought. He moved quickly, leaping back up into the air, landing on Ialo’s right shoulder for the briefest moment as he drove his Secret Sword fist into the narrow cavity of Ialo’s ear. Unnatural or not, this dragon was flesh and blood and could be hurt, so he hurt it. His fingers touched nothing, but the loud boom blew a channel deep into Ialo’s head. Blood erupted back onto Stoakes, bathing him down to his waist. Ialo canted with the explosive thrust and started to sway, but Stoakes was already leaping clear, his eyes fixed on the fallen Suicide Knife.
He landed in a crouch, his fingers splayed across the Knife’s hilt. He could already feel the strength it provided returning to him. He gripped the Knife, held it so the flat of the blade ran just beneath his eyes, and focused intently on Ialo. The dragon shook its giant head, sending spirals of blood out its right ear and looking something like a dog trying to shake itself dry. Ialo wasn’t done yet. He sniffed at the air and then he did exactly what Stoakes had hoped: he scanned the room with empty sockets, with whatever it was that allowed him to detect what he called shadows. When his empty gaze fell upon Stoakes, upon the Suicide Knife, Stoakes captured his image in the Midnight Mirror.
Ialo began to laugh. It was an awful rasping sound, full of triumph. “I see you, little man.”
“I know you do,” Stoakes said with grave finality. He took the Knife in both hands and pulled the chisel-point deep into his own breast, just above his heart. There was no blood. With a sharp, forceful jerk, he traced a circle around his heart, and yanked the blade back out. In time with the blade’s motion, a thin red circle of beading blood surfaced upon Ialo’s breast, and with the sharp, final exit of the blade, a perfect cylinder of meat, capped with lead scales, leapt from Iaolo’s chest to the floor. Ialo’s front was washed in blood in an instant and he collapsed dead.
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Frosted wisps of cloud parted as the Vine rushed down. It fell from the heavens, through the blood-red sky, and finally to the cracked volcanic landscape where it struck, sending ripples through magma and raising the rock tiles, which formed the planet’s surface, as they rode those ripples. The planet held no plant life, but was host to a rich variety of fungi, some of which grew to monumental proportions, forming great ranging mushroom forests or vast spans of mold carpets.
Here, though, where the Vine touched down, where the Root Palace was even now beginning to expand to its full proportions, there was little but rock, smoking lava visible in some of the larger breaks in the ground, and a stone structure upon a crag overlooking an expansive lava sea. Farther beyond that was what appeared to be a population center, home to anywhere between fifty and a hundred thousand people. Pre-landing estimates put the planet’s entire population at nearly two billion. That figure would not hold, however, not after the Vine introduced the exotic bacteria culled from hundreds of alien systems into the atmosphere with its arrival. The Empire had detected no technology of note which might pose a threat, but that didn’t mean the world was not without the means to defend itself.
At the base of the Root Palace, midway between the main gate and the right arm of the growing courtyard wall, great bay doors, one hundred meters high and wide, opened to give exit to the Empire’s giant mobile weapons.
Gran Mid, the bare skeleton of a snake one hundred meters long and eight meters in diameter, slid out over the ground, its ribs moving subtly like the legs of a centipede to effect movement exactly like that of flesh and blood snake. Upon Gran Mid’s head stood another skeleton, that of a man, with arms folded. In truth, though, this man, Jav Holson, only pretended at being a skeleton. He wore the Kaiser Bones, the Artifact he received from the Emperor forty-seven years ago, which gave him the power to command the dead. Jav could sense bone in the ground, could raise an army from any graveyard, but there was nothing to raise here. The planet was remarkably clean in that respect, but it didn’t matter to Jav. With or without his army, this planet was already the property of the Viscain Empire.
Behind Jav and Gran Mid was Raus Kapler, riding atop the head of Gran Pham, a great war elephant preceded by its massive curled tusks shod with thick bands of steel to create a dual striking surface. Gran Pham, standing thirty meters at the forward shoulder, lumbered heavily, its prodigious muscles, a sickly gray-green, working visibly beneath pale, translucent skin. Raus’s Artifact, the Resurrection Bolts, gave him a command of the dead similar to Jav’s, but he, too, would be denied an army on this planet.
Gran Lej, a thirty-five-meter-tall figure of synthetic wood, modeled after his master, Icsain, came next. Close scrutiny revealed that Gran Lej was composed of countless two-meter-tall figures locked together that were smaller representations of the larger whole. This was Icsain’s army, ready to scatter and swarm at Icsain’s order. Icsain was somewhere hidden amongst his thousands of soldiers, likely buried within Gran Lej’s breast.
The last Gran to emerge from the Palace, occupying almost all of the space opened by the bay doors, was Gran Mal, the great walking machine castle belonging to Gilf Scanlan. Scanlan had designed and built all the Grans, but Mal was his crowning achievement, easily dwarfing its predecessor, Gran Kohm, and out-powering all existing Grans and those that had come before. It moved slowly, and with each step, the ground quaked. Its gross outline was similar to that of a tortoise, but one with cyclopean plates of shining gold making up its shell. Gran Mal followed its fellows as far as the gap between the rising courtyard walls of the Palace. Here, it stopped, dropped until the lip of its shell touched the ground, and settled in to form the gate, the impregnable first line of defense, for the Root Palace.
Forbis Vays and Brin Karvasti, both of the Titan Squad, stayed behind with Scanlan within Gran Mal. The three of them, with the thousands of machine troops housed inside the Gran, ready for immediate dispatch, would be enough to repel any force. The remaining two members of the Titan Squad, however, continued on with the other 21st Generation Generals.
Hilene Tanser and Nils Porta could fly under their own power. Hilene was the winner of the last Artifact Competition, but she was also an impressive graduate of the Locsard Psychic Academy. Nils had been the top student at the Academy at that time, however, and had won his Artifact for that honor.
Nils Porta’s ability was unique. Without the aid of his Artifact, he’d been able, through force of will alone and on demand, to substantially increase his bone mass, the shape of which he could alter and thrust from his skin, and with which he could form a spiked, armored shell—the end result looking not at all human. In this state, he gained a limited form of telekinesis, granting him totally free mobility in any direction, and a kind of radar sense, enabling him to navigate. His bone was of a density that made him an excellent juggernaut, which even if damaged, could heal at a rapid rate. Raus Kapler had dubbed him, in this configuration, the “Porta Fighter.” Nils had been the top Locsard student, but only because Hilene had gone the route of the Artifact Competition.
With his Artifact, the Alloyed Splitter, Nils’s bone was transformed into an organic steel alloy that was stronger than diamond. His shape was streamlined as well, with three four-pointed pinwheels, fat at their bases and tapering to wicked edges, along a two-meter horizontal axis, the ends of which formed deadly points. The middle pinwheel was the thickest and largest, spanning two meters tip to tip. The outer pinwheels were half the size of the larger and dotted with projections—knives—jutting out at forty-five degrees. The Alloyed Splitter also enabled Nils to break apart, much like Icsain’s Gran Lej, into thousands of much, much smaller versions of his transformed state, which he was able to control. This, according to Raus, was the “Cloud of Gnats.”
Hilene Tanser was the granddaughter of a participant in the Artifact Competition prior to hers, but she was far more skilled in the Darkness Piercing Spear Hand than her grandfather had ever been. More terrible, though, was her Locsard-honed ability to become insubstantial, like a ghost, and yet still affect physical space. Though her Artifact, the Attenuated Splitter, gave her the appearance of being an animate statue of implacable steel—the Emperor’s idea of poetic justice, some said—her power to become intangible was perfected, made inexhaustible, and enhanced so that she could temporarily divide herself into ten perfect, independent copies. This time Jav, not Raus, had given her the appropriate moniker of “Secret Weapon.”
She was a hundred and fifty-eight centimeters tall, and only slightly taller while Dark with the Attenuated Splitter, mostly because the helmet was disproportionately large and bulbous, though not, strictly speaking, a helmet at all. She was thick—not fat, but athletic—and small-breasted. While Dark, very little was left to the imagination except for her face. She was, indeed, a living statue of smooth, seamless steel.
The nicknames for both of the final additions to the Titan Squad were often used in jest, but never in condescension. They wielded power far too great for anyone to treat them lightly. Nils was bookish and quiet, humble, but never allowed anyone to push or taunt him. Hilene commanded respect at all times. She understood and obeyed hierarchy, but there were few she accepted as equals or betters. Few could argue.
Hilene flew close to Jav now as they approached the road leading up the stone structure up on the crag. Nils, by default in the Porta Fighter configuration when Dark, flew high, between Jav and Raus upon their Grans.
The structure they all approached looked equally naturally-occurring and man-made. Myriad spindly rock arms spread out from it gracefully, making it look delicate and beautiful, but there was no mistake. It was a castle and it held the local power, whatever that might amount to. An entourage was already making its way down the road from the castle and the Viscain contingent would meet them before too long.
“What do you think, General Holson?” Hilene came close enough to Jav to ask.
Jav shrugged. “Scanlan’s instruments picked up some unusual energy signatures. They don’t appear to radiate from the very basic technology here, so we might be in for an interesting surprise.”
“Do you still find yourself surprised when meeting the opposition following planetfall?”
“Sometimes. There will always be something new, I suppose.”
She nodded. “I am always impressed with the variety, never the intensity.”
Jav snorted. He’d seen enough in his first three years to easily discount her sentiment, but in her defense, the opposition had never again risen to the level presented by the Gun Golems or by Garlin Braams. He hoped it never would again. He wasn’t put off by her comment, either. She only knew what she’d experienced so far. In previous conversations, she’d shown respect enough for him to believe his statements asserting the disparity between then and now. He counted himself lucky, too. She required much convincing from most others.
“You still feeling it, Jav?” The voice was Raus’s, cutting in via Artifact.
Jav cocked his head at the sudden communication, but didn’t respond immediately.
“I’ll take that as a ‘yes’ then.”
“It’s almost always the same, Raus,” Jav finally replied through is Artifact. “Just before planetfall, it’s like something inside me snaps. This time was no different.”
“It keeps you sharp, though. You said so yourself.”
“No, I said it makes me mean,” Jav corrected.
This time Raus didn’t have an immediate reply. Finally he said in a tone incongruously grave, “Someday you’ll know the answer, Jav, and you’ll be able to do something about it.”
Jav was puzzled by Raus’s response. There was something cryptic about it—something knowing?—that kept him from letting it go immediately. He had to force himself to banish his annoyance and to remember that there was no possible way Raus could be responsible for what he was feeling. He hoped there would be fighting soon. That always helped to appease the anger inside him. Well, that wasn’t true exactly, but applying his fists was one of the only ways to effectively release that anger, if only temporarily.
By the time the Viscain column had neared the base of the mountainous outcropping of rock upon which the castle sat, a retinue of eight hundred men had descended the winding road leading from it, and filled the space that joined the road to the baked plain. Though arrayed with swords, spears, and some crude, long-barreled firearms, all of the locals were bronze-skinned and naked except for metal ornamentation in a variety of styles. Three men at the head of the throng were further adorned with willowy sheaves of brightly colored silk and were either leaders or diplomats.
“Are you really going to speak with them?” Hilene said to Jav.
“Yes, Hilene. I’m curious about that energy signature, and I’d like to give them a chance to display it. An occasional challenge is a welcome change, don’t you think?”
She shrugged.
“Well, as First General, I say it is. It’s a good exercise. Striking before the opposition has a chance to defend itself is an effective strategy, but not one we can count on every time. Striving makes you stronger. And you might learn something.”
“Yes, General Holson,” she said.
Her acquiescence, so hard to come by for most, was not lost on him.
When they were still fifty meters away, Jav halted Gran Mid, leapt down easily without a break to continue walking as if he’d simply stepped down from a low stair. Hilene moved to accompany him, shoulder to shoulder, but still didn’t touch the ground. Gran Pham and Gran Lej sidled up alongside Gran Mid’s right and left respectively. Neither Raus nor Icsain stirred from their places. Nils Porta hovered in the air above Jav and Hilene, ready.
One of the local leaders, who was covered in pale yellow silk, broke away from the contingent of men to approach Jav. Close at his back were the other two—one in pale blue, the other in green—who, despite the look of welcome upon their fellow’s face, were unabashedly suspicious.
“Greetings,” the man in yellow said with open arms and a smile. “I am Gim Peshil, the Light Smith. Welcome to my territory. But these are strange Shields you possess. Where do you come from?”
Jav didn’t respond immediately, and Peshil’s smile fluctuated. The word shields, which his mind accurately translated, having made sense of the local language prior to landing through intercepted broadcasts, turned over like a molasses whirlwind, slow, sticky, and inescapable.
Before Peshil became too flustered, though, Jav recovered his wits, not at all sure what the mental lapse meant, and thrust his thumb back over his shoulder, pointing to the Vine.
“I don’t know what shields you’re referring to,” Jav said, unconsciously emphasizing the word, “but surely you can see that we’ve come from out of the sky. We’re here to take your world.”
Peshil’s face settled back into a tentative smile. “Well, if you can do as you boast, perhaps we might strike a deal.”
Jav replied to Peshil’s meaningful pause with more silence.
“You-you see,” Peshil said, “we all have many rivals here on Thrax Palonis. Alliances are critical to successful politics. I’m sure that we can give you something that will make it worth your while.”
Jav shook his head. “Didn’t you hear me? We’ve come here to take your world. The Viscain Empire knows no politics.”
“I don’t understand,” Peshil said, shaking his head.
“Enough of this,” cried the man in green, to Peshil’s left.
Jav cocked his head, his earlier annoyance at Raus’s comment tickled and rekindled by the man’s tone. Without seeming to move, Jav was back and sideways of the man in green, his right and the other’s left shoulders forming a ninety degree angle. He paused there as if listening to what the man might have to offer, but all that came was a change in the man’s face as it contorted with rage at being mocked. The semi-transparent image of something alien began to emit from the center of the man’s brow.
Jav raised the index finger of his right hand directly before the man’s face as if to bring up an important point. He sighed, deciding. “Not for you.” The fingers of his right hand snapped into bent, rigid claws. While Dark, he had no nails, no need of any. His claws consisted solely of his impossibly strong, curled fingers.
There was no wind up for the backhand. With a strange dull popping sound, Jav’s hand caved in the man’s face with splash of red and gray which obscured and extinguished the image of the beast coming forth. Jav’s mastery of Approaching Infinity, or AI, enabled him to create space—where there was none—with his mind, almost instantly build up momentum which approached infinity, then eliminate that space to strike with a mass that was supernormal. This was augmented further by his ranking of 30 standard gravities and further still by the Kaiser Bones.
“Hilene,” Jav said calmly, “that was. . . impetuous of me. As I said, I want to give them a chance to display whatever it is that Scanlan detected, so you are to stand down.”
“Yes, General Holson,” she said with no hint of anything but obedience.
“Impetuous?” Peshil’s remaining comrade cried incredulously.
“Nils!” Jav called.
“Sir!” Nils responded from above and dropped down slightly.
“Now hold on, hold on,” Peshil said, waving his hands.
“You’ll not hold on to your territory like that, Gim Peshil,” the other said backing away hurriedly, taking his eyes off of Jav and Hilene only to glance at Nils. He wasn’t retreating though. From the center of his brow, just as with the other, the image of a beast began to pour out. “I am Baro Suunts, the Many-Scaled,” he shouted, “and I will not tolerate insolence of any order!” The image took on solidity as it grew to gigantic proportions until the Generals of the Viscain were face to face with what could only be described as a dragon.
Baro Suunts stood thirty meters tall with his great, lashing tail doubling his overall length. He was, uniformly thick of body, probably fifteen meters broad at the shoulders and haunches, and was sheathed entirely in slate-blue scales like dinner plates. Sword teeth overflowed his elongated maw, and crusted ridges shadowed his electric blue eyes with their vertical yellow slits. Spines connected by a gray, vein-laced membrane fanned out from his back to form undulating wings. The men that had accompanied Peshil and Suunts backed away to allow Suunts more freedom and to avoid being crushed.
Suunts stepped over Gim Peshil towards Jav and Hilene, neither of whom budged. He made as if to swipe at the two invaders with the talons of his gnarled paw, but those were sheared away when they came in contact with Nils Porta.
Besides converting his bone to alloyed steel, Nils’s Artifact enabled him to spin his four-pointed middle and outside sections independently along the horizontal axis of his inhuman body, turning him into a mobile, three-bladed buzz saw. Suunts snatched his paw away, blood streaming from the stumps of two digits removed farther down. Porta zipped forward and rammed his whirling blades into Suunts’s broad, reptilian face, but buzzed ineffectually there. Suunts had closed his eyes and though Porta had some success casting away scales and a thin spray of blood mixed with underflesh, a strange reaction was taking place where the blades dug in. A gray substance foamed out as fast as Porta cut through, but soon Porta’s blades were mucked-up and slowing down.
Porta thought that the heavy bones of Suunts’s face were mostly responsible for preventing him from crushing through to shred the brain beyond, so he backed away, spun himself clean of the hardening gray substance, and proceeded in a powerful arc into Suunts’s belly. He met with the same luck there, however. Worse, the gray foaming substance coated him to such a degree now that he could no longer maintain his spin. For a moment Porta remained there, stuck in the expanded bulk of Suunts’s stomach which bristled with fresh, hardened scales, until his own weight dislodged him and he collapsed inert to the ground with a heavy clang.
Hilene shot Jav a glance. He stood there, arms folded and impassive, acknowledged her, but gave no indication to move.
Porta exploded. Suunts threw his head back in coarse, booming laughter, unaware of Porta’s particulate mass rising up to enter his open mouth. Suunts choked suddenly on the grit rubbing against his throat, and coughed several times. He cocked his head, sensing something not right inside him. He glanced down at Hilene then at Jav, whose imperious posture made his horny features settle into a frown. His eyes went wide suddenly and blood began to seep from the bottom lids. Then it began to run from his slit nostrils and the narrow holes that were his ears and finally from out of his mouth, his lower jaw slack and hanging open. Suunts swayed. His eyes rolled up into his head and he collapsed, not to move again. His eyeballs disintegrated as Porta’s Cloud of Gnats poured out of both sockets to recombine into the Porta Fighter.
Hilene turned again to face Jav. “May I, General Holson?” she said, referring to Gim Peshil.
Jav shook his head. Our Mr. Peshil is no longer here. Jav relaxed his arms as Hilene glanced back and forth between him and Peshil. She shot forward for Peshil and passed through him, which was not unusual for her, but he merely flickered.
“A hologram?” she blurted. “But their technology…”
Jav had never seen Hilene quite so flustered. Without looking, he leapt up and back, landing squarely upon Gran Mid’s brow. “He called himself the Light Smith, remember? Clear the way, Hilene.”
She moved through the air to join him.
With their leaders killed or impotent, the eight hundred men milled about, unsure of what to do. Not a one with a firearm put it to use. Jav addressed the unmoving, strangely stoic image of Peshil, standing more or less where he had been before Suunts had attacked.
“Peshil, I don’t know if you can hear me, and it doesn’t really matter. Your planet is doomed. You are doomed. Summon all the help you like. It won’t make any difference in the end.
“Gran Mid! Fire!”
Gran Mid raised its ivory head, spread its jaws, and belched liquid fire out through massive, inward-curving fangs. The fire washed over Suunt’s giant corpse and engulfed every last one of Peshil’s group, blasting the meat from their bones almost instantaneously.
A light shone in the pits of Jav’s hollow skull eyes, giving rise to the tell-tale, high-pitched whine that initiated his control of the dead. None of the charred skeletons fell. All stood straight as if suspended by invisible marionette strings. Their weapons, no matter what they had been, were restructured by the Kaiser Bones into uniform pole swords, weapons that were ninety centimeters blade and ninety centimeters hilt. The group of them shifted into a perfect column of ten across by eighty deep and proceeded up the road they’d come down, back up towards the castle.
Suunts left no remains. Jav noted that it probably wasn’t because of having borne the brunt of Gran Mid’s fire, either.
Jav turned to address Raus on Gran Pham and Icsain within Gran Lej. “You two stay here and ensure the Palace’s safety. Porta, you’re with them. Hilene and I will go on ahead to clear out Peshil’s residence.”
Raus nodded. Gran Lej waved in response.
• • •
Gran Mid slid steadily behind the group of blackened skeletons, themselves a single unit and serpent-like. As before, Hilene flew alongside Jav who stood atop Gran Mid’s head. As they climbed the road to the castle and their vantage improved the vast lava sea opened up below them to their left. Viscous glowing orange bubbles of molten rock popped with a slow but inevitable repetition and sent a fine mask of smoke into the air. Looming ahead was the castle itself. Its spindly black arms of porous volcanic rock made it seem frail, but as they neared, the sheer size of the castle dismissed this impression.
“How did you know?” Hilene asked. “That Peshil was gone, I mean.”
Jav shrugged. “Practicing AI makes me sensitive to spatial relationships. I felt him leave.”
“General Holson, I have asked before, but still you have not answered me. Why will you not teach me Approaching Infinity theory?”
“Not this again,” Jav said, sighing.
“And why not?”
“Hilene, I’ve seen you use the Spear Hand at practice and on the field. When you use it, your technique is excellent. You would make a very good sparring partner, in fact. But your martial prowess, while impressive, is moot. You can breach any barrier, bypass any armor, and kill effortlessly. There’s no need to teach you Approaching Infinity. Besides, it makes me feel a little safer to know that I have some defense against your otherwise indefensible power.”
“Do you fear me then, General Holson?” She sounded hurt.
“Hilene, you are the only thing I fear.”
“You’re serious.” Her voice was low and breathy. It was right and appropriate for others to feel this way, but she would have to show Jav Holson that he had no need of any such concern.
“Well, then,” she said, coming out of her reverie and brightening, “perhaps I could be your sparring partner.”
Jav had the sense that there would be no escaping her. This both pleased and annoyed him. He liked her, and he couldn’t deny a sense of pride at being the focus of her attention when so many others received nothing but disdain. Though he hadn’t given up women after Mao Pardine had died forty-four years ago, he had never again allowed himself to form attachments. He felt like his well of affection had dried up and been steadily filled with something dead and rotten. “We’ll see,” he said.
• • •
Once they’d reached the castle, Jav sent the skeleton troops into any and all openings accessible from the ground, ordering them to kill on sight. Jav hopped down from Gran Mid and, together with Hilene, entered the castle through the main gate—there was little in the way of defensive fortifications.
The interior of the castle was a like a warren, with natural tunnels crisscrossing, opening into small chambers and vast halls. Jav and Hilene had taken their course alone, unaccompanied by any of Jav’s skeleton troops. The deeper they went, the smoother the walls were. Jav noticed, too, that the walls were reflective, and he wondered with grim foreboding if this might be all Gim Peshil needed in the way of defensive fortifications.
“You are not welcome here,” Peshil’s disembodied voice echoed through the corridor.
“No,” Jav shouted back, “but we are here nonetheless. You cannot undo what has been done, Gim Peshil. The Viscain Empire visits extinction on every native culture and civilization it encounters and has without fail for nearly eleven thousand years. It will be no different with yours.”
The corridor brightened then. Jav had enough time to raise his right forearm to guard his face, though this was perhaps unnecessary, as laser light bounced off the Kaiser Bones covering his arm.
Jav turned to Hilene, saw the smooth oval faceplate of her oversized, egg-shaped helmet light up with its Head Mounted Display, or HMD, attempting to identify targets. Whenever her HMD was active, the faceplate turned semi-transparent to reveal her pretty face. Behind his own skull helmet, he grinned at the look of intent determination plain on her features.
“It was weak,” Jav said in a low voice. “Either he is weak, or too far away for the light to remain intense enough to be a real threat. Well, a threat to me, anyway.
“Hold on. The number of skeletons has just been reduced by nearly twenty percent. Come on.”
Jav broke into a trot and Hilene floated after him. After two significant bends, the corridor opened into a great chamber, that Jav reckoned may have been at the very heart of the castle. The chamber was like the inside of a gargantuan gem, a hundred meters across, all faceted and brilliant. At the top of the chamber, another hundred meters up, was an aperture at the bottom of a faceted parabolic dish designed to collect the light of the sun and funnel it down. Tunnels, just like the one from which Jav and Hilene had emerged, opened at intervals all around the base of the chamber, while at the center was a crystalline mass that stood three meters tall, was a meter across at its widest point, and which spun lazily by inscrutable means upon a fulcrum. Tending this crystal was a creature that shone like the sun. The beast was similar in gross outline to what Suunts had become, was just as broad, but stood taller at forty meters, was wingless, and had the ephemeral appearance of being constructed of pure light.
“How dare you!” it thundered with Gim Peshil’s voice. It pointed its right taloned paw accusingly at Jav as it cried this and the arm stretched interminably to become a coherent beam of light.
Jav was gone in a vaguely man-shaped puff of smoke. Gone but not destroyed. Using the Ghost Kaiser, the displacement technique he’d practiced to perfection during his initial training with Kimbal Furst, Jav stared death in the face and avoided it, but only his five decades of experience with AI enabled him to perceive the approach of light before it struck. The beam of light continued harmlessly down the corridor from which Jav and Hilene had come.
Peshil only knew that Jav was gone after being run through by a laser of his creation. His snout curved up on one side in a terrible grin, revealing great palisade fangs of light, only slightly differentiated from the rest of him by shadowed outlines. He was wholly unprepared for the blow to his head that toppled him.
“The appearance of light, but not light,” Jav said, floating back and down from having delivered the Kaiser Kick, another technique he’d developed and practiced with Furst.
Peshil pushed himself up off the cavern floor with both arms. “You have the appearance of death, and may very well be death,” Peshil said rising. “But you’ll not kill me in my own nest.” Peshil stood and aimed both of his arms at the crystal in the center of the room. His arms instantly stretched to become light, his whole body transforming and following behind as if pulled. This light filled the crystal, split into thousands of rays to be dispersed through as many facets across the crystal’s surface, and then reflected back from the faceted walls. The interior of the chamber became an impassible lattice of laser light, with each of the branching tunnels receiving a beam exactly down its middle. Hilene was in no danger. Jav anticipated a number of incoming beams, dodged physically, used the Ghost Kaiser twice, but was finally struck in the back and knocked to the floor.
As Jav regained his feet, his back smoking, the light congregated to reform Peshil. Peshil eyed Hilene, then Jav, then shot bodily as a beam of light once more, but this time through one of the tunnels.
Hilene approached the central crystal, her HMD lighting up to mark her target as she drove her spear hand into it, into the precise spot that would cause optimal fracture. The crystal shattered into a million tiny fragments.
“I think we’re done here,” Jav said. He ordered the remaining skeletons out of the castle and stood at the mouth of the tunnel from which they had originally come. He wasn’t worried about Hilene, but told her to join him anyway. He then proceeded to use AI to bring the roof of the cavern down to within a meter of the floor and exceeded infinity. With AI, space was relative, could be reduced as well as expanded. While Jav could bring the roof and the floor together, this had no actual affect on the stone structure supporting the roof. When he exceeded infinity, the roof was where he had put it but it was also still attached to its support. The immeasurable pressure required to actually bring the roof down was real for that instant when he exceeded infinity, though, and so great cracks raced around the room and the roof collapsed, an immense disk, several meters thick, that skidded down the chamber walls, crumbling only as irregularities caused sudden stops and upsets.



1.2 TENTATIVE ALLIES
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Gim Peshil streaked across the red sky, a fat wash of light, safe for the time being while in transit, but scared for his life nonetheless. His mind scrambled in a hundred different directions, but he knew where he was going. With his two greatest allies dead, only Sera Fontessa would give him sanctuary, and that was likely only temporary. She’d shown him favor once. He tried to forget that she showed everyone favor, at least for a time, and usually for a price. He had no choice, of course. She had connections to Kels Ansrath, whose powers would be necessary. First to Fontessa’s, but in the back of mind, he knew that, eventually, a much more terrible destination awaited him. Ansrath would be good for a start, and perhaps Fontessa herself would be of use, but in the end, with the fate of Thrax Palonis at stake, he would have to travel to the other side of the world and plead with Chan Fa, the Everliving, for help.
There were so many stories surrounding Chan Fa, the oldest and most horrible of the Shields, of how he’d killed and eaten every other Shield who’d opposed him. None of these tales could be confirmed, and few in recent years had even laid eyes on him, but all children grew up with the fear of Chan Fa seizing them in his jaws if they misbehaved. This was silly, and Peshil had never heard of any child actually suffering such a fate, but Chan Fa was real, or had been.
Fontessa’s territory was submerged in the cloud sea now. The moisture would slow Peshil’s progress substantially, but it couldn’t be helped. Almost as soon as he entered into the liquid storm front he was hailed from below.
“Gim Peshil, Light Smith! In the name of my mistress, Sera Fontessa, I command you to halt. You could pass me, but if you have designs upon my mistress’s abode, I have the means to warn her before your arrival and you would be met as an intruder. Halt and obey the laws of Sera Fontessa’s territory!”
Peshil gathered himself into his dragon form and descended grudgingly towards the mushroom wood watch tower until he was eye to eye with the man inside.
“I don’t have time to observe protocol. Who are you anyway, that can speak the way you have to a Shield?”
“Apologies, Gim Peshil. I too, am a Shield. I daresay some mutual respect is in order. It is in Sera Fontessa’s territory you now find yourself, and I, Ernis Rahm, am her appointed representative.”
“You? A Shield?” Peshil snorted. “What is your title then, Ernis Rahm?”
“I-I have no title.”
Through the wet gloom, Peshil eyed carefully the unremarkable man before him and then recalled that Fontessa employed a number of artificial Shields. These had been created by a Shield whose name and title he could not now remember. None of these creations had power beyond transformation, but an idea occurred to Peshil that turned his stomach even as it stirred the excitement of hope within his breast.
“Show me then. Let us meet as equals if I am to treat you as such,” Peshil said, backing away to give the man room.
The image shot forth from Rahm’s brow, giving birth to a dragon, twenty meters tall, covered in dull green scales. Its wings beat to keep it afloat before Peshil.
“Are all her outposts manned as this one is?” Peshil said.
“If you mean with Shields, yes.”
Peshil nodded. “Still not equal, I’m afraid.” Peshil’s head lanced forward, narrowing into a beam and driving a channel between Rahm’s eyes and out through the back of his head. His head returned, and he gripped Rahm, already dead, in both arms, easing them both to the wet ground where he proceeded to devour the artificial Shield.
• • •
Inside Ernis Rahm’s watchtower was a crude map of Sera Fontessa’s territory. Peshil was already familiar with her borders, but the map showed the locations of five other watchtowers, which he sought out and proceeded to plunder. After consuming the fourth artificial Shield, he’d begun to feel heavy and lethargic, but not nearly as much as he should have, considering the volume of meat he’d put into his belly. He wondered if this was because the Shields were artificial or if it was because he’d really only consumed a volume equal to five men instead of five twenty-meter-tall dragons. He thought that his mass had increased, and not just around his middle. His vantage point, when standing erect, seemed further from the ground.
It wasn’t difficult to dupe the final Shield out of his life. When Peshil was finished, a mere three hours had passed since he’d arrived at the first watchtower. He made the circuit back to this, his point of entry into Fontessa’s territory, and continued on towards Fontessa’s castle, ready to lie about the whereabouts of her sentries. He’d left no evidence, and few were qualified to accuse him, especially during cloud sea, of roaming Fontessa’s border and having his way.
Preoccupation with his feasting and the strange, active lack of moral outrage—and perhaps mild intoxication?—had managed to dull his initial sense of urgency regarding the invaders. He prepared himself mentally to present as frantic a case as possible to Fontessa. Fontessa would expect this. If the issue of her sentries came up, he could claim that the invaders were responsible, and this could only help to increase the anxiety he wished to inspire.
He did feel a little drunk and certainly more confident than before that they would be able to turn back the invaders. Still, making the case—convincing Shields to work together, that there could be threats other than other Shields—would require drama.
The outline of Fontessa’s castle became faintly visible in the standing murk of the cloud sea. It looked much like his own castle, like those of every other Shield, he imagined, though it was, he knew, unique. He hovered before the main gate on great beating wings of solid light and called for the mistress.
“Sera Fontessa, Mist Dancer! I, Gim Peshil, the Light Smith, request an audience!”
After a few minutes, gears within the castle walls began to clink and the main gates swung open. A man Peshil recognized—a Shield and this one not artificial—stood at the head of a group of armed soldiers. Though Peshil had had his own contingent of men, he realized now, after his had been so easily co-opted, how superfluous they were. They meant nothing to a Shield. And oppositely, a lone Shield could defend this or any other castle indefinitely from any invading force not consisting of other Shields. A show of rank, of opulence, was all the men really amounted to.
“What brings you here, Gim Peshil, Light Smith?”
As the Shield below hailed him, Peshil’s stomach growled. Peshil ignored this even as he acknowledged, without the slightest trace of distaste, the implications. He resumed his human form and bowed before Karsten Rolst, the Red Lance, as was proper for a Shield from a visiting territory, even if he was of higher rank.
“I bring terrible news, Karsten Rolst,” Peshil said. “We are all in danger, Thrax Palonis is in danger of falling to invaders from out of the sky.”
“Calm yourself, Gim Peshil. I will conduct you to the mistress.”
Peshil nodded, affecting nervousness, and followed Rolst into the castle’s interior.
• • •
Peshil had been in Fontessa’s receiving hall before, but he was always surprised anew by the lavish mushroom wood furnishings, the tapestries of thick silk that lined the walls, and the endless coupling that took place upon the soft couches spread throughout the chamber. Truly, one of her many talents was her ability to display opulence. Electric lights lit the chamber so brightly that it was easy to forget that they were in the heart of a giant volcanic rock formation in the middle of the night during cloud sea.
Sera Fontessa sat in a great, cushioned lounge at the head of the chamber where she could watch all that transpired here. Peshil felt adolescent clumsiness descend upon him like a physical weight as it always did when he was in her presence. Her skin was dark, given more to ebony than bronze, and her breasts were some of the most magnificent Peshil had ever seen, always peaking through her hair, which fell in lank waves of glossy obsidian. Her attention seemed a prisoner of the various carnal acts before her. She showed no shame. She simply stared with her full, moist lips slightly parted and her cheeks flushed, so that she shone with a raw, wanton glow.
“Come and sit, Gim Peshil,” Fontessa said, in her deep, syrupy voice. “Enjoy the show with me. Who knows what may happen?”
Peshil glanced briefly at Rolst before stepping to join Fontessa upon the lounge, where she shifted to make room for him.
“Strange that I did not have earlier word of your coming,” she said, not taking her eyes off of the coupling immediately before her. “Though, I suppose cloud sea and the hour may be reason enough.”
He was having difficulty maintaining the correct amount of faux composure over faux panic. He realized then that something inside him had indeed changed. Besides the real anxiety of invasion—with which he was coping rather well, he thought—the petty adolescent awe he expected to experience when face to face with Fontessa melted away as soon as he sat down beside her. He bent down close to her and spoke in a low voice, in a tone that was proof against mockery.
“Sera Fontessa, Thrax Palonis is under threat. Earlier this evening, invaders from the sky, some of them giants, some riding giant beasts, arrived in my territory. One smashed in Jus Ordan’s face with the back of his hand. Another, a machine perhaps, penetrated Baro Suunts’s hide and killed him from within. Two alone then proceeded to attack me in my own castle, and in spite of the full power of the Light, drove me from my home. I have come here to warn you. I have come here to request your aid. You may believe or disbelieve as you will, but they have promised to take Thrax Palonis for their own.”
“Are you mad, Gim Pehsil? Did you come to me at this hour simply to inform me of your madness?”
Peshil stood, realizing that, though he’d hoped and intended to stay at least a day or two, he was done here. “As I said, you may do what you will with my warning. I came to you first because we have been… friends. What approaches requires the attention of every Shield on Thrax Palonis, but above all, it requires the attention of Chan Fa, the Everliving.” Peshil started back across the chamber the way he had come. “Good night to you, Sera Fontessa,” he said over his shoulder. “I hope that you and your territory fair better than me and mine.”
“Wait!” she cried, clearly moved by his demeanor. “Gim Peshil, I have never seen you so sober with news so dire. You have convinced me that you do not lie, that this is no elaborate ploy.”
Peshil paused and turned to face her again.
She swallowed hard and Peshil marveled at how much she looked like a child to him now. “I have ever been friendly with Kels Ansrath, the Iron Weapon. And I may be able to win over Toth Talpas, the Gold Fount, as well. Surely the four of us would be sufficient…”
Peshil narrowed his eyes. “Let me show you, my dear, the scope and scale of what we are up against. Peshil pointed towards a whitish silk hanging on one wall and projected light against it, showing the image of an olive-green cable hanging from the sky.
“You know the size of those rock plates,” Peshil said. “You can see how massive this alien thing is. Even if we were to eradicate its agents, Thrax Palonis has been infected. Can we—any of us—afford not to meet this threat with anything less than the full might of our world?”
She nodded. She had never seen him like this and was humbled by his command and his passion, both of which seemed new, brought about by this epic challenge perhaps. “You are fastest among us, Gim Peshil. Fly to Chan Fa, but be safe. His temperament is volatile, and he is dangerous. This is the commonly-held belief, but trust me when I tell you that it is also the truth.”
Peshil thought he could see a memory, dark and painful, swimming just below the surface of Fontessa’s bright green eyes.
“If he threatens you, even slightly,” she continued, “you must promise to use your speed and return here immediately.”
Peshil grinned. What an interesting change in her. “Of course, Sera Fontessa. Then shall we congregate here to plan our defense of Thrax Palonis?”
“Yes. I will gather as many Shields as possible. Let us meet back here in three days.”
“Three days? You are confident in your persuasive skills.”
“I am,” she said smiling. “I have the means to contact Kels Ansrath quickly. Toth Talpas, may take a bit more time.” She shrugged. “Even if you convince Chan Fan, though, it is far to the other side of Thrax Palonis. It will take him at least twice as many days to reach here.”
“Depending on his disposition, that may work to our favor.”
She stared at him for a long moment then. “You are different, Gim Peshil. This event has changed you, and for the better, I say. Come back safely.”
“I will.” With no more discussion, Peshil strode from the reception hall without escort. Rolst glanced between Peshil and his mistress, but Fontessa only shook her head, smiling vacantly.
• • •
Unlike any of his fellows, Gim Peshil could reach Chan Fa’s territory on the other side of Thrax Palonis in seconds. He was beholden to no one and felt very good right now in spite of the looming alien threat. He felt that he could have his pick of territories if he wanted them, but challenging high-ranking Shields right now would likely result in an endeavor too lengthy and too public. He was hungry, though, and thought that he—and their cause—might benefit from at least one more feeding. This time, perhaps a true Shield would be in order. No one of note, just some low-ranking retainer.
Peshil slowed as he approached Bek Ialo’s diminutive castle. If he recalled correctly, Ialo had one lieutenant which might do nicely. Bek Ialo, the Shadow Thief, could steal anything except another Shield’s source, so Peshil was in no danger, discovered or not. In fact, Ialo himself might make for a quick and easy target. His territory was small, he had few followers, and a comparison of abilities definitely favored Peshil. Peshil could be through Ialo’s entire castle, find him, kill him, and consume him in less than half an hour.
He flashed into Ialo’s castle, did an exhaustive search, since this was his first time inside, and finally came across a very strange site. Ialo, still in his dragon form, lay dead in a dried sea of his own blood at the base of his piles and piles of treasure. His eyes had been ruined, not exactly like Baro Suunts’s had, and he had bled copiously from one ear. Peshil smelled no rot or decay, which was even more surprising than finding Ialo dead. Peshil reached out a tentative claw of solid light and rolled Ialo’s corpse over onto its back. He started slightly at the cored breast and the jellied organ at the center of the expanse of dried blood on the floor.
Could the invaders have gotten to Ialo? Was that possible? He supposed it was, but what really concerned him was whether or not Ialo would still make for a good meal.
With several furtive glances, Peshil lowered his head down close to Ialo and took his first bite.
• • •
There’d been no sign of Ialo’s lieutenant which worked out for the best.  Peshil had finished with Ialo quickly, his corpse having taken on an unusual consistency, something akin to spun sugar with none of the sweetness. The meal had left him thoroughly intoxicated, though, and interaction with a Shield of any grade would have been a spectacle and an embarrassment. His head cleared after an hour, and he resumed his journey to Chan Fa’s, noting that the town below Ialo’s castle was still populated, which spoke against Ialo being killed by the invaders. Peshil shrugged this off and focused on getting to his destination with a clear head.
He felt none of the intense heat rising up from the seemingly endless lava ocean which separated most of Thrax Palonis from Chan Fa’s territory. The ocean was a natural barrier to all, with only the strongest Shields possessing enough endurance to cover the distance under such adverse conditions. There was a rumor that Kels Ansrath had made the trip, but this was unsubstantiated.
Chan Fa’s territory lay ahead now, a small island continent with the majority of its surface occupied by his walled castle city, and that half submerged within a cloud lake, which spun like a tethered pinwheel, perhaps hemmed in by the heat of the ocean or by other, unknown means. This territory was different from all the others, unique in that it was the birthplace of all the Shields of Thrax Palonis. The society responsible for creating the Shields was long-dead, their arts forgotten, but their legacy lived on. Lustrous black iron walls, immune to rust, stood forty meters high and twenty meters thick to form a square perimeter from which great cube towers rose to greater heights. Everything was of the same smooth, black iron. Peshil couldn’t help but think that the world was unbalanced on its axis with so much metal, surely more than half of all there was to be had on Thrax Palonis, right here in one place.
Peshil stopped above the castle city in his dragon form. He had no way of knowing how to make himself known to Chan Fa, what might incense him, what would be acceptable to him. After only a moment’s hesitation, he cried out to the unmanned gates, “Chan Fa, the Everliving! I am Gim Peshil, the Light Smith! I come seeking audience!”
As there was no response for several minutes, Peshil guessed that his call had gone unheard. For the first time since dining on Shields, a hint of fear crept into him. He wanted to respect Chan Fa’s sovereignty here, but there was nothing to do except drop down inside the walls and make his way into the catacomb network of giant iron cubes that characterized the city’s infrastructure. This would certainly increase his chances of being considered an intruder with designs on Chan Fa’s territory, but he saw no other alternative.
Down upon the ground—which, like the rest of the city, was of dark, burnished iron, perfectly smooth—Peshil resumed his human shape and made the disturbing realization that there were no people anywhere. He hadn’t known what to expect on arrival, but now two thoughts competed in his mind: either Chan Fa had eaten every last one of his subjects, or he was in fact dead, with his legend outliving him and perhaps having an existence more vital than the Shield himself.
The conglomerations of cubes rose up to form an irregular skyline. Peshil took a deep breath and advanced towards the first of the huge structures which looked as though it allowed entry into the rest. Indeed, there was an open aperture three meters tall and wide directly before him. There may have been doors or shutters of some sort at one time, but now there was nothing but a square hole lit from within.
Orange lava light whorled in slow motion giving the interior a surreal, dreamlike quality. Peshil crossed the threshold into a great hall one hundred meters high, wide, and long. At the far end was an elevated desk that was clearly the focal point and which had the bearing of an alter. Behind this were ten open doorways, evenly spaced along the back wall, presumably leading off into various routes through the cube city. Between Peshil and this desk, however, the ruined floor gaped and revealed a lava flow not fifteen meters below.
Given the pristine state of the rest of the city, Peshil guessed that someone—Chan Fa—had done this deliberately. The iron floor looked as though it had been about a meter thick, but this was impossible to ascertain, since all the edges had been curled under. The strength required to rend something of such scale humbled him. He stood at the edge closest to him and peered down. The flow was actually a wide stream that twisted and turned with porous black stone banks on either side.
Peshil suddenly felt dizzy and blinked several times to try to focus his vision.
Laughter echoed through the chamber, startling him. He made to straighten, to look around for the source, but found that he could not move from his bent position, looking down towards the lava stream.
“Chan Fa!” he cried. “It can only be Chan Fa! Please, I come not as a threat, I swear it. Why can’t I move?”
The laughter returned. When it died out, a harsh voice replied, echoing from far off, “You cannot move because I fill the entrance to my territory with venom at the start of each day.”
Peshil’s breath came with greater and greater effort. “I-I must. . . speak with you.”
More laughter.
Peshil couldn’t keep his eyes open or maintain a clear thought. Perhaps it was the heat accelerating the effects of the venom or perhaps it was the venom itself. He knew the risks in coming here. He’d been lucky with Sera Fontessa. Any other Shield would have turned him away or challenged him outright. He’d done what he could for Thrax Palonis. He grinned inwardly at the recollection of his last meal and then toppled down from the floor’s edge into the viscous orange light.
• • •
When Peshil awoke, he was shocked to be alive. He had a gash on his forehead that was already caked with dried blood and he had trouble moving his left arm, but otherwise he lived, somehow managing to land upon a craggy bank, somewhat protected from the heat of the lava stream by a rising lip of rock. He stood on shaky legs and saw that the banks on both sides continued onwards, winding out of sight. He was pretty sure that the stream and this cavern or series of caverns extended to the limits of the island continent and that it formed a kind of basement to the castle city.
Something caught his eye at the bend up ahead where the stream turned out of view. He steadied himself and moved to investigate. On his bank and the opposite were statues of dragons in miniature, only slightly taller than himself. Each was carved of a different stone, one bluish, the other white. They were similar, but as with Shields, maintained their individuality. Carved wings were folded on their backs, and their postures were mirror images of each other. Both stood erect and held in their claws the bottom halves of broken-open eggshells. Peshil drew close to the blue one on his bank and peered into the broken eggshell. There was nothing remarkable about it, but Peshil thought there must be some significance. He stared at the white statue across the wide stream for a while, then followed the curve of the flow, intrigued by these idols and somehow certain that there would be more of them.
He encountered several and stopped counting after the first ten. All were housed in natural nooks in the rock and though he at first considered them to have been carved or sculpted, close examination showed no chisel work, no marks of tools of any sort. He smiled at the thought that they may have occurred naturally—or supernaturally, though Thrax Palonis had abandoned superstition long before Peshil’s grandfather’s grandfather. Some he thought he recognized, or were at least reminiscent of Shields he had known. His breath stopped when he approached one that was all too familiar.
Peshil knew his own outline while transformed and here it was staring back at him, “carved” in quartz that seemed to glow yellow at the edges. It was, like the others, much smaller than true Shields, but he had no doubt that this was the representation of his own Shield, that the broken egg, which every figure so far also held, was the source of his Shield, given to one of his ancestors unknown ages ago. He stared open-mouthed and raised a tentative hand to it, brushing his fingers lightly over its surface. He half-expected to receive a shock at the touch, but there was nothing. He hesitated to leave his own image—or the image of what he had been given the power to become—behind, but moved on.
He followed the bends and twists along the lava stream, sure that he heard the noise of men farther ahead. He chuckled aloud when he passed the effigy of the Shadow Thief, and then checked himself, thinking that it was somehow wrong to gloat or mock in a place like this.
He stopped again, this time intrigued by an unbroken egg held by a green dragon, one he certainly did not recognize. He wondered if the state of the egg meant that there was a Shield inside ready for a host or if the—magic?—was exhausted after so long. He placed his fingers on the smooth cream-green shell and this time he did feel a shock.
“That is not for you!” the voice from before boomed.
From the lava stream, a great corpse-gray dragon rose. Smoking orange runnels trailed down the crags and valleys of its head and face as it filled the immediate space in the cavern to tower above Peshil. Thick drops of molten stone fell upon the bank, splattering there and forcing Peshil to hop away.
When far enough away from the lava splash, Peshil bowed and cried out, “Chan Fa, the Everliving! Please, hear me! I come in friendship, with news of peril that threatens all of Thrax Palonis.”
“I have been following your progress through the Shrine Hall. You are the Light Smith, but far more daring than accounts maintain,” Chan Fa said, his voice accusing.
“I-I am. I must be, considering what has come to Thrax Palonis.”
Chan Fa turned in the direction of the lava flow, and before flying off in that direction under the power of skeletal wings, he said without room for argument, “Come.”
Peshil obeyed. As he continued along the bank, he was torn between a desire to transform, to meet Chan Fa on at least slightly more equal terms, and an overwhelming compulsion to be subservient. The result was an endless stream of conflicting thoughts that preoccupied him until the bank he was on spread out, rose up to form a canopy over the lava flow and join the other bank. He was shocked to find himself in a cavern of enormous size with people—all of them women as far as Peshil could tell—engaged in tasks ranging from food preparation to napping. A scrawny, wizened man with corpse-gray skin sat upon an elaborate couch, which was more like a throne, and which was placed before the effigy of the dragon Peshil had just encountered.
Peshil approached cautiously, stepping carefully among some of the women, who stared at him vacantly. As he drew closer, the man upon the throne sat up straighter, seemingly tugged by his nose as he sniffed at the air. Fresh familiar laughter filled the chamber.
“That might account for your nerve. You’ve had a taste. I can smell it in you, in your sweat,” the man said.
“Then there can be no doubt. You are Chan Fa and all the rumors are truth,” Peshil said.
Chan Fa shrugged, his eyes gleaming, his smile revealing perfectly healthy teeth—his canines strangely overdeveloped—which seemed contradictory for someone of his obvious years.
“So was it a ruse?” Chan Fa said.
“A ruse?”
“The danger to Thrax Palonis. You’ve had a taste and you surely know what it’s done to you. Have you come here on a pretense only to try your hand at Chan Fa?”
“No.”
“Good. Let us hope that your story is believable, because no matter how many you’ve put away, no Shield may raise a hand to Chan Fa.
“You can only summon your Shield if I allow it, but even then the most you could do is run away. If I allow it.”
“Let me show you, Chan Fa, what has come to Thrax Palonis.”
• • •
“I have seen your forebears create fictions with their light and you could be doing the same now.”
“So. . .?”
Chan Fa shrugged. His eyes never left Pehsil’s and his expression was a skull’s grin, mirthless. “For Thrax Palonis, it would be better to confirm the truth or falsehood of your claims. For me, it’s an inconvenience. If you’re lying, it will not serve you or any conspirators in the end. No Shield can make a direct use of his or her powers against me. Mine is the King Shield, you see. Superior by design.”
“And yet, you have sought to become even more superior,” Peshil said, lowering his eyes slightly as he finished, and shocked by his own audacity.
Chan Fa stared at Peshil in silence. Finally he spoke again. “When the first of us came across the Shields, not yet hatched in this place,” he said waving a hand, “already the rumor of supremacy through cannibalism was present, even prevalent. It was said that if a single Shield were to consume all other Shields, he—or she—would become a god.”
“A god? But the existence of such is childish superstition, long ago banished from Thrax Palonis.”
“Maybe. But that didn’t stop the lot of us from trying.”
Now Peshil stared incredulously, trying to penetrate what he assumed must be Chan Fa’s jest. When Chan Fa’s expression didn’t change, Peshil asked in a low, humbled tone, “What happened?”
“We fought. And ate. But everyone learned that none could beat Chan Fa, the Everliving. All who came against me found themselves powerless and subsequently devoured.”
“Why did you stop? Was godhood no longer appealing to you?”
“They stopped because they wanted to live. I stopped because I knew something they did not, a secret I used to care about protecting.”
“And what’s that?”
Chan Fa motioned with his hand. A woman, perhaps thirtyish, approached with a bowl holding a variety of mushrooms. He reached in, took one, popped it in his mouth. He then fondled her naked left breast and gave her a slap on the behind to send her on her way.
“This place, the statues, they power our Shields. We are potent here, but even you, Gim Peshil, able to travel as light far beyond the basalt shores of Thrax Palonis, would surpass the limit of the Shrine Hall’s influence and then be forever stuck in the black glue that holds the stars in the sky. No Shield can leave Thrax Palonis and remain a Shield. So what is there to gain by being god of this place that I don’t already have?”
“Some of the eggs haven’t hatched yet,” Peshil said.
“That’s right,” Chan Fa said with a knowing grin. “They’re inedible like that, though.”
“Do you know how to hatch them?”
“I do, but I won’t.”
“Why not?”
“It’s too much trouble and ends up a waste. Much good could come of them in the right hands.”
“You’re not at all what I expected.”
“No? Cross me and everything foul you’ve ever heard of me will be visited upon you a hundred fold. Just because I’ve grown bored with feeding on other Shields, doesn’t mean that I’ve given it up entirely.” Chan Fa paused, narrowed his eyes. “How many have you consumed?”
Peshil was surprised by the direct question. “Seven.”
Chan Fa snorted. “Seven? Impossible. Name them and give their titles.”
“The only one with a title was Bek Ialo, the Shadow Thief. The other six were artificial and had no titles.”
“Artificial? What do you mean?”
“There was a Shield who could spawn other, lesser Shields. I don’t remember his name. I haven’t seen or heard of him for many years now.”
“Oh yes, I remember. That was Jallam Zeppo. I couldn’t allow him to go on making those little abominations.” Chan Fa slapped his bare belly and let loose with rolls of laughter. “I thought that all his spawn were dead already, though.”
“Sera Fontessa employed six of them. Those are all dead now.”
“Sera Fontessa?” Chan Fa said, sobering.
“Yes, she is helping to coordinate other Shields for our attack on the invaders.”
“Of course she is. She and Kels Ansrath, undoubtedly.”
“Y-Yes. Is there a problem?”
“No.” All the humor in Chan Fa was now gone. He was like a hollowed shell, dangerous with unknown potential. “As I said, I have nothing to fear from any Shield. If any of this proves to be a sham, I will hunt you, Sera Fontessa, Kels Ansrath, and any others I find or think are involved and renew my journey to godhood. Do you understand, Gim Peshil?”
Peshil swallowed hard. This Chan Fa, empty of all but the threat of vengeance, frightened him. “I do.”
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The change from being in Chan Fa’s presence to being in Sera Fontessa’s did much to improve Peshil’s mood. With her arms around his neck, she escorted him back to her couch.
“He will come,” Peshil said. “He’s leary of traps, though.”
“And rightfully so.”
“He said it would take him eight days to traverse the great ocean, but that we should expect him. I must ask you, Sera Fontessa—as the fate of Thrax Palonis may hinge on the nature of your relationship with him—how do you know Chan Fa?”
She bowed her head and waited a full minute before responding. “I did not receive my Shield from my father as you did from yours.”
Peshil stared at her for a moment as he realized the import of what she was saying. “You hatched one of the eggs.”
She nodded.
“I was not alone.”
“Kels Ansrath.”
She nodded again. “I don’t know how Kels came to know about the Shrine Hall. I could tell even before he took his Shield that he’d always been strong, both in mind and body. He devised the means to cross the ocean. He lived in the ancient castle city for months without Chan Fa’s knowledge before finding a safe way down into the Shrine Hall.
“I was one of Chan Fa’s women. His favorite for a while, but Kels found me alone one day. I would say he seduced me, but I would be lying. I was never content with my life as a possession of Chan Fa. I always wanted more, to live above ground, in a real city, not trapped by the scalding ocean. But never did I dream that I might find escape through the theft of a Shield. Kels filled my head with fantastic hope and the potential to make that hope real.”
“So you two stole your Shields and escaped?”
“We were lucky. Kels knew much about the Shields, knew which one to pick for himself and which one to pick for me. These would enable us to flee, to cross the ocean.”
“So you, too, have crossed?”
“Yes. Though I would never do it again, not willingly. It was terrible.”
“Chan Fa knows that you and Kels Ansrath will be present. I believe he comes in good faith, though it may be that he cares little about the invaders and simply wants to collect his revenge.”
She shivered unconsciously. “There is no escaping Chan Fa, the Everliving. He is as inevitable as death if he wishes it. We got away because we tricked him and by the time he knew of the deception, it was simply too inconvenient for him to pursue us. As you say, it is possible that he has decided once and for all to settle old debts. Let us hope that this is not the case.”



1.3 GOLDEN VICTORY
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Kels Ansrath was a giant of a man. He stood at least a full head taller than any of the small group gathered in Sera Fontessa’s receiving hall. The muscles of his chest, arms, and legs were great knots, standing out as a testament to his prodigious strength. His hair and beard, too, black, shot with gray, heaped, wild, and kinked, cried strength. His skin was, like Fontessa’s, inclined towards black rather than red, and there was something different about him, something that only Chan Fa might recognize as heralding back to times long past.
The copulating couples were absent now. As host, Fontessa was present, as was her lieutenant, Karsten Rolst, and Gim Peshil. The fifth and sixth members making up the group were the twin Shields, Alos Enstra, the Body, and his sister, Una Enstra, the Mind.
Ansrath dominated the room with his presence and with his voice. “We cannot wait,” he said. “I do not doubt that Chan Fa is coming, but his motives and his intent, these I cannot help but doubt. Even if he lied about how long it would take him to come here, I know that it will take him at the very least five days to arrive, which still gives us time.”
“So what are you suggesting,?” said Alos Enstra, a youngish man with startling white hair.
Ansrath turned to him, his lip curling slightly. “I am suggesting, Alos Enstra, that we go in advance of Chan Fa’s arrival and halve the number of threats to Shields and to Thrax Palonis. You can believe or disbelieve whatever you like about Chan Fa, but Sera Fontessa and I know him and what he is capable of.”
“I, too, have met Chan Fa,” Peshil said. “While I don’t dispute the truth of your words, Kels Ansrath, I may say that he appears to have mellowed somewhat.”
Ansrath snorted. “Do you have any idea of how old Chan Fa is?”
“Well, he is the Everliving,” Peshil said with a straight face.
Ansrath stiffened and narrowed his eyes. “You have grown bold recently, Light Smith. Is there something we should know about your association with Chan Fa?”
Peshil met his gaze steadily and finally said, “I’m waiting for you to make your point, Kels Ansrath.”
Grinding his teeth to stifle a shout, Ansrath forced out a controlled response. “My point is that time means little to him. His moods are changeable, but he cannot change what he is, what he’s become.”
“Fine, fine,” Peshil said, waving his hands dismissively. “But do you really think that the six of us can accomplish this?”
“Seven when Toth Talpas arrives,” Ansrath said.
“And he will arrive in time?” Fontessa said.
“Sera.” Ansrath’s rigid posture collapsed a little in defeat. “Not you, too.” He approached her and took her chin gently between his thumb and forefinger. “You know as well as I do what Chan Fa’s coming might mean.”
“You two are thieves,” Una Enstra suddenly blurted out, appalled.
Only her brother and Karsten Rolst looked around from face to face in the vain hopes of confirming everyone else’s confusion, but they were the only two at a loss.
“What do you mean, sister?” Alos Enstra said.
“They,” she said indicating Fontessa and Ansrath, “did not receive their Shields from their fathers and mothers. They took them. They are the first to bear them.”
Peshil shrugged and shook his head. Rolst looked at his mistress with a combination of feelings he didn’t appear to understand. Alos Enstra simply stared, mirroring his sister’s obvious disgust.
“What does it matter?” Peshil said, sighing.
Ansrath had bowed his head in an effort to calm himself and he spoke now in a deadly tone. “Una Enstra, if you ever enter my head again to snatch my thoughts, I will reach into your mouth, push my fingers through its roof to snatch your thoughts, and pull them out through gates of your broken teeth, thereby leaving the Body without a Mind. Do I make myself clear?” He spun around when she didn’t answer immediately and cried out, sending a gobbet of spittle into her eye, “Do I make myself clear?”
She shook, tried to respond verbally and couldn’t so made herself nod. Her brother watched, wide-eyed and unable to move.
“I,” Ansrath said, maintaining his fervor, “am more entitled than any of you to bear a Shield. Your forebears, even Chan Fa, were all usurpers. Not even that. Backward and pathetic inheritors of a superior culture that had already run its course.
“It doesn’t matter. Thrax Palonis is what it is now and if we’d like to see it continue, we will work together. Keep your petty, groundless pride to yourself.”
“He’s right,” Peshil said. “I mean about working together. The invaders are here. Let’s focus on one threat at a time.”
“Toth Talpas will come,” Ansrath said. “We will be enough.”
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“So tell me about the Ten Deaths,” Jav said.
Hilene cocked her head, looking away with a shy smile.
“Come on.”
They were taking a break from their sparring, sitting on the active gravity block, facing each other. Jav insisted that, even though she had topped out at the standard maximum of twenty-five gravities, she train passively at higher settings. He was dressed in a white T-shirt, baggy black pants tied off at the ankles, and simple black cloth shoes with everplastic soles. She preferred to remain semi-Dark most of the time since it gave her the most control over her power. In this state, she appeared to be covered in a perfect, seamless silver skin up the extent of her throat. It hid nothing and further made her the impossible object of desire for untold thousands.
She was surprised by his question. He’d agreed to practice with her, but had never been in the habit of engaging her, or anyone except maybe Raus Kapler or Forbis Vays, in conversation. She’d been unprepared for any reciprocation of her advances, however meager that reciprocation might have been. She’d been trying for so long—subtly, of course, but consistently since she’d joined the Titan Squad—and finally Jav was starting to crack. Recently he’d been responding to her more. She was sure of it. What she wasn’t sure of was whether she was excited or scared or both.
“I’ve only encountered one other martial art rooted in a dead religion,” Jav said.
“Oh?” she said, becoming interested.
“The Lead Cloud Steps. They used to worship Kar Ahn and still invoke him when fighting.”
She stared at him for a moment to confirm his sincerity. It wouldn’t bother her if this was mere small talk. She just wanted to know one way or the other, especially on a topic like this. There were few things she felt were worthy of her respect. The Darkness Piercing Spear Hand was one. Jav was another. She hoped that she wouldn’t have to choose one at the expense of the other.
“It’s really the Ten Deaths of the Martyr. With the Attenuated Splitter, it’s literally ten deaths, but originally, the technique was supposed to recall the Martyr’s death at the hands of his ten betrayers, each punching a spear through him, with each thrust alone being mortal. The temple, the eye, the throat, the heart, the lung, the armpit, the groin, the middle of the back, the kidney, the inner thigh: those are the targets. The technique was expanded to be spread out over ten opponents, but a successful delivery of this form of the Ten Deaths—resulting in ten fatalities in ten seconds—has never been accomplished, or at least proved. There are stories of course, and now, as I say, the Attenuated Splitter makes it simple and simultaneous.”
“Wait, wait, wait. The martyr was killed by the spear, right? So you emulate his betrayers?”
She shook her head. “His spirit returned, turning a ghostly version of the weapon of his destruction against the guilty to assert justice. Each betrayer received the same wound he delivered, and his wound became a mark of shame, thereafter becoming symbolic of a particular sin.”
“I would like to believe in a god who promised that kind of justice. Maybe deities like that existed in antiquity.” He cocked his head, considering for a moment. “It makes for a beautiful story, though, and you translate that into perfect motion, graceful and poetic. Look, I’m not questioning your efficiency in the field, but how would you feel about being able to accomplish the Ten Deaths technique—the second version—without the Attenuated Splitter?”
She flushed, broke into a smile, and had to break eye contact with him. Raising her eyes tentatively again, she said, “Would you help me with that?”
He was intrigued by the color in her cheeks, how it contrasted the with the otherwise cream-white of her skin and nearly matched that of her eyes and her short red hair curling up to points under each rosette. “Yes,” he said. Then, in a matter-of-fact tone, he continued. “I like you, Hilene, and I’m extraordinarily attracted to you right now. It’s no secret that, over the last five decades, my interaction with the opposite sex has been nothing but businesslike. I’m a little out of practice regarding the finer points, and quite frankly, I’m not sure I’m interested in changing that, but perhaps you and I can work out a compromise. I mean—”
“Or a turnaround?”
He smiled. “Or a turnaround. And not as a condition.”
She looked at him sheepishly, still smiling herself. “Either way.”
“I, uh, promised to meet with Raus. You and I will pick up where we left off a little later. Okay?”
Her expression didn’t change. Her eyes, the irises ruby red, linked them for a moment, as if the path of her gaze were a heavy chain. She nodded once, almost imperceptibly, and it was only then that he felt he’d been given leave—physical leave—to go.
He gathered his black leather jacket and exited the room with a backward glance her way.
Outside, leaning up against the wall ten meters down the corridor on the way to the jump deck, was an unwelcome presence that was becoming all too familiar. He started walking, intending to ignore Icsain, but when Jav reached him, the other straightened and moved so that he blocked Jav’s path.
“It’s been a few days of quiet. I wonder what it means,” Icsain said.
“It’s pretty simple,” Jav said, having to stop before him. “They’re either gathering their forces or planning to die quietly. It doesn’t take a genius to arrive at those two possibilities.”
“Good for you, Mr. Holson. Exercising your brain for a change. Still, don’t you find it interesting? Their use of Shields? Even the mention of the word seemed to give you pause out there when meeting Gim Peshil, the Light Smith. What did you find so interesting about Shields, Mr. Holson?”
At this moment, unbeknownst to either of them, Hilene peered from the around the open doorway to take in the scene occurring down the corridor. She’d only been hoping to watch Jav as he proceeded towards the jump deck without his knowing. It was an adolescent whim to which she felt no shame in acquiescing, and what she went on to see only cemented the already substantial feelings she’d been cultivating for Jav Holson.
Jav sighed. “Get out of my way.”
“You have grown ever bolder since we first met.”
“And you’ve grown ever more irritating. You know? I’m really tired of your cryptic idiocy. What is it with you, anyway? What is your problem with me?”
“We are natural enemies, Mr. Holson.”
“That’s ridiculous. Enemies?”
“Yes, Mr. Holson, and while I find your present. . . predicament amusing, I must, for the sake of my cousin, the Emperor, remain vigilant should your memories slip back into place.”
“And then what?”
“Come now. Though the discrepancy between our mental powers is great, I know you understand plain threats. Don’t forget, that you are speaking to a god. And don’t forget how angry gods are often disposed towards mortal men.”
“Actually, to be accurate, you’re a could-have-been god, cut down in his infancy. Seems to me that you’d still be on—what was it? Zahl?—if not for our intervention. And as for me being a mortal man, you may outclass me on the gravity block, but you remember that I do exercise my mind regularly and have the means to cast you—broken—from this Palace. Don’t tempt me to do it the next time we’re in transit.”
Icsain affected a sigh himself as he shook his head. “You forget the Relic Cords, Mr. Holson. They would render you docile the moment you showed the first sign of aggression.”
Jav narrowed his eyes. “We’ll see when the time comes just how docile you can make me.”
Icsain humphed, but did not yet make way for Jav.
Jav placed his hand upon Icsain’s ball-joint shoulder and pushed, employing AI, so that the wooden man was sent bodily into the corridor wall where he disfigured the smooth, hard resin and buckled an electrical conduit that promptly sent a spray of sparks out from either side. Then, with a speed Icsain refused to accept, Jav whirled and caught the several Relic Cords hurled his way. He caught them, though they’d been sent at the speed of thought. He caught them, though they should have been invisible and intangible to him. And he caught them below the leaf-shaped tips, which were the nerve interfaces, rendering them completely useless and in fact turning them into a liability for Icsain.
Crushing his rage down under the weight of his will, Jav breathed out in a deadly tone, “You keep these away from me, or I will rip them out of you, one by one. I have the strange feeling that I’ve done something like that before. But then maybe you know better than I do about that. You keep them away from me or I will put you through the Palace wall the next time we’re in transit. Keep them away.” He flung the Cords back towards Icsain, turned on his heel, and strode away.
Hilene watched as Icsain took a few moments to compose himself. She was convinced that no one had ever seen him as she was seeing him now. He extracted himself from the wall, brushed off the bits of plastic and metal that yet clung to him, looked down the corridor both ways several times, mumbled something, audible but unintelligible, to himself before finally setting off for the same jump deck Jav had used. The wooden man’s constant assertions of superiority were, in general, believed, but they didn’t endear him to anyone. Only the Emperor truly accepted Icsain. Hilene didn’t care. Even if Icsain had seen her she wouldn’t care. All she could think about was Jav. She shook with awe and what she realized was lust, pure, simple, and at this moment, overwhelming.
The Palace shook then, rocked from what felt like multiple impacts.
A klaxon sounded, over which came a female voice through the PA system. “Alert! All Shades report to the Gran bay. Six masses of or exceeding two thousand cubic meters approaching Root Palace by air. Repeat: all Shades report to the Gran bay. . .”
• • •
Jav emerged from the jump deck into the Gran bay and trotted towards Gran Mid, which was still coiled and waiting in pseudo sleep. Technicians were disconnecting the heavy power cables that supplemented the Grans’ internal power plants and which kept them topped off while idle. At the approach of its master, Gran Mid’s eyes lit up with recognition, and the great snake of articulated bone stirred from its slumber, straightening for departure. Jav kicked off with out a break in his stride and sailed through the air, flipping once, to land catlike upon Gran Mid’s brow. Gran Mid was already moving for the opening bay doors, the caution alert echoing through the vast, enclosed space. Behind him, Raus was mounting Gran Pham. The Porta Fighter buzzed through the bay and out the doors, preceding Jav. Jav watched him go and noted that Gran Mal had already retreated somewhat from its place in the encircling courtyard wall to allow the Grans exit beyond. He was aware of the jump deck activating, glanced over his shoulder to see that it was Hilene and snorted at Icsain’s tardiness. He wasn’t going to wait for him.
Through his Artifact, he communicated to everyone present. “Move out, Raus. Hilene, you’re with me. Nils, don’t exceed our perimeter.”
Everyone sounded off in the affirmative.
“Vays,” Jav said through his Artifact. “What have we got?”
“More of the same we encountered just following planetfall.”
“General Holson?” It was Scanlan, formal as always.
“Yes, Scanlan.”
“Request permission to engage secondary configuration.”
“Granted.”
“Excellent. Mr. Vays, Miss Karvasti, brace yourselves for transformation—”
Because of the timing, one might have thought that it was at Scanlan’s command that the following occurred. A great hole opened up upon Gran Mal’s back. Jagged flower petals of rent golden metal blossomed outward, giving vent to fiery gouts of erupting flame and sharp shards of giant shrapnel. Immediately beyond Gran Mal’s wound, just inside the courtyard wall, crouched the dragon form of Karsten Rolst, the Red Lance. As Rolst rose to his full height, he was struck in the back of his thick, scaly neck by a Lightning Gun shot from Gran Mal. Scanlan emptied the remnants of Gran Mal’s failing power into the attack which was sufficient to send Rolst, smoking, back to his knees.
A volley of laser light came down then, riddling Gran Mal further, and causing the Shades emerging from the Gran bay to scatter.
Only Raus was unmoved by the onslaught. From his perch he cried out, “Gran Pham! Charge!”
With only the instant it took to place its forefoot back upon the ground, Gran Pham disappeared from its place and was next seen crashing its steel shod tusks into Karsten Rolst’s great, lowered head. The prodigious neck gave a sickening crack, and the dragon fell over dead. Raus wasted no time. He pointed to the heavens and brought his finger down to point to his victim. A single bolt of lightning rained down from the blood red, cloudless sky, striking Rolst who shook reflexively with the jolt, and then proceeded to rise from where he died, his head hanging limply and at a disconcerting angle.
“Icsain!” Jav cried through his Artifact. “Get out here. Now!”
“I am here, Mr. Holson. There is no need to shout.”
Jav glanced back towards the bay doors, and indeed, Gran Lej was just stepping past them.
“Scanlan! Vays! Are you all right?” Jav said through his Artifact.
“We are, but Brin’s been injured,” Vays replied. There was no immediate response from Jav. “She should be all right,” Vays added.
There was another pause from Jav.
This time Scanlan spoke. “As you can likely see, Gran Mal is inoperable. With fifteen minutes, I can restore power.”
“Do it,” Jav said. “Nils, you find our friend, the Light Smith and keep those beams from the Palace. Hilene, you scout ahead and see what else we’re up against—and stay hollow. Generals, bring your Grans forward, you especially, Icsain. I want to see your fabulous Relic Cords at work. Vays, when you’re able, we could use you out here.”
“Understood.”
Hilene didn’t have to go far before the full threat was visible. The six masses had been reduced to five. She recognized Gim Peshil and was not surprised to see others, similar in appearance, accompanying him. All but Peshil had great membrane wings which gave them aerial mobility. She found it quaint that they seemed to come in different colors. Raus’s new recruit was a deep red. Two, though differing somewhat in their finer features, were white. Another was cobalt blue and could have been a twin of one of the white ones. The largest was a lustrous black and Hilene couldn’t help thinking that he was made of solid iron, which made his agility in the air seem all the more fantastic.
“General Holson—” she started to report.
“I see them. Hilene, you’re in no danger from me, but I don’t relish the idea of sending attacks your way. Fall back. I’m going to paint the sky.”
“Understood.”
Jav crouched down on one knee to steady himself as Gran Mid raised its giant skull. “Gran Mid! Fire!” he cried, and Gran Mid obeyed, sending an unbroken stream of blazing orange fire into the red sky. The tongue of flame waved to and fro and did as Jav described, painting the sky, until, after scattering the others, it fell upon the black dragon. Once Gran Mid’s fire found a target, the Gran could lock on to that target, directing the two-minute burst unerringly upon it until the flame was exhausted and the recharge phase began. The black dragon took all that Gran Mid had to give and yet proceeded. Jav saw that this dragon would be trouble, but just as he was making up his mind to engage it himself, the cobalt blue dragon and one of the white ones came straight for him in tandem and did something for which he was unprepared. Somehow they merged, with the slightly smaller white dragon forming the arms, chest, and head and the blue dragon forming the remainder of the body. The size of this new dragon dwarfed all of its fellows and the thing threatened to pounce upon Jav and Gran Mid within seconds. Jav leapt straight for the onrushing beast as he cried out, “Gran Mid! Dive!”
Gran Mid vomited its powerful fire upon the ground, turning it molten, and proceeded to burrow through the otherwise impenetrable rock skin of the planet.
Jav started the calculations for the Kaiser Kick, but on initiation of the technique, the blue and white dragon turned, effectively avoiding the vector of the kick. Jav was astounded by its timing and its flawless escape. Using AI to keep himself in the air, he pursued the monster.
• • •
Down below, Raus was taking a moment to understand his new charge, which, he found had some facility besides its shear size. It had ruined Gran Mal by means of a power very similar to his own Gran’s, but the dragon was not earthbound. Raus ordered the dragon’s animated corpse up into the air, aimed it at the massive black dragon, and initiated the Red Lance. The remaining white dragon partially blocked the way, but perhaps he would get lucky and down two of their foes with a single shot.
To Raus’s astonishment, the white dragon burst apart like a cloud of mist as the Red Lance passed. It would have broken the left half its body, but total destruction was perhaps too good to be true and visually too reminiscent of Jav’s Ghost Kaiser for Raus’s liking. He glanced away to see the Red Lance crash into the intended target, and though the black dragon was knocked backwards, it did not appear to be the least bit hurt. The projectile dragon had been pulped on impact and bright red gore rained down in great chunks, leaving the black dragon’s iron scales awash with blood. The black dragon resumed its course, which seemed to be straight for the Root Palace.
When Raus looked again to confirm his fears regarding the white dragon, he was not surprised to see the white mist still maintaining some cohesion. What did surprise him was the speed with which it was now approaching him.
The volume of mist made the cloud shape many times larger than Gran Pham. A white head undulated, coming into and out of shape, but was clearly glowering at Raus, hovering just above him, and then it spoke.
“You are indeed of an enviable stature. It is unfortunate that you come here to conquer. For one such as you, I would have shared much, not the least of which, my bed.”
As she spoke, Raus’s stomach dropped. It had been many years since he’d heard that voice and this was the first time ever off of his home planet of Sarsa. Though she always wore a different face, and always came in a different generation, something intrinsic and inexplicable remained the same. Regardless of what her name might be here, there was no doubt in his mind that this was an echo of Milla Marz and that one of them would die by the other’s hand on this barren basalt world.
His preoccupation cost him. She’d been speaking all along, but he hadn’t heard. When he next focused his gaze upon the cloud of mist before him, it was changing shape. A narrow jet was coming at him and already crashing into his face. Through his clenched teeth, past the soft jelly of his eyes, up his nose, and into his ears the mist poured without cease, filling him. The cavities of his lungs and stomach were largest and given to the most expansion. She forced the entirety of her volume inside him, which nearly caused him to burst. Returning to her solid form did cause him to burst.
The white dragon shook her great frame once to rid herself of the gray-green blood and gobs of like-colored flesh that yet clung to it. With a beat of the great wings at her back, the dragon rose into the sky, leaving what was left of Raus Kapler below. His legs yet stood upon Gran Pham’s head, but everything above his waist was gone, littering the ground for several tens of meters in every direction. With its master unable to command it, Gran Pham simply stood inert.
• • •
Jav, hearing the sound of Raus exploding, paused a moment in his efforts against the blue and white dragon to scrutinize his friend’s remains. By incorporating Approaching Infinity techniques, he’d learned to substantially enhance his vision when necessary, bringing into focus objects impossibly far away, or infinitesimally small, or both. In this manner he saw that Raus was not dead, at least not yet. The cells of the meat at his waist were dividing at a fantastic rate and slowly rebuilding the lost mass. Jav also noted the wires of the Resurrection Bolts, issuing from the waist and still connected to the Bolts themselves, which were even now being reeled in back towards their roots from either side of Gran Pham. Jav swallowed hard. This was by far the worst punishment Raus had ever experienced, but his regenerative abilities seemed to be nearly on par with Lor Kalkin’s. Though he might not be able to help them further today, it appeared that Raus would live.
Through his Artifact, Jav cried out, “Hilene! See to the white dragon. Icsain! Demonstrate the power of your Relic Cords on the black one.”
Only Hilene replied in the affirmative.
• • •
Nils Porta harassed Gim Peshil endlessly, but could not overtake him. He was certain that if he could catch up to Peshil, he could shred him. Jav had explained how Peshil had been solid enough  to kick and it seemed that the dragon only took on the properties of light when he was flitting about, moving from place to place, which was all he was doing right now. Peshil’s progress through the sky looked like a latticework of light, like the secret framework of creation revealed. In order to stay in the vicinity, Peshil was forced to take very short jaunts, making acute-angle trajectory changes nearly every second.
Nils was growing weary of the stalemate. Every minute or half minute, Peshil would direct a part of himself towards the Shade, but the Alloyed Splitter made his skin impenetrable to the laser light. Eventually, Nils broke apart and spread his one-centimeter “gnats” to cover as much of the local sky to which Peshil seemed to be limiting himself as possible. All he could do was wait for Peshil to pause long enough to take on substance and become food for the gnats.
• • •
Hilene flew straight into the white dragon, but just before she would have phased through its solid mass, it became a billowing cloud of mist once again, proceeding towards the Root Palace as if Hilene weren’t present. Hilene was surprised. This was the first time in thirty-five years that her power had been stymied. She hovered in the air, momentarily dumbstruck, watching the cloud mass leave her behind.
She gathered herself and pursued. She saw that the black dragon had drawn close to the Root Palace and that Icsain, within Gran Lej, would meet it presently.
The humanoid Gran, not as tall as its opponent, leapt up for the black dragon and succeeded in tackling it, bringing it crashing to the ground. Gran Lej was far more graceful than the other in recovering its feet, moving liquidly as the thousands of two-meter tall puppets that composed it moved and shifted to reform the towering figure.
What the black dragon lacked in grace, however, it made up for in power. It gained its feet and received the oncoming Gran Lej, which attempted to grapple with it. For a moment they were locked, each striving against the other, but Gran Lej could not match the strength of the black dragon.
Hilene saw this, rushed forward, overtaking the white mist cloud, and as she drew near, she employed the Ten Deaths technique made possible by the Attenuated Splitter. Upon her faceplate ten points lit up, each corresponding to a target upon the black dragon’s body, and then she exploded into ten perfect copies, each intangible but deadly. Each iteration of Hilene found its target unerringly. She passed through the iron hide severally, but found to her dismay that the dragon’s insides were also of iron. Had she encountered flesh and bone, she could have crippled it even with the disparity of scale, but as it was, she could do little against ten targets of solid iron. The ten Hilenes retreated, each drawn back to the origin point to reintegrate. For the second time that day, she was struck dumb by her inability to kill—or even affect—an opponent.
• • •
In spite of his use of AI, Jav found himself unable to lay a hand upon the blue and white dragon, not significantly anyway. He’d nicked it here and there, but that was all he could manage, and it was maddening. The dragon was always moving away at the perfect moment, no matter what tack Jav took. It wasn’t that its speed was greater than his—it had been unable to touch Jav at all, though its attempts were many—nor was its skill greater than his. It moved with strength and grace, like an animal with instincts supplemented with intelligence, but Jav had trained enough to recognize that it possessed no true martial talents, learned or innate. It was, however, very, very good at getting away.
Summoning Gran Mid back to the surface to catch the dragon in an ambush proved fruitless, but also illustrative. An explanation—the only explanation—occurred to Jav, poking tentatively through his mounting frustration. He was starting to realize that the only way the dragon could be anticipating his movements was by knowing them. Somehow, his opponent was extracting the necessary information from his own brain.
That he was vexed by the conditions of the “fight” was already obvious, and with this final realization, hopelessness stole in. How could he fight an opponent who could read his thoughts? The dragon had size, power, and that particular cunning which made it unassailable. Certainly he was outmatched. Defeated, he paused in the air, giving up his pursuit and giving in to the inevitable. The blue and white dragon seized upon this in elation, swooping in and clapping Jav between its two giant fore claws.
Smoke squeezed out in jetting wisps from between the dragon’s claws, but something was wrong. Before it could look between its claws to see what had become of its prey, Jav, by way of the Ghost Kaiser, was upon its head, the fingers of his right hand gripping the boney edge of the beast’s right eye socket while his left hand pressed down upon the middle of its brow. Bracing himself, he strove with the strength conditioned by thirty standard gravities and the added might of the Kaiser Bones to pry the top of the dragon’s head off. First, there was a succession of sounds like glass being crushed which gave way to a sharp crack. The bone broke far enough along the top of the skull to leave a gaping wound. Blood sprayed, and thick vessels, blue and red, snapped like elastic bands. With a final jerk, he tore free a rough triangle of the dragon’s skull top. He tore the ragged and scaly scalp free, flipped the bone shard around in his hands so that the sharpest end pointed down then drove this into the exposed brain.
Once the skull piece was lodged nearly flush within the gray matter, Jav placed his right palm upon the protruding edge and, using AI, gave it an impossibly hard and sudden shove, sending it down through the rest of the brain, the beast’s throat, and into the chest cavity. As the projectile ripped downwards, the lower, blue half of the dragon undulated strangely and separated from the upper white portion just in time to escape the triangle of bone, which shot out through the white abdomen. The bone missile continued down in a streak to shatter on the stony plates of the ground below. The pierced corpse of the white dragon followed, but Jav remained in the air, as if he could not be bothered by gravity.
He and the blue dragon glared at one another, but Jav was faster to move. This time the Kaiser Kick was not thwarted. The great blue head exploded as Jav impacted into it with the combined power of two separate sets of AI calculations backed by his own prodigious physical strength. The shock to the head was catastrophic, but the beast’s body was rocked only slightly by the attack and presently dropped to the ground, where it hit, not far from where the white one had, with a suite of nauseating sounds.
Jav took a moment to regard the other skirmishes. He could see that Nils was moving through strategies with Peshil and was not overly concerned—Nils would come through. What did concern him, though, was the unchecked progress made by the black dragon, which was on the verge of bypassing the courtyard wall. The other white dragon, too, had somehow passed Hilene and was close behind the black one, coming up on Gran Mal. He watched Gran Lej attempting unsuccessfully to wrestle the black dragon to the ground, the contest ending in moments when the black dragon struck with a fore claw, driving Gran Lej skidding and splintering upon the ground.
“Icsain! Where are your Relic Cords?” Jav cried through his Artifact.
“The brute appears to be immune.” Icsain replied.
“It’s true, General Holson,” Hilene added. “The black one is solid iron, through and through. Flesh, organs, bone: everything is iron.”
“And the white one?”
There was the slightest pause before Hilene responded. “The white one is the exact opposite, sir: no substance.”
“Suggestions? Anyone?”
“Maybe we can add to the mix,” Vays replied.
Jav glanced to the smoking hulk of Gran Mal. Having emerged from a port upon the great turtle-shell back, near Gran Mal’s hind quarters, Vays stood, all angular and silver, supporting Brin Karvasti. Brin’s eyes shone a brilliant yellow and the Dharma Engine appeared at her back, petals of what looked like fine filigreed black steel blossoming from between her shoulder blades.
“Stop!” Brin cried out after the white cloud of mist. The mist dragon stopped and took on the semblance of solidity, though it continued to waver. The dragon struggled against unseen bonds for a moment before its limbs spread out with sudden force to form a giant X as it were crucified upon Brin’s Dharma Clock.
Vays stepped away from Brin and looked towards Jav. “Should I try the black one?”
“If Brin’s got the white one, let me try the black one,” Jav said. “You go see if you can help Nils finish off Peshil.”
Vays nodded and leapt from Gran Mal, gripping with his right hand the horn of his helmet—the hilt of his Titan Saber—which he pulled free. He darted towards the ground beneath the sky occupied by Nils and Peshil.
Jav began calculations for another Kaiser Kick, executing them in seconds to strike the back of the black dragon’s head. The strike pealed with a deafening note, staggering the iron monstrosity for the first time and sending it face first to the ground.
“He is solid,” Jav said, marveling, “but I’ve got just the thing.” He moved through the air towards the fallen dragon, holding his hands low, to his right, palms facing each other, fingers bent into stiff claws.
• • •
In the midst of his flitting, Gim Peshil noted that something had happened to Sera Fontessa. Pausing only for an instant to take in her predicament—that she was somehow pinned to the air upon the spokes of a giant wheel—was all the time that Nils Porta needed to act. For in that instant, Peshil became solid and Nils’s cloud of gnats stripped him bare of his skin, exposing the bright red flesh beneath. Though his eyes bugged from their sockets and his blood splashed to the ground, Peshil hardly seemed to notice, so quickly did he take on the aspect of light, flashing to Sera Fontessa’s aid.
“I’ve got him, Nils!” Vays cried.
Jav was not alone in the development his martial prowess over the years. Vays had perfected his techniques—which past masters had sometimes needed a full minute to effect—making them nearly instantaneous. So even as Peshil was transforming into light, Vays was leaping into the air, his sword supported by both hands sweeping from overhead as he cried out, “Union Blade!”
Reality itself seemed to be drawn into the Single Element Ghost Sword, Peshil’s light, too, substantiating the blade so that it was all that was real.
Vays passed through Peshil and Peshil’s light failed utterly. In two great halves, skinless, bloody and separating according to the angle of the Titan Saber’s edge, Peshil arced to the ground, dead.
Nils, already making his way back to the Palace, reformed the Porta Fighter and swooped low to accompany his squad leader. As Vays rose to his feet from his landing place he turned towards the Palace but before he could take a step, he froze in place, a perfect statue of not silver but gold.
“Commander Vays?” Nils called as he neared, but then he too became an inert mass of solid gold, his momentum keeping him aloft briefly until he crashed to the ground.
• • •
As Jav passed over Gran Mal on his way to the black dragon he beheld a very disturbing sight. Below him, Brin Karvasti flashed and in her place there gleamed a perfect likeness in immaculate gold. The Dharma Clock disappeared, freeing the white dragon from its punishment. Jav looked further and knew that the gold of Gran Mal was not its own.
“Scanlan?” he called through his Artifact, but got no response. Brin, he knew would be the same. He turned in his place in the air and saw that Gran Mid was still and shining gold. Gran Pham and Raus’s lower half, too, were a single, fused statue.
Jav saw the new golden dragon approaching, but continued his progress, now backwards and at a greater pace, towards the black dragon. “Hilene! See what you can do with this new one! Icsain, you, too!”
Hilene responded in the affirmative, but as Icsain started to comply in silence, he and Gran Lej were turned to a mass of solid gold. Hilene had seen what appeared to be a liquid stream of molten gold shoot from between the new dragon’s eyes, transforming all that it touched to the heavy, lustrous metal. Before she could get close enough to attack, that stream was aimed her way. Because of her psychic facility, she had gotten over her fears of receiving physical pain when still a small child. This lack of fear had done much to condition her natural reflexes, which were already superb and further honed by her practice of the Darkness Piercing Spear Hand. But hers were not the reflexes of normal human beings, or even those of other F-Gene fighters. She had trained tirelessly to ignore physical threats, so she did not flinch when the liquid beam came her way, and so what happened on impact startled her all the more. As the beam—for that is in fact what it was, its appearance alone was that of a liquid—penetrated her form, it triggered the Attenuated Splitter, overriding her will or ignoring it altogether. This unintentional splitting was painful in a way that she had never experienced and had difficulty explaining. It was also very disorienting. As she recombined, she found herself again being fragmented, and the process repeated itself three more times until she drifted senseless but still intangible towards the ground.
Jav had turned again towards the black dragon and now landed upon its broad head, taking two steps before leaping forward, turning again and jamming the Kaiser Claw into its right eye socket as he descended. The iron eyeball was huge and Jav’s arms were spread as wide as was possible while still enabling him to grip it. Though worry had affected him somewhat, he’d been preparing the calculations for the Kaiser Claw all along the way so the solid metal eye quickly buckled and imploded in punctuated steps so that it was reduced eventually to nothing.
Sustained golden light streamed over Jav’s shoulder, nearly missing both him and the black dragon, but the growing light at his back didn’t bode well. He shot a glance behind him and saw that the Root Palace largely was, and was still becoming, a treasure of gold, the likes of which no god had ever witnessed or had the hopes to possess. The metallic condition had overwhelmed the Palace proper and the courtyard walls and was still spreading upwards as the beam was finally exhausted. A great iron claw rose up and swatted him then, sending him to the stony ground. The force of the blow and the impact upon the ground dazed him. He looked up and saw the black dragon cover its right empty eye socket with the same claw it used to strike him as it turned to retreat from the Palace.
“Toth Talpas!” Jav heard it speak for the first time. “You are late.”
“But most welcome, Kels Ansrath, am I not?” the other replied.
“You are. Come, Sera Fontessa. Toth Talpas has done what the lot of us could not. Let us return home and nurse our wounds.”
“There is one more that yet moves,” Toth Talpas said, fixing his gaze on Jav as he started to sit up. The golden beam flashed and Jav was dashed to smoke as the ground shone gold for several meters in every direction of the impact point.



1.4 RETREAT & ADVANCE
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Jav stepped away from his hiding place and watched as the three dragons flew off. He rose up into the air and tracked them with his vision. It didn’t matter how far they went, and the curvature of the planet offered no obstacle to his sight when it was supplemented by AI. After a fashion, Hilene rose up to join him, but remained silent, knowing what he was about. For an hour he watched them until he was sure of their destination, another castle very similar to Peshil’s.
Together they looked on in further silence at the Root Palace. Its gold exterior reached several kilometers up and Jav had little hope that anyone inside had been spared the fate shared by all of their fellows.
“It would be a simple matter for me to check,” Hilene said, almost reading his mind.
He nodded. “Be careful, Hilene.”
Now she nodded in little self-conscious jerks. Still Dark, neither could see the others’s face, but she was sure he knew she was blushing furiously.
Her first impression was that this was like swimming, only the water was solid gold. Though she had the ability, she rarely descended into the ground or into other massive solid bodies. They posed no real danger to her, but the thought of getting lost inside and not knowing when she might be able to find her way out was a compelling deterrent. The gold felt odd, too, exerting some vague, constant pressure upon the Attenuated Splitter. She was able to maintain control and was in constant contact with Jav, though, which helped her stay calm.
She soon saw that while the gold beam did a fair job of joining contiguous objects, it didn’t fill large intervening spaces, so after passing through the initial outer husk of the Vine, she entered into lovely golden apartments occupied by perfect golden statues. She tried to take a straight line course in the unrealistic hope that the gold effect might have lessened as it reached the center of the Vine. From the outside it was obvious that the entirety of the Palace had been affected, so this was the only possible hope for survivors. And though perhaps unrealistic, she was not disappointed, for as she proceeded, she found herself in a vast open cylindrical space, twenty meters or so from wall to wall but rising up and continuing down interminably. She was certain that this was the hollow core of the Vine. The space was just that, though: space, empty. She refused to believe that everyone was lost and that the nearly eleven thousand year history of the Viscain Empire would end here on this barren rock.
“You have not searched in vain, Miss Tanser,” a familiar voice echoed from above. “Rise. The next obstacle you pass through will be the floor of the war room. I await your arrival.”
Hilene did as bid and rose up through the war room floor to see that neither the room nor its sole occupant had been turned to gold.
“Minister of Affairs Witchlan! You’re all right.”
“Yes,” he said, musingly. “We do appear to be all right in spite of what has befallen us. The hollow you found continues up nearly indefinitely. Twenty-seven kilometers up, you will find an aperture open to the outside. Please go at once to retrieve General Holson and then we can make our strategy, though I fear that, in the end, it will be rather simple and direct,” he said this last almost as an aside. “Go on now. Hurry.”
• • •
“Kill the gold dragon,” Jav repeated.
“Yes, I know it’s overly simple,” Witchlan said dismissively, “but we believe that by doing so this metallic affliction will be lifted.”
Jav, no longer Dark, pursed his lips and nodded. “As a matter of course, we’ll kill the dragons. I can only hope that your optimism is borne out. What makes you think that the effects will be reversed, though?”
“Call it a hunch, Mr. Holson,” Witchlan said, refusing to call it instead Salton Stoakes. “And reverse isn’t quite right. I believe all that the gold dragon has done requires an effort of will to maintain. I believe that a transformed volume of this order may be heretofore unknown to it and that it may soon tax the creature’s mind. Of course it is speculation, and I charge the two of you with confirming the truth of it.”
And it was speculation. When the Emperor had debriefed Salton Stoakes—who was himself a fine statue of gold at this moment—Stoakes had told him how one of the dragons had temporarily stolen his Artifact. Had the theft been clean and permanent, Stoakes would have died a messy death upon separation, but he had not. The Emperor could only hope now that the effects of the gold dragon’s abilities were similar, that they were, though perhaps long-lasting, or even without actual limits, not permanent.
He’d never been this numb before. The Root Palace was his main source of sensory input and it was now a dead mass of unfeeling metal. For the sake of the Empire, with The Place with Many Doors and its promise of real freedom so close, he could not afford not to hope.
“May we have some time before sortieing, Minister?” Hilene said timidly.
Witchlan was hesitant. He stared at Hilene inscrutably for a time then looked to Jav. “It is up to you, Mr. Holson. Though we are eager to see an end to this condition, the logic I have put forth would tend to indicate that time is either immaterial or our ally. Do as you see fit, but do not disappoint us.”
“Yes, Minister,” Jav said.
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High, high up the length of the Vine, where the effects of the gold and the planet’s atmosphere failed to reach, Jav and Hilene sat upon an improvised gravity block. Witchlan had arranged for a shifting and altering of the Vine fibers to create a sizable compartment with artificial gravity. Far away from the facilities designed for human habitation and with no fragile machinery nearby to succumb to its affects, the gravity, though not precise, was greater than what even Jav was used to, but this Hilene had requested.
She had explained to Jav what had happened when the gold dragon—Toth Talpas, he’d informed her—had turned its beam upon her, how, though she remained intangible, she was unable to control her division and how the beam had disoriented her.
“I remember Raus talking once about his first assignment,” she said. “He said that you were able to tear ghosts apart with your bare hands. Well, with Approaching Infinity and your bare hands.”
Jav nodded.
“I want you to see if you can reach me with Approaching Infinity and then I want to see if I can put more distance between us.” She broke into a grin and looked down to the rough, resin floor, poking a finger absently at her right foot. “If you can reach me, though, I won’t have any advantage over you, and you’ll have no reason at all to fear me. In fact, you’ll be able to do whatever you want with me.” She said this as she looked up to meet his eyes, realizing too late exactly what she was saying. The flush spread out across her cheeks instantly.
“Here,” Jav said, reaching for her chin and gently drawing her closer to him with his fingers. “This is what I want to do with you right now.” And he kissed her softly on the lips.
When he pulled away her eyes were still closed, and her lips were still slightly parted. He placed his hands upon her shoulders and helped her rise to her feet under the crushing gravity conditions.
“Go hollow,” he told her. “And I’ll try that again.”
• • •
Hilene’s speculation that Jav could, through rigorous and constant exertion of AI, reach her in her intangible state proved to be accurate. At the end of the day, he succeeded in brushing her lips with his own, a feat which both shocked and excited her. No one had ever been able to touch her if she didn’t want to be touched. Even purely mental assaults were largely ineffectual against her because of the nature of her power, and those that were able to “pinpoint” her were significantly reduced because of her already high Raw Mental Power of 4,500.
She flinched reflexively when he reached her. He immediately stopped his efforts and backed away, but then she broke out into a wide grin and was so excited that she couldn’t control her breathing. She told him to do it again, and for several minutes she simply let him, reveling in the contact she’d been seeking for so long. She had asked for this training, though, knew that there was an appropriate time and place for everything, and was possessed of enough self-discipline to continue the exercise. That Jav had reached her was significant, but only the first step. Now she must retreat further into the places that were not places, to make herself even less accessible to the physical than were ghosts.
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They started fresh the next day, exactly where they had left off. Hilene pushed her power, flexed it like a muscle, or tried to, for training one’s involuntary muscles is no mean task. She was aware of the mechanism inside her which made her intangible, but it was more like a switch, one which she had never really taken the time to examine beyond on and off. Her time at the Locsard Psychic Academy had mostly been spent becoming comfortable with the switch and learning basic and advanced defense techniques to supplement her RMP. Now, however, she looked inward, examined that switch, the way it responded to various kinds of mental stimulation, and found that she could push it, that she could recede further into whatever nether realm it was that received her.
Through the course of the day, she succeeded in drawing away from Jav once again so that he could not reach her, though by evening, he was successful once more in laying his lips upon hers. They were both exhausted by the continuous mental effort, but Hilene felt that there was more to be gained by further training. She asked for one more day and Jav consented without argument.
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The third day had them pursuing the same course, but it appeared that Hilene had reached her limit. With time and supreme effort, Jav was able to reach her and she could retreat no further.
She shook her head and stared at the floor. “This isn’t right.”
“What do you mean?” Jav said. He hesitated to say what he was thinking, that she shouldn’t always expect her power to top others’.
“I feel like I’m on the verge of something, like I have been for most of this training.” She looked him in the eye. “I don’t feel that I need to be better than you, but you’ve opened my eyes and my mind to a potential I never even imagined.”
“Okay,” he said. An awkward silence filled the room, lasting for what seemed a long time. Finally Jav spoke again. “Did I ever tell you how I trained with Kimbal Furst to develop the Ghost Kaiser?”
“No,” she said.
He grinned uncomfortably, scratched his chin, and looked away. “Well, it wasn’t with kisses.”
“That’s encouraging, but on a different front.”
“This is for both of us,” he said.
She cocked her head in confusion then reeled at his approaching claw hand. His lips she welcomed; his hands, which in this case were death, she did not. She saw his hand grow closer and closer and time slow down as the distance between them was cut in half, then cut in half, then cut in half, opening an unlimited microcosm to him and enabling him to build up infinite momentum, infinite mass until he reached her, exceeded infinity, and obliterated her. She retreated as only she could. The challenge spurred an adrenalin rush, which commingled with the sudden lust she felt for him, giving rise to something she might only describe as an orgasm that reverberated through her entire being. She felt an explosion of liquid power/space/remove wash over her, taking her so far away from the physical that her perceptions changed—all of them—so that the physical world around her was utterly changed and she understood what it was to be a god.
Unable to move, Jav gaped at her, his claw hand buried in her shimmering, semi-transparent face. Sparkles danced all around her, winking in and out of existence. “It’s beautiful, Hilene,” he said, giving himself a chill by voicing his awe.
She seemed unaware of his words. She was looking all over the chamber, through the chamber walls, and finally her eyes returned to him where they went wide.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” he said, withdrawing his hand.
“I can see them. I can see your Artifacts,” she said.
Jav swallowed hard. “Oh.”
“The Ritual Mask is dim, buried deep, but the Kaiser Bones are vivid. They’re all bunched up around your spine. If I wanted to, I could. . .” She started to reach forward and then stopped herself. She smiled a smile Jav had not yet seen on her. She closed her eyes briefly as she composed herself and returned to solidity.
She took his hands in hers, and both proceeded to lose themselves in each other’s eyes. Finally, she could not fight off a yawn any longer.
“I’m really tired,” she said. “Can we take a break?”
“Of course. Besides,” he said, leading her to a place against the resin wall where they sat down together, “who am I to argue with a girl who can reach in and tear out Artifacts?”
“You’re the man who made it so I could. You’re the man who’s skill, whose hands, whose… everything I respect above all others’.”
She sounded tired and more than a little punchy. She laid her head down upon his chest. When he looked down to her face, gently hooking the red curl that hung across it behind her ear, he saw that her eyes were closed in sleep.
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A massive, corpse-pale shape broke the uniform stillness of the red sky. Its leathery wings, spreading a hundred meters tip to tip, struck thunder with each beat. Chan Fa had come as promised to Sera Fontessa’s castle, the appointed meeting place.
Though one might argue that the Everliving had nothing but time to think, the long flight with its change of scenery and lack of company, had cleared his head and allowed him to really think for the first time in what might have been centuries. He’d been undecided about whether or not he should allow Sera Fontessa and Kels Ansrath to live. It was better to forgive them, he concluded. Fontessa was beautiful, but Chan Fa, with all his years, understood that his lust was essentially non-specific and that it could be sated easily under his current living conditions. Her betrayal was understandable, too, when considering what she’d had to gain. Their theft of the Shields had not changed any essential truth about the forever-declining state of Thrax Palonis, and any future the world could have would lie more with them than with him. Also, if Peshil had spoken true, and the world was indeed threatened by aliens, then repelling them would be far easier to accomplish together than alone. The thought of suicide, perhaps his only escape from what had become an endless monotony, had occurred to him periodically over the years. He wasn’t ready just yet. Nor was there any guarantee that he could succeed.
He descended to the gates, calling out as he did so, and resumed his human shape to touch ground on bare feet. Men saw him in and ushered him to Sera Fontessa’s receiving hall.
While waiting, he felt himself assaulted by the shakes and realized that he was nervous. He’d forgotten what it was to be nervous and didn’t understand the sensation or why he was suddenly afflicted with it. When Sera Fontessa emerged, escorted by Kels Ansrath, who Chan Fa could not help notice was missing one eye, his nerves exploded with a wash of heat that suffused his whole body.
It was one thing to know the right course, it was quite another to follow it when the pit of one’s emotional being cried out for satisfaction. Something inside him broke on seeing Sera Fontessa, more beautiful now as a noble Shield, made up and adorned with splendid metal finery that accentuated her curves—curves that had been meant for him—than ever as his humble serving girl. And yet he had wanted her then, had waited patiently for her transition to womanhood only to have her betray him and flee with the man who also stood now before him.
Seeing Chan Fa’s thoughts plainly play out upon his pale face, Kels Ansrath raised a hand and cried out, Chan Fa! Stay your hand!”
But Chan Fa had already summoned his Shield and the castle ceiling cracked and fell away to make room for him. With the exception of those crushed by debris from above, Fontessa’s men scattered immediately. Ansrath looked apologetically to Fontessa, and then quickly summoned his own Shield, taking up a space, as well as possible, between Chan Fa and Fontessa. His good eye fell upon his still-outstretched arm and a frown distorted his scaly features. He was still scaly, but his black color had none of its usual luster. Chan Fa wasted no time. His jaws shot for and latched onto Ansrath’s throat. Blood geysered from where several of Chan Fa’s teeth had penetrated, and bone gave way within the flesh of Ansrath’s neck. The great black head lifted up slightly as Chan Fa’s jaws closed and then, pinched off from its root, fell, crashing to the floor and shattering countless tiles.
Chan Fa turned his baleful gaze upon Sera Fontessa and seemed to smile. “Do you seek escape once again?” he said. “You shall not have it. Did he not tell you? That no Shield may exercise its power in my presence unless I allow it?”
Fontessa cowered upon the ground, shaking her head.
“We are going to be together for eternity, Sera Fontessa. Maybe not in the way that either of us had hoped or envisioned, but circumstances often dictate fates for which we are unprepared.”
Toth Talpas entered then, stopping suddenly his frenzied run, and crying out in surprise at the state of the chamber. “What in all of Thrax Palonis is going on here?”
At the sound of his voice, Chan Fa turned, opened his jaws slightly, and belched out a spray that doused Toth Talpas, froze his muscles, deadened his nerves, and set his mind to strange dreaming.
“A meal of three, then,” Chan Fa said, turning back to look down upon Fontessa. “But only you, Sera Fontessa, will be remembered and honored within my belly.”
• • •
After a few hours of sleep, Jav and Hilene took up their practice once again, confirming that Jav could no longer reach her when she went beyond, no matter how he exerted himself. Before, he’d been able to use her image as a point of reference for the AI calculations, but now, even though he could still see her, something interfered with his perceptions so that he could not isolate a reference point within or upon her. Hilene could now attain the desired state on demand though with supreme effort and so Jav’s role was reduced to that of spectator. She found that the longest she could maintain the altered state was seventy-six seconds before fatigue forced her to revert to her most basic level of intangibility. Both were certain that she would be able to improve this limit with practice, but even if she could not, there were very few circumstances either could imagine that would require such a degree of intangibility. She was already the potential bane of every Shade, and they could only speculate on what such fantastic subtlety might mean for future enemies.
They were interrupted late morning when a shudder passed through the Vine, shaking them nearly off their feet. Familiar voices suddenly filled their heads. Both shared a look, went Dark, and fled the compartment, using the exit leading directly outside. In the empty space high above the courtyard, Jav reached out his hand for Hilene, who took it, then used AI to bring them almost instantly to just above the ground, where he left Hilene to her own power. Everything that had been turned to gold was gold no longer. Jav moved himself towards Raus and Gran Pham, while looking over his shoulder to ensure that all of the affected Root Palace had returned to normal.
When he reached Gran Pham, Jav could see that Raus was almost completely rebuilt. His head was intact and his right arm, weakened long ago by Garlin Braams, would always be last to heal.
“What a varied nightmare,” Raus said.
“It’s good to have you back,” Jav said.
“What about me?” Vays asked from the ground below.
“I suppose that’s good, too.”
Vays snorted.
“Is everyone all right?” Jav said through his Artifact. “Nils? Scanlan? Icsain?“ He looked to Gran Mal’s back and could see that Brin Karvasti was there and alive. The others responded in the affirmative. “Vays, I want you, Hilene, and Raus with me. The rest of you I want guarding the Palace. It’s unlikely that the gold dragon will return, but watch for him, and kill him before he can put that beam of his to use if he does.”
“And where are you going?” Icsain said.
“To clear a nest. Disassemble your Gran and set a perimeter about the Palace. Scanlan, complete your repairs on Gran Mal. Gran Mid will stand guard at the courtyard gates. Nils, report to Minister Affairs Witchlan. Brin, get yourself looked after.”
“You want me to go?” Raus said, raising his still-regenerating right arm.
“You’re our transportation. When we get there, try not to explode.”
“Excellent advice, First General, sir,” Raus said.
“Everyone with me, on Gran Pham now. Sorry, Raus.”
“What?”
“Gran Pham interface override, first protocol, authorization: Holson.”
“Hey!”
Jav ignored him as he thought into the tiny organic computer that served as Gran Pham’s brain the image and location of the castle to which he saw the dragons retreat. With the transmission complete, he checked to see that all were present. “Everyone, hold on.
“Gran Pham! Charge!”
Gran Pham responded to Jav as it did to Raus, though all were quite surprised by Jav’s use of the Gran’s primary weapon without a target in sight. Gran Pham came to an instant stop, hitting nothing and defying the laws of inertia—with none of its passengers suffering in the least—only to adjust its position and alter its trajectory before resuming its charge. It did this twice more before crashing through the gates of a great, spidery castle, taking a total of seventeen seconds from Palace to target.
“End override,” Jav said. “Take us through, Raus. Open the way.”
“Right.”
Gran Pham used its tusks and sinewy trunk to great effect, widening the corridors when necessary—which wasn’t often, since the castle was designed to house dragons. They pushed through a set of double doors and crumbled the surrounding wall, entering into a large hall. What they saw within nauseated each and every one.
The floor was slick from wall to wall with blood. The scattered and overturned couches, too, were soaked with it. The sole, living occupant of the room, a sickly pale dragon of enormous size, sat upon its haunches with dried rivulets of blood and grime veining down from its still-working jaws to decorate its taut, distended belly. It clutched in one claw the half-devoured corpse of a human female and looked up almost comically from its meal at the Shades’ intrusion.
The dragon regarded the face of the corpse in its claw and seemed to sigh before hurriedly popping the rest of the body between the palisade rows of its teeth.
Before it disappeared into the dragon’s mouth, Raus saw the face and knew it without ever having seen it before. He had seen versions of it, many times now, and very recently.
“Perhaps you’ve done me a favor,” Raus shouted. “But Milla Marz has been and always will be mine to kill.”
Standing to its full height and knocking more of the already ruined ceiling down the floor, the dragon spoke in a harsh, booming voice. “I know of no Milla Marz, only of Sera Fontessa, the mist that danced, the beautiful betrayer.
“You must be the invaders Gim Peshil spoke of. I am Chan Fa, the Everliving. Welcome to Thrax Palonis. I fear, however, that your stay will be brief.”
“It may very well be,” Jav shouted back, “but by no influence of yours.”
Chan Fa threw his head back in laughter. “I have just feasted on three Shields. You may not understand the import of such an act, but I assure you,” Chan Fa said, his tone growing deadly, “my influence shall be great.”
Jav turned and whispered to those behind him. “Vays, Hilene, be ready to follow my lead. Raus, ready Gram Pham for another charge once everyone is clear.”
“Right. There might be something else, I can help with,” Raus whispered back, eyeing the ceiling.
“See what you can do,” Jav said. “We’re taking no chances.”
Jav raised his hands—which he’d kept together at his side while quietly preparing the Kaiser Claw—to just before his face, left over right, palms thirty centimeters apart. He crouched and sprang forward, bullet fast, for Chan Fa’s forehead where his hands sank into the sickly white flesh and through the boney skull plate just between the dragon’s eyes. Blood sprayed in fine, jetting mist from the singular wound Jav’s hands and the destruction between them had wrought. He pushed further in, attempting to damage as much as possible before torqueing his hands so that their positions reversed and yanked. He kicked off, pushing clear of the bellowing beast as Vays delivered a Union Blade to Chan Fa’s right flank, and Hilene employed the Ten Deaths all up his left side.
Blood oozed from the hole between Chan Fa’s eyes, but the slice carved by Vays was closing, and the ten violet bruises were already starting to fade as Gran Pham responded to Raus’s command to charge. Chan Fa shocked them all, though, when he caught Gran Pham’s tusks, one in each claw, stopping the Gran prematurely and knocking Raus from his perch. With a mighty heave, Chan Fa flung Gran Pham from him. The Gran turned over in the air and crashed back-first through the wall to Chan Fa’s right, landing inert, with its body tipped at a steep angle and its legs in the air.
Chan Fa laughed again. “I do believe you—all of you—hit harder than any Shield I have ever known, which is saying something, but as I told you: I am Chan Fa, the Everliving.” He reached down then with the same speed he’d exhibited against Gran Pham to snatch up Raus as he attempted to scramble away. He brought the Shade to his mouth and bit down upon him, the rows of his teeth, shearing through his body and almost splitting him along the line of his spine.
Raus pushed with his prodigious strength to prevent the complete closure of Chan Fa’s jaws. He’d managed to grip and push at the right time and kept his head from going inside the dragon’s mouth. He chuckled as his grayish blood pumped in jets up against Chan Fa’s teeth and rained back down to the floor. From his position he had a clear view of the sky through the hole in the ceiling. It was enough.
Lightning fell severally to first obliterate the remnants of the ceiling and then to strike Chan Fa squarely on his crown. The shock forced Chan Fa to open his jaws reflexively, loosing Raus and allowing him to fall.
Jav streaked from his place, catching Raus and easing him to the floor.
Through what looked like the fevered perspiration of impending death, Raus chuckled again.
“Raus?” Jav said, concerned for the other’s mental state.
“He’s like a corpse,” Raus said. “At least in some ways. It’s tenuous, but I’ve got him.”
Chan Fa’s eyes fell to Raus. “You’ve got me, little big man?”
“But I’m afraid,” Raus said to Jav, ignoring Chan Fa’s question, “that I’ve simply changed him into Chan Fa, the Never Moving.”
Jav looked from Raus, who shook and sweated with effort, to Chan Fa, who did not move but was completely healed of all wounds. “What’s going on Raus? Do you have him or not?”
“I’ve got him, I just can’t do anything with him.”
“By the look of him, he won’t stay dead, and he is the Everliving as he’s pointed out more than once. You may have a new full-time occupation, Raus,” Jav said.
Raus was silent. He hadn’t heard Jav, and worse, his eyes were starting to glaze over, his lids fluttering towards unconsciousness.
“Vays!” Jav called. “His head.”
Vays had been staring appraisingly with folded arms and shook his head immediately. “Neck’s too thick and skin’s too tough for a single stroke, which is what it would take. Even so, how do we know he wouldn’t be able to just put his head back on like a hat?”
Jav shrugged.
“Impudence! Are you truly discussing ways to destroy Chan Fa, the Everliving? As if he were not present?”
“When we first met Peshil,” Hilene said hurriedly, “he talked about possessing Shields. . .”
Jav stared at her for a moment, realizing and appreciating her genius, then looked up to the pale dragon. “Tell me, Chan Fa, the Everliving: How is it that you go from man to dragon?”
Chan Fa’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Then you, too, wish to steal the Shields from my Shrine Hall! They’ll do you no good anywhere but here on Thrax Palonis, but you shall not have them. Chan Fa will sink his teeth into the lot of you and dine on new delicacies never before known on Thrax Palonis. This I swear.”
Jav nodded, ignoring everything after hearing about the Shrine Hall. “Hilene, save some for the gold dragon—”
“Bah!” Chan Fa interjected. “The gold dragon is in my belly! None can stand against Chan Fa. No Shield in my presence may use his or her powers unless I allow it. I am the king of all Shields, none may tame me, command me, or mark me. . . Even now, I feel the hold the gray one has upon me loosening.”
“Do it,” Jav cried.
She nodded and pushed herself beyond the physical, beyond the intangible, until tiny stars seemed to erupt into being all around her, winking in and out with dazzling effect.
Seeing this, Vays dropped his arms to his sides and looked on in fascination.
Raus was as wet with sweat now as he was with blood, his eyes half-closed. Jav shook him and entreated him to stay awake, to stay focused. Chan Fa continued ranting, but it took only seconds for Hilene to report.
“I count seventy-three ovoid shapes—like eggs—hidden within his being. One is substantially larger than the rest.”
“Seventy-three?” Chan Fa paused in his shouting. “Is it really so many? I am so very close.” He was able to move his arms now.
“Hurry,” Jav said.
She nodded and her head mounted display lit up, identifying groups of targets to attack simultaneously.
“What is this that you plot?” Chan Fa said. “I have told you that I am the Everliving, have I not? There is nothing you can do to Chan Fa. . . Nothing!” And he took a step forward.
Vays placed himself between Chan Fa and his two fellows on the floor.
Hilene floated gracefully towards the slowly moving dragon and then exploded into ten sparkling copies, which shot into the giant living corpse like spears. Inside, her Darkness Piercing Spear Hand found every target, lancing the eggs and popping them out of existence like balloons. With her well-planned trajectories, nothing escaped the assault. The last and biggest of her targets she cradled in her arms and pulled free as her copies retreated back to the origin point to reform her.
As she exited with the Shield, Chan Fa shrunk, deflating suddenly until nothing but a little husk of an old man remained, this shriveled thing wheezing out its last breath as the final transformation brought death.
• • •
The price of Toth Talpas’s gold, though not an ounce remained, was one hundred and thirty-seven dead due to circulatory shock. Shields yet remained on Thrax Palonis, now Planet 1488, but none offered significant resistance. Many were already infected by the exotic toxins brought by the Vine and would soon die.
Raus healed, and for the duration of their stay, he kept the corpse of Chan Fa, reanimating it as Kaupler, but found this iteration of his lieutenant to be no more able than any of its predecessors.
Jav and Hilene continued to train together, and though what was developing between them was obvious to all, no one spoke of their relationship. No one dared.



THE CRUMBLING GAUNTLET



2.1 INTERSTITIAL STRUTS
10,782.256
Jav stared at the waste spread out beyond the Root Palace. Planet 1532 had offered nothing in the way of defense. Their various militaries operated on combustion engines and low-yield explosives, with shells that couldn’t penetrate the Palace walls or even leave a mark. They were—more than most—ill-prepared for the biological agents the Vine brought with it. With germs alone, the Empire had reduced the population to half in a mere ten days. Jav surveyed the empty streets, the concrete towers, like a cyclopean forest of upright coffins, and wrestled with a number of competing emotions. He felt guilty. He felt depressed. He felt restless. He felt angry. He felt many or all of these for multiple reasons and was fairly certain that the majority were connected, but when he tried to sort it all out, there seemed to be one key component missing so that all he could do was drown in a mental morass. The pathos of Planet 1532 was enough to evoke all those different feelings, and it did contribute, but there was more to it.
Hilene Tanser was waiting for him inside the Palace. She’d planned an evening for them. She’d been excited and her excitement had been infectious. So far, there’d been no break in her enthusiasm, and good or bad, her enthusiasm was like a drug, one in which he greedily indulged. But he knew that this could not continue indefinitely. She would see through him soon enough. He hated himself for not being able to do more for her. He hated himself for not being able to simply cut things off.
Just before every planetfall now, it seemed like another little piece of him was ripped away, leaving a raw, pulpy wound that never healed. Maybe it was just the nature of the job, maybe the immorality of it was getting to him, and it was his humanity that was abandoning him, leaving him a little emptier with each go. On some level, he knew that that should be true. . .
At the same time, fighting—the job—had become the only thing that kept him focused. Sometimes that mental morass was just too much. Training helped. Fighting helped more, but challenges had become scarce of late. He didn’t want to lose his humanity altogether, but the logic that enabled him to sleep at night had always been to put himself up as collateral, to meet with his hands whatever the Empire faced, and eventually to gracefully accept defeat when overwhelmed by a superior force. He hadn’t been able to do that with Thars Kohanic or Garlin Braams. Braams in particular still bothered him, though the barb stung less and less as time passed.
At some point fighting—or was it killing?—had defined him. He wasn’t sure when this happened, but he didn’t like the look of his future. Nothing seemed to make him happy anymore, and recently, there’d been no one to fight—or kill—no one of note, anyway. He sparred with Raus mostly for Raus’s benefit. He sparred with Vays, with whom he’d reached a teetering equilibrium. Depending on the day, the mood, the setting, or any other given variable, one or the other would gain the upper hand and own the match. Only Hilene offered a true challenge. She’d learned to apply some rudimentary Approaching Infinity theory, incorporating it into her Spear Hand style, and managed to become even more deadly.
Their courtship included, they’d been together nearly fifty years. He needed her. He still needed her. Even though he had a gaping hole inside him, which he secretly hoped someday somehow to fill with someone he was intellectually sure didn’t exist, right now he couldn’t afford to let Hilene go, to be completely honest and just end their relationship. He was physically addicted to her on and off the sparring block. She was the only thing that gave him any semblance of calm. It was only fleeting, though. Guilt had a way of creeping in and greasing the way back into the morass.
He sighed and bowed his head. He raised his eyes to look upon the dead cityscape one last time before reentering the Palace. How many more worlds would fall to the Empire? Hundreds? Thousands? Time marched on and so would the Empire.
10,810.302.0425
One hundred and twenty-eight days into transit from Planet 1566, a journey which should have gone on, at minimum, three times that, the Vine was snagged, as by hooks, and brought to a sudden, jarring halt. Everyone within the Root Palace was affected. Hundreds were injured and some fatalities resulted, either from physical trauma or from complications arising from the Palace walls being compromised.
The Shades were assembled in the war room an hour later, slowed by a number of malfunctioning jump decks. Jav Holson, Raus Kapler, Icsain, Gilf Scanlan, Forbis Vays, Brin Karvasti, Hilene Tanser, and Nils Porta: they all sat around the glass-topped table under which video screens shone, relaying data and images from around the Palace. The walls, too, were alight with similar screens, all showing damage estimates and repair efforts. At the head of the room, Witchlan stood beside a larger holographic screen, upon which was a computer simulation of the calamity that had befallen them.
“So,” Witchlan said, “you all may be wondering what in the vast emptiness between galaxies could possibly have gotten in our way. Well here it is. It’s rather like a spiderweb, really. One that is certainly manmade, of poor design, and, to our great misfortune, of a material much sturdier than spider’s silk. You can see that the Palace has been breached here, and here,” he said pointing to the diagram. “And further breaches along the Vine here, here, and here. The Stitch Drive has been pierced and will need to be repaired, but what will take time is extricating ourselves from this snare. This is the first time in all of our history that we have found ourselves in such a predicament.”
They all looked on at the holographic screen as the image upon it zoomed out to give a better appreciation of scale.
“What are we looking at, Minister?” Jav said.
“General Scanlan?” Witchlan said, placing a dark hand to his face, unable or unwilling to continue further.
“Yes, Minister,” Scanlan said, adjusting the monocle over his right eye. “It appears to be an elaborate network—a city, I believe—comprising struts tens of kilometers long and several hundred meters in diameter. While there does appear to be some repetition in design, suggesting a plan, I would surmise that growth and development occurred in unexpected waves, which would tend to explain the lack of consistency. For example,” he said, standing and pointing to the screen, “here, from this node, you can see several struts radiating out, to other nodes, where here there is a comparative lack of connected structures. Yet the structure overall continues on for many, many kilometers in all directions.”
“Our Astrophysics Division swears,” Witchlan said through the cover of his hand, “that this structure was not here upon our departure from Planet 1566, that it must have drifted into our path while we were en route.”
“That is not altogether unheard of, Minister,” Scanlan said. “In these spaces between systems—between galaxies—where matter is spread so thin, nearly anything can give rise to such drift.”
“Are there no means to anchor structures such as these?” Witchlan said.
“There are, surely. It’s possible, though, that a portion has broken off from the main structure. Or that it was set to drift purposely. Or,” he said, pausing to consider, “that it is, in fact, equipped with its own means of propulsion and navigation, though this latter seems highly unlikely as a cause for us finding ourselves in this situation. Thermal readings on the struts nearest us are consistent with idle power plant output. As far as we can determine, there is no life here.”
“This is as embarrassing as it is frustrating,” Witchlan said, dropping his hand. “General Scanlan, I would appreciate your thoughts on how to proceed in our extrication from this cage. In time, the Vine fiber will absorb whatever is lodged within it, but we would see this process expedited. As it is, every strut that comes in contact with the Vine is a bridge which might facilitate invasion. This close to The Place with Many Doors, we would rule out no possibility, however far-fetched, and take no unnecessary risks.”
“For the Palace proper,” Scanlan said, “we would need to take more delicate steps, but with the length of Vine not currently suited for human habitation, we could set up high-intensity gravity blocks, to draw in the material and more quickly facilitate its absorption. This would effectively neutralize any potential threats housed within the struts before they could directly affect the Vine.”
“That is a simple matter, one to which we will attend personally,” Witchlan said. “The Palace will require more thought, as will our progress through this mire of steel before us.
“In the meantime, we will scout what lies ahead. General Scanlan, you are to remain here at the Palace. One other Shade shall remain here while the rest of you go forth and ensure that the way is devoid of threat. General Holson, you may divvy up parties as you see fit. That is all.”
10,810.302.0605
“Check your Tether Launch controls, everyone,” Jav said, placing his own about his left wrist.
Though all but Scanlan were gathered in Tether Launch Bay 23, they would not be making use of the bay’s function.
“Do you think these are really necessary?” Vays said.
Jav shrugged. “Not for emergency retrieval, but those struts go on and on, putting us out of Artifact communication range almost from the outset. I don’t foresee trouble, but then that’s the purpose of our going, to confirm one way or the other. It wouldn’t do to encounter trouble and be unable to report it.”
Vays nodded. “Who’s staying behind with Scanlan?”
“You tell me,” Jav said. “Someone from your team.”
Hilene was already standing next to Jav, though the pairings hadn’t yet been decided. Vays snorted, then looked from Nils Porta to Brin Karvasti.
Brin sighed. “Here, let me make this easier for you. This is more of a boys’ outing, anyway. No offense, Hilene.”
Hilene ignored her, but Vays reached out and caressed Brin’s cheek in gratitude.
“Okay, then, I’m with Kapler,” Vays said. “Sorry, Porta.”
Icsain cocked his smooth, highly polished wooden head but said nothing.
Jav pointed to a schematic of the Palace upon a small holographic screen. “Raus, Vays, you two take this strut. Nils, Icsain, you take this one. Since the rest of the Vine isn’t populated, and measures have already been taken to clear us from those moorings, Hilene and I will go on ahead and investigate this strut here,” he said indicating one far in advance of the Palace.
“It’s possible that the gravity blocks will alter the shape of the overall structure. We know the steel is strong or it wouldn’t have caught us. We don’t know if the gravity will tear it apart or if it’ll bring the whole works in. Either way, there’s very little chance that anything inside will survive the press to the Vine, but be careful and be prepared to evacuate, either on your own power or by emergency extraction. The press won’t kill you, but being buried under tons of steel and digested by the Vine might.
“There is no set time table so remember that you will not be coming back the way that you leave. Once the struts have been sheared from the Palace, and depending on the performance of the gravity blocks on the other snags, there are plans to engage standard propulsion.
“Another good reason for these,” Jav said, tapping the control at his wrist.
“I trust you can all find your own entry points.”
Jav turned to the bay attendant. “Signals are to be monitored at all times.”
“Understood, sir.”
“Okay, then,” Jav said. “Let’s go.”



2.2 HAUNTED HALLS
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Under their own power, Jav and Hilene exited the Palace, crossing empty space to reach another strut that stretched out like a false horizon ahead of the Vine and which might prove to be an obstacle to further progress. The strut’s skin was ruptured in several places, allowing easy ingress. They drifted through numerous layers of metal—blistered, popped, and sharp-edged—coming finally to a central corridor lined three-hundred and sixty degrees around with what appeared to be tracks for mass transit vehicles. The way left was piled with impassible debris, the majority of which was most probably made up of cars that used the tracks. Limp bodies, squeezed between the variously crushed metal, jutted and waved gently like cilia while others floated freely in a morbid parody of a sedate ballroom dance. They went right.
The two proceeded down the mass transit tunnel in silence for a time. Jav was nervous beside Hilene. It was funny, really, when considering his profession and the way he’d always been able to carry it out. That she should cause him so much worry both proved and invalidated his feelings for her.
They hadn’t spoken more than passing words for the last year, which was in stark contrast to what they had shared prior to the breakup. There had been one-sided talks leading up to the end, but one day, without a word, she walked out of the quarters they shared and never returned. He didn’t blame her. It was his fault. He recognized this, but felt powerless to change.
When he and Hilene had been together, he’d been overwhelmed by a kind of aimless guilt. He felt like he was betraying the memory of Mai Pardine. For a long time he thought it was Mao’s memory he was betraying, but something Mao had said, which he’d forgotten for a time, was painfully accurate: she’d been his surrogate for Mai; Mai, whose face was now many faces in his memory and not because of time’s passage. A persistent thought had nagged at him throughout his relationship with Hilene, despite his awareness of its implausibility and his best efforts to exorcise it, the thought that being with Hilene might prevent him from… From what? From reuniting with Mai Pardine, resurrected from the dead? No, not that. But maybe something like that.
He also felt like he was cheating Hilene, giving her far less than she deserved, and though he gave of himself as much as he was capable, she wasn’t long in realizing that he was mostly closed off to her. At first she accepted this as an evolutionary step in their relationship. They were busy with their work and enjoyed each other’s company in a way that didn’t make it a problem for some time. Later, when she realized that there’d been no change, she tried to ignore his essential inaccessibility. She was still in awe of him, which he didn’t totally understand and which he tried desperately not to exploit.
He cared for her, of that there was no doubt. He was attracted to her personality and to her physically. Whenever they’d been intimate, he felt immeasurably close to her but equally far away the moment their bodies were apart. He remembered many times afterwards, sitting over her, watching her sleep, thinking that their union was condemnation for her, that her association with him could bring sudden and horrible death at any moment. This was irrational, of course, since virtually nothing could hurt or even touch Hilene unless she wished it, but it was a feeling he could not escape.
Once the constant weight of her presence was lifted, his mood—and perhaps his mind—had deteriorated. She had been at least a partial balm to him and now all that power to alleviate was gone. He could not have a conversation with anyone, not even Raus, without losing his patience. He couldn’t spar with anyone, not even Vays, without his aggression building to a point that invariably resulted in injuries to all but himself. Luckily, Icsain had given up on attempts to goad him or there may have been a serious altercation between the two with an uncertain outcome. The last eight decades—was it so many?—with Hilene by his side were a blur, not replete with happiness, surely, but when compared to this last year, they seemed an enviable paradise and one that he would give anything to set foot in again. He knew that she could never take the place of the woman he was supposed to be with, but he preferred her presence to her absence. He also knew that this was impossible.
He broke the silence cautiously, speaking through his Artifact. “So why did you want to come with me today?”
There was no hint of accusation or rancor in his tone, only genuine curiosity which he hoped didn’t suffice to offend. She cocked her head but didn’t respond.
“Not that I don’t enjoy your company,” he continued. “I just thought that, with the way things have gone, you might like to keep different company.”
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” she replied.
He shook his head. “I never tried to push you away.”
“No, you just never let me in.”
He nodded. “No, I didn’t. You won’t believe this, but I miss you, Hilene.”
She turned the smooth, reflective surface of her helmet towards him. He could hear her sigh, relenting a little.
“I was hoping to talk today,” she said. “To get some closure.”
“You gave me many opportunities to talk, to work things out, except for the last one. I guess I didn’t deserve one last chance.”
“You meant everything to me, Jav. You’ve given me so much and yet when we were together you were so far away. I tried to understand, I tried to see past your… your absence, I tried so hard, but your acquiescence in the end was as expected as it was devastating.”
He stopped. She continued on a bit before turning and stopping to face him.
He hung motionless with his head bowed in the dim sepulcher of the transit tube for what seemed a long time. Finally he spoke. “I thought you’d had enough. I thought the last thing you wanted was for it to continue.”
She struck him, turning his bone-encased head sharply to one side and setting him to drift in that direction for seconds before he stopped again.
“Did it mean so little to you?” she snapped.
“No!” he cried. “It meant—it means—everything to me! Everything that I can give, I’ve given. I know it isn’t enough. It kills me that it isn’t enough. I’m only thankful that you let it be for so long, but it wasn’t fair to keep taking from you.” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry, Hilene. I never wanted to hurt you. And as much as I miss you, it would be wrong to have gone on any longer. You’re angry and hurt that I didn’t fight for our relationship, but nothing would have changed if I had. You deserve more.”
“Why? Why?” she roared, both arms shaking in demanding appeal.
“I don’t know!” he shouted back. “Because of a ghost, Hilene. One that neither of us can fight.”
“I would hate you if you weren’t so honest. And yet, I hate you because you’re so honest.”
“No, you hate me because I’m broken, Hilene.”
“Don’t say that,” she said, her voice cracking. “I don’t hate you. I can’t hate you.” She was crying now. “I miss you, probably more than you miss me.”
He reached out, pulled her towards him, and wrapped his arms around her.
“This is all I ask, Jav. That you not push me away. Maybe someday you’ll let me in.”
“It’s not fair to ask that of you.”
“It’s my decision to make.” When she heard no objection to this, she pursued further. “So you acknowledge that there’s a chance?”
Jav sighed and said softly, “There’s always a chance, Hilene.”
• • •
The strut to which Nils and Icsain had been sent had broken off when the Palace struck it. The jagged end had dragged against the Palace’s exterior for several hundred meters before embedding itself within. Only part of its open end, a gaping black maw, was visible to them on this floor. Engineers on every deck worked to secure the Palace walls from the vacuum of space and those closest to the outer wall were busy cutting the strut free everywhere it penetrated. Similar work was being done on the opposite side of the Palace, further down its length, where Vays and Raus had gone.
Nils pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose as he and Icsain stepped up to the breach. Artifacts went a long way to improving human beings, but defects remained defects. Nils could see without his glasses, but not as well as other Shades who were born without impairment. It mattered little to him, though, since when Dark he relied not at all on his eyesight, but on the radar sense that replaced it. Indeed, while Dark his eyes—well, he wasn’t sure what happened to them and didn’t really want to know. His power had always unsettled him a little, the way his body changed, the way it broke each time he underwent the change.
The Alloyed Splitter, as far as he was concerned, was the best thing that ever happened to him. It made his power clean and simple. He no longer thought of how his limbs twisted and bent, how his bones ripped through his skin to form an armor shell. Now when he changed he was clean and simple steel.
He hadn’t thought along these lines in many, many years and did so now only because he’d been paired with Icsain, who was as purely elemental as he was himself. More so, even. Nobody liked Icsain, but Nils didn’t care one way or the other. He kept to himself, socialized little, and had none of the negative interactions of which he’d heard others complain. He wondered if the latter would remain true on completion of this assignment, though.
“In we go, Mr. Porta,” Icsain said.
With a nod to the engineering crew, Nils went Dark. The Porta Fighter rose up and was quickly swallowed by the darkness of the protruding strut. Icsain leapt easily, following after.
They found themselves in a stark corridor, one they assumed—based on their studies of the computer projected schematic in the Tether Launch bay—passed down the central length of the strut. Porta had no trouble navigating the zero gravity environment or the total dark in which they found themselves mere minutes after entry. Icsain, too, even without his Artifact, possessed senses that enabled him to perceive his surroundings in the absence of visible light. However, he could only rely on the Relic Cords now, in a base manner far from their intended design, to pull him along as animate ropes with no gravity to ground him.
Perhaps two and half kilometers down the strut they made a discovery.
“There are bodies here,” Nils said though his Artifact.
“I am aware of that, Mr. Porta.” Icsain paused and allowed a number of his Cords to find and make contact with the bodies strewn about.
“I guess we’re lucky none were dumped into the Palace,” Nils said.
“Indeed, but let us first make sure that these are not Palace personnel killed and swept inside by the impact.”
“Oh.” Then after nearly a minute of silence, Nils said, “Well?”
“No. Most of these are long dead. I rather think that Mr. Holson and Mr. Kapler would compete for these as troops. Some, though are more recently deceased. Strange. . .”
“What?” Nils was usually quite patient, but there was something eerie about the environment. He could detect the space that surrounded him and all objects within range of his radar with a high degree of detail, but it was not the same as sight. He’d been on many assignments and had never backed away from a single challenge, but this was the first time he found himself on what he considered to be a ghost ship and it made him nervous.
“There is a recurring wound on the recents characterized by tightly grouped lacerations following an elliptical pattern. It is most likely a bite. The older corpses all suffered localized destruction of tissue with residual burns consistent with energy weapon discharge.”
“Could the bites have been from scavengers?”
“Perhaps very large scavengers. But not humans.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“The bite radius is too large and the wound is, in almost every case, too low.”
“—humans.”
• • •
Raus and Vays found that the further they proceeded along the course of their strut the closer conditions approached one standard gravity. There were faint traces of oxygen remaining as well, but neither were in need of it while Dark. Their passage had been difficult at first because of the absence of gravity, but both had made due, Raus by means of a constant static charge, Vays by willing hooked spikes to issue from the soles of his heavy, metal boots. The floor of the corridor they travelled showed a fresh trail of ruin where Vays had been up until the gravity was sufficient to keep him down, but aside from that, the strut, if this corridor was representative, was in fairly good repair and only gave the appearance of having been long-abandoned, at least for the kilometer they’d traveled so far.
“You know,” Vays said, “the last time I investigated a derelict facility, I got blown up by Gun Golems.”
Raus snorted. “Is there anything we should be looking for? Should we be checking other levels?”
Vays shrugged. “You have been, haven’t you? No corpses so far, right? If this strut had been inhabited—even by squatters—when we struck it, we’d be seeing some morbid results.
“The air’s gotten thicker, though. And warmer. Can you hear that?”
Raus paused and tried to listen carefully. “A generator?”
“Looks like there’s some light up ahead,” Vays said.
“Hey, yeah,” Raus said, squinting. “And some structural damage.”
As they proceeded down the corridor, they noted how the ceiling had been torn away, leaving an edge like torn paper, black with scorch marks and which rose ever higher into the vault. The walls to either side were gone now. The floor to the right, immediately beyond the corridor’s width, was one level lower, while that to the left seemed altogether absent, making a yawning chasm of inscrutable blackness. Neither could shrug off the feeling that they were walking within a vast underground cavern instead of a hollowed out steel shell in the emptiness of intergalactic space.
The corridor was now a raised walkway. Both Shades turned in circles, continuing, and tried to peer through the depths to take in all that surrounded them. The sound they’d heard was louder here and coming from below. It pulsed with a clear rhythm and was accompanied by a weak glow that dimmed and brightened in synchronization. When the glow came, it gave hints of what the cavern-like environment housed at its borders.
Raus stopped for a moment and stared up into the pitchy heights. He could make out long, narrow beams depending from the ceiling or some network connected to it. These had probably been supports for other levels, but their outlines were irregular. He wondered if it were due to superheating—if something had blasted the interior of the strut to this condition—or corrosion or something else. And then he thought he saw movement there.
Something had caught Vays’s attention as well. He’d paused further down the walkway and was staring towards the lesser chasm to the right. The source of the intermittent glow suffusing the space, they now realized, was ascending. More and more of the light shone above the walkway, dimly exposing the recesses of the cavernous hall to their superior senses with each pulse. Vays saw the right wall, far away and partly blotted by his own immense shadow, and tried to make sense of its mottled appearance. There were thousands upon thousands of nodules, which at first he mistook for beads of cooled and hardened molten metal, but which he could no longer deny were squirming with life.
There was a shuffling sound from above as the glow light faded and its source began the cycle of descent. Raus watched countless indistinct shapes raining down from the beams above until they were too close to focus properly and he was beset. He felt teeth sink into his breast, into his left thigh, and into his right calf. He felt soft, fleshy scrabbling things snagged or repelled by the bolts running along the backs of his arms, but no teeth assailed either of those limbs. He felt instantly dizzy as powerful suction drew his blood out through his three sets of wounds. He took a step back and managed to focus his vision on what was fastened to his chest.
A quadruped with a squat, one-meter-long body, translucent skin, and strangely hooked claws stared up at him pumping blood through its locked jaws into its body. Raus could see the fluid rushing beneath the creature’s skin to fill pods upon its back which swelled like balloons with his blood until the creature itself suddenly exploded like an overfilled balloon. He dropped to one knee as similar fates befell the other two creatures attached to him. He was wet with gore, teeth still lodged in his skin or clinging to him by virtue of the sticky mess. Upon the walkway, the pods—a total of thirty-eight—were writhing sluggishly, sprouting short, stubby legs, stretching their snouts to the various scents nearby, and working their jaws with little teeth poking through glistening gums. He noted that their sluggishness was probably more due to the nature of his blood than to the fact that they were newborns. They were grayer than their parents and looked dead already, though they continued to grow and move about slowly.
Raus stood shakily, wiping the muck from him with several sweeps of each hand. He glanced at Vays who appeared to have been shocked into inaction. “I’ll keep the current low, but I’m turning it on whether or not you’re in range.”
“Yeah, sure. Whatever,” Vays said. Several of the full-grown creatures surrounded him and were attempting, unsuccessfully, to bite through the armor of the Titan Star.
Electric current enveloped Raus and filled the air for several meters around with small, bright free-floating arcs that lit the immediate area to sudden brilliance. Many of the full-grown creatures subjected to the current blackened and died, smoking with a distinct and foul odor, but just as many panted and exploded when the pods on their backs expanded enough to complete the reproductive cycle.
“That confirms it,” Vays said. “You’re a father.”
Raus lowered his head in defeat.
Vays sighed, and after pulling the Titan Saber free from his helmet, he proceeded to stick as many of the creatures with its point as he could reach. These, as well as those still living, he kicked from the walkway, sending them squealing into the black depths. Once again he turned in a circle, this time to take in the sheer scale of the nest in which they found themselves.
Vays reported their findings and concerns through the Tether Launch control. If any of the creatures had found their way into the Palace at or around the time of impact, they might be looking at a potential infestation. There had been no reports at either of the breach sites of any such creature, but that meant little. There were plenty of places for them to hide, on purpose or by accident.
10,810.302.0745
Jav and Hilene had encountered nothing in the transit tube, but had come to the end of the line. A massive wall, dotted with sealed access ways, greeted them. One of these access ways was open and led to a corridor along with the beginnings of artificial gravity. After several hundred meters, the corridor broke into a vast chamber. They listened to Vays’s report as they entered and were struck by the similarities between what he was describing and what they were seeing. Before Vays was finished, Jav and Hilene were set upon. Fat shapes darted from the shadows, but neither felt the bite of teeth. Though the creatures were fast when hungry, the Shades were faster. Jav caught one in the air by the throat, breaking its neck with only the sudden reversal of velocity. He flung this away, and rent another with a claw hand. Their own little claws enabled them to cling to steel, it seemed, and they were leaping from all heights, including from the ceiling. Hilene ran her spear hands through several before the attacks required her to use the Ten Deaths as an expedient.
The chamber had walls which pulsed with glistening life. They understood that this was due to the translucent skin catching the feeble light from the disused but still tenable systems. Thousands if not millions of the creatures clung to the walls, still dormant and ignorant of their presence, though many yet remained which sought to reproduce.
Jav and Hilene shared a moment of unspoken communication—something that had become somewhat routine with them in certain circumstances—and slaughtered in silence every creature that came at them and any that stirred from slumber.
To maintain silence, Jav spoke through his Artifact. “What do you think, Hilene? Can we get through without waking the whole nest?”
“Yes. Or at least I could. But what would be the fun in that? Or the point?”
Jav nodded. “Let’s head back.”
When they’d gotten far enough away from the nest, Jav used his Tether Launch control to contact Witchlan and the other Shades. “Minister, I realize that you must be very busy at the moment, but how close are we to freeing the Vine from the struts?”
“The quadrant-four breach, which we assume was not infected with grotesque little quadrupeds, is clear and closed off with temporary seals. Demolition crews have planted charges to reduce any potential threat the strut might offer through further drift,” Witchlan said. “The quadrant two breach is taking more time.”
“Minister, please hold off on the explosives. The fastest way back for Icsain and Nils is the way they came. Nils, Icsain, hurry back. Identify your re-entry point and coordinate with engineering crews to minimize damage. Raus, Vays, you two head back as well.”
• • •
Though it had only been hours since the collision, word of the little monsters had in fact come a bit late to the Palace. Several of them had been wandering the corridors of the strut and had been drawn to the break by simple inertia along with the outrush of air. Most of these were pulverized either by impacting into any number of obstacles, or by being ground between steel and the hard skin of the Vine, but three living specimens had managed to drift through the ruptured strut into the Root Palace. Finding gravity and purchase for their little claws, they sought out the nearest source of warmth. They, like most living things, were possessed of the biological imperative to reproduce and so continued on in the vein that had sent them from their nest in the first place.
The bodies of their first two victims were hidden, not through cunning but by circumstance, under fallen debris in a largely inaccessible cavity overlooked by the engineers and repair crews. There was a power junction there, tended to by the two dead technicians, which attracted the third creature since no other living prey remained nearby. Thus it was that a small colony of the little creatures came into being in a very short time. Feeding off the remains of their parents and the power supplied by the chewed-through live wire issuing from the junction, they multiplied and soon could be counted in the hundreds. They crammed the hemmed-in space, clinging to the walls and every other surface, giving the appearance of a polyp-ridden membrane, which pulsed in waves with their breathing. Some still vied for access to the junction, but the majority slipped into hibernation, lulled by a synchronous heartbeat and made insensible by the pleasant warmth of proximity. Some could not find a comfortable place to settle, though, and these set off singly on lone quests for food and reproduction as their forebears had, exiting through gaps in the debris further into the Palace.
One of these strays happened upon a repair crew consisting of ten men. Now, those who made their lives in the Palace, despite being on the Empire’s ever-expanding frontier, were not accustomed to up-close encounters with alien life of any sort—that was the bailiwick of Shades, who saw that all such life was wiped out before any normal stepped foot beyond the Palace walls. So when a member of the crew spotted the creature moving beneath some fallen partitions, he was stunned into mute fascination. Acting on his curiosity, he approached the waddling creature, bending to get a closer look. Busy with their own tasks, his fellows paid no attention to his distraction, and he gave no alert as the creature leapt at his bent form, latching onto his neck and chest with its powerful jaws, crushing his vocal cords and snapping his cervical vertebrae with the same locking bite.
The sound of the man’s neck breaking was lost amongst the noise of the crew’s work, but the hiss of blood being siphoned through the creature’s body to fill the squirming sacs upon its back soon had the attention of most of the men.
They, like their doomed fellow, stood and stared in mute fascination mixed with horror, too shocked to act. This did not go on long, however, as the little creature exploded beneath the growth of its young. Not filled with the blood—which is not truly blood—of Raus Kapler, the young completed their race to maturity on the bursting of their parent with the final, forced infusion of nutrients and protein, and so the now nine-man crew faced twelve of the little beasts where there had been but one. Some of the men were able to break the shackles of their terror and seek escape, but the agility of the newborns exceeded their ability to flee, and soon a second colony thrived.
With variations, it went on like this so that the numbers of the creatures increased exponentially, all in the hardest to reach regions of the damaged Palace. At about the time Vays made his report, other reports had started coming in, describing vicious animal attacks, but those reporting were cut off and not heard from again.
Witchlan himself took charge of the operation, coordinating with the Palace Planning and Infrastructure Division. Crews were teamed with Imperial Police escorts and everyone was armed with knowledge of the danger and, perhaps more importantly, fan guns. These pistols were repeating seed guns, the ammunition of which rapidly regrew within the weapon itself and primed the targets for quick absorption into the Vine. They had no power to penetrate even thin armor and were of little value in most of the warfare conducted by the Viscain, but for the crisis at hand they would serve perfectly.
Strays were encountered and dealt with, but it took some time to locate the nests. Each time a crew did locate a nest, chaos invariably resulted. The fan guns proved to be extremely effective against the creatures, which were dubbed glass pigs for their appearance and singular appetite, but once the beasts were roused from their hibernation, they scattered so that while the majority were killed, there were always those which managed to scramble away to find a new hiding place.
10,810.302.1030
They were all assembled in the war room for the second time in roughly six hours. Witchlan brooded in the shadows just beyond the light of a holographic screen at the head of the room.
With arms folded and an uncharacteristic disconnected disgust, Witchlan spoke. “We’ll let the Biological Sciences Division fill you in on the details concerning our vermin problem, then discuss plans for the Palace. Director Jaspo?”
The thin man on the screen sat forward, the lenses of his spectacles catching light and becoming opaque. “Thank you, Minister,” Jaspo said. “We have collected a number of specimens, both live and dead—and some somewhere in between, thanks to General Kapler—and have arrived at the conclusion that these. . . glass pigs have been genetically engineered to do exactly what they are now doing here within the Palace. They are a pest whose sole motivation is to reproduce through feeding, either upon nutrient rich blood or, with somewhat reduced results, on raw energy.
“Each full grown animal has fifteen eggs in three rows of five running along the length of the spine. Their teeth and claws are extremely sharp and durable. While their claws are too short to cause much harm, they enable the animals to adhere to just about any surface. Many of you have witnessed them clinging to smooth metal surfaces and this is not surprising. While the musculature of their jaws is impressive, it is the combination of sharpness and durability of the teeth which makes their bite so dangerous, even to Shades. We have measured some of the edges to be as thin as a single molecule.
“Each full-grown animal is a perfect copy of its parent, completely indistinguishable.”
“Excuse me, Director Jaspo,” Raus said, “but if that’s the case why aren’t there fifteen offspring with every successful feeding?”
“Successful is the key word, General. Every food target will offer different potential. Ideally, yes, there would be fifteen offspring with each feeding. If there are defects in the food target’s blood it seems these are filtered through an amazing combination of organs designed for this purpose. The eggs immediately above the spine are given priority, then those on either side of the spine moving down the length of the body. It is always the eggs furthest from the food source that suffer and fail to develop if any should fail to develop. First in line and all that.
“The animals are better equipped to process blood than pure energy, but they have two separate means to process the latter. One of the filtering organs previously mentioned is essentially a converter with only thirty percent efficiency. Still for a biological mechanism, pretty efficient and something we will be looking into replicating. Their translucent skin is an even less efficient converter, which works on a principle similar to photosynthesis, capturing maybe ten to twelve percent of input.
“They are quite hardy in the face of energy discharge weapons, but the fan guns have worked very well against them and we can see no better approach to exterminating them.”
“Just so,” Witchlan said. “Mr. Porta, will you assist me in distributing these.”
“Of course, Minister,” Nils said, moving to where Witchlan indicated. He gripped the handle of a meter-long rod that stood erect upon a tripod base. Secured to the rod, which ran through the trigger guards, were ten pistols. When he held the thing aloft, the base gathered and retracted within the rod. Nils detached the first weapon and placed it on the glass table before Jav. He proceeded to provide each of the Shades with one of the guns.
Jav stared dumbly at the weapon for a moment and snickered uncontrollably.
“Something funny, Holson?” Vays said.
Jav raised his eyes slowly to meet Vays’s gaze, looked to Hilene briefly, then back to Vays. His lips parted and shook as if he were afraid to voice his thoughts. “It looks like flare gun.”
“What’s a flare gun?” Hilene said.
Jav shook his head, shrugged, swallowed hard.
Icsain turned his head sharply, regarded Witchlan, who stepped forward.
“Yes, Mr. Holson, tell us. What is a flare gun?” Witchlan said.
“It’s a gun,” Jav said, his eyes losing focus, “that looks like this. It. . . it fires a small combustible charge that operates like a primitive version of a jump ship’s optical beacon before burning out.”
“How quaint,” Witchlan said.
Jav laughed nervously, his lips still quivering. “I don’t know how or why I know that.”
“You’ve doubtless come across them over the course of our many acquisitions,” Witchlan said.
“Doubtless,” Icsain said, but was quickly cowed by a sharp look from Witchlan.
“What bothers me,” Jav said as if not hearing either of them, “is that I remember thinking this before, that this weapon looks like a flare gun.”
Jav blinked several times, but he saw nothing. A single image flickered in his mind, that of a woman’s face spattered with blood. She was maddeningly familiar, but would not come into focus long enough to bring recollection, despite temporarily overwhelming his vision. Frustration, also familiar, boiled inside him, fueled by a combination of emotions that he’d felt before but couldn’t properly sort through. He wanted to break something, and it took all his self-control to not reach down, take the fan gun up in one hand, and crush it.
Silence reigned. The atmosphere was taut with a tension that only two in the room fully understood. Icsain sat straighter in his chair. Both he and Witchlan stared at Jav, waiting for more from him, perhaps the loosing of all his repressed memories, but nothing came.
“Anyone else care to share any instances of deja vu?” Witchlan said with careful jocularity. “No? Right.” He fixed his attention on Scanlan as he turned the weapon over in his brass hands, examining it.
“Fan guns,” Witchlan went on, “were in wide use in the early days of the Empire, but as with all things, more efficient means were developed and employed. Still, they will have their use once again. They require no loading. Their ammunition is inexhaustible, but reproduction may require some time.”
“Reproduction?” Scanlan said, raising his eyes from the weapon to regard Witchlan.
“They are products of the Vine, just as your Artifacts are, but are of a much simpler order. While we do not in any way dispute your powers or abilities, each of you will take one of these weapons and use them as a first line of offense.
“The thought of the Palace filled with parasites—uninvited parasites—is sickening.”
Several Shades shared uncomfortable looks at Witchlan’s clarification.
“We will not allow this infestation to grow,” Witchlan said, “or to continue even in diminished form. We will wipe out all trace of this biological weapon with our botanical one.
“You may visit the Military Hardware Division for holsters or to engage in target practice, but you are to keep the weapons with you at all times.”
“Do they come in different sizes?” Raus said, holding the weapon between two fingers which made it appear tiny.
“We’ll see what we can do for you, Mr. Kapler.
“You are all to work with the Palace Planning and Infrastructure Division, heading up select sweep teams. I will admit that this work is beneath you, but that fact alone does not exempt you from it. When finished here, report to the Planning and Infrastructure Division for your assignments.”
“Now, as for the Palace, we are making preparations to reengage standard propulsion for passing through this floating junkyard. For all forward-lying obstacles, Tether Launch bays have been stocked with explosive payloads. However, the Astrophysics Division has discovered what may prove to be two separate fleets of sizable vessels. We have encountered such in the past, but not on this scale while this vulnerable. With the Stitch Drive initiated, the Palace would prove to be an impossible target, but we cannot yet engage the Stitch Drive and so are instead a rather easy target.
“We see tedium in the foreseeable future, picking through the scrap in our path, but you are all to remain alert and ready should those fleets seek contact with us.
“That is all.”
10,810.302.1145
The Shades received their assignments at the Palace Planning and Infrastructure Division. As they were separating with their respective teams, Hilene made eye contact with Jav, pressed her lips together in a smile, and headed off for the Division jump deck. He hated himself just then. What was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he bring himself to open up to her after all this time? He was struck by her tenacity and the obvious depth of her feelings, which was impressive, really, considering his essentially cold response to her. He snorted, becoming aware of a sick irony: he was moved by her efforts, but strangely, not by her. He liked her. He found her attractive. There was nothing that should prevent them from being together, and yet. . . He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head.
“We’ll be heading towards levels forty through sixty of quadrant two, sir,” the lead PPID operative of Jav’s team said.
Jav cleared his head, nodded, and went Dark. “Let’s go.”
The breaches in quadrants two and four had been sealed with Vine fiber at the Emperor’s direction. There would still be clean-up to do later, but the priorities right now were to eliminate the glass pig infestation and to clear away the severed struts so they would no longer pose a threat. The latter operation was being handled right now by precision delivery of explosives via Tether Launch.
Jav and his team boarded the Division jump deck, which was larger than most personnel decks and hard-routed to similar service decks located throughout the Palace. They emerged from the service deck into dark clutter. Everyone drew his fan gun at once, in a synchronized motion that made Jav raise his eyebrows in surprise. He self-consciously pulled his own fan gun from the cross draw holster at his left hip. He held the weapon up and examined it.
A face flashed like an exploding sun before his mind’s eye and he bent at the lurch he felt in his stomach, having to stop and rest his hands on his knees. He thought he might be sick right there.
“Are you okay, sir?” the PPID lead asked.
Jav didn’t respond right away. That face. . . It was. . . Jennifer. Jennifer Gordon. He recalled her face clearly now, how beautiful she’d been, how perfect. He remembered how though she’d promised herself to another, she had given herself to him, wholly and without reservation.
Still tottering on the edge of nausea, he smiled unseen beneath his bone helmet. He raised the gun with a shaking hand to regard it once more. Another image burst across the screen of his mind, of Jennifer being being riddled with ragged red holes, of being shot with a. . . with a fan gun.
He saw her clutch at her breast as blood pumped between her fingers. He heard her breath gurgle wetly as more blood spilled over her lips and moved in visible waves down her chin, down her graceful neck, to mingle with the blood already covering her chest. But she wasn’t dead. No, the fan gun hadn’t killed her. Something else had. Someone else had. Jav couldn’t get his head around just who this was, but even the vague recollection filled him with a fury he hadn’t known for over a hundred years.
Somehow he knew that, though justified, his fury was at least partially misdirected. This insight, born of time’s passing, gave him pause, and he was torn. Part of him wanted to crush the fan gun between his palms, to lash out and kill every man he could lay his hands on as if somehow this might lessen the impact of Jennifer’s death or perhaps make up for it in some primal, though ultimately false, way. Another part of him him longed for a more complete recollection of Jennifer, as if this would work towards filling the emptiness he’d felt for so long. He half-felt that if he could remember enough, he could simply retreat into his memory of a time when Jennifer was alive and unthreatened and they were happy together. He knew that she and Mai Pardine were the same in their way, echoes, just as Anis Lausden had been. Christ! Anis Lausden. He’d forgotten all about her. How could he forget about her?
He looked at the gun a third time, wondering if it was responsible for teasing out his memories or if something else were to blame. Certainly the gun was helping, and he didn’t want to lie to himself, but it almost felt as if something were approaching—so slowly that he couldn’t be sure the sensation was real—and beginning to fill him with what he could only identify as hope, though that of a prickly sort.
And anyway, who or what was Christ?
He stood straight, apologized to the PPID operative, and they continued on with their assignment.
• • •
With the Emperor’s attention no longer occupied with the sealing of the Palace, he could focus on the glass pigs. Simple knowledge of their presence offered a huge advantage in the fight against them, since he could now sift through all the millions of sensations occurring throughout the Palace, isolate potential nests, and direct teams to exterminate them. The fan guns continued to prove their worth to this end over the next several hours.
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Word over the public address system echoed through the Palace halls, confirming the elimination of the last of the glass pigs. Along with that announcement was a call for Shades to assemble in the war room.
When all were present, Witchlan nodded his head enthusiastically. “We are clean once again. Our thanks to you and the teams you led. Other matters may be of continued concern, however.
“One of the fleets we’ve been tracking has made steady progress. Long range scans from the Astrophysics Division have provided us with some images.”
On screens throughout the war room, images of ships appeared. These all shared the same basic design: long, roughly cylindrical, obviously man-made and man-occupied, averaging about a thousand meters in length.
Shocked into ignoring etiquette, Jav stood up, and moved to a screen to scrutinize one of the vessels.
“Twice in one day, Mr. Holson?” Witchlan said, cocking his head questioningly. “I do believe you’re turning deja vu into a skill rather than an affliction.”
“It’s the Kalnia,” Jav said, turning to face Witchlan.
“The Kalnia?”
“While I was still learning the Eighteen Heavenly Claws, after training with Kimbal Furst, there was an accident. On my return to Planet 1287, the jump ship slipped from the warp field.”
“We remember. . .”
“I crashed into a ship—the Kalnia—that looked exactly like this ship here, like all these ships.”
“Hmm,” Witchlan said. “What were their armaments like?”
“I know they were interested in the jump ship’s shields and wanted to incorporate that technology into their own. I don’t know about their ship to ship capabilities, but,” Jav said, unconsciously touching his chest, “they’ve got the most powerful hand weapons I’ve come across. I think they were called Farmingtons.”
“Farmingtons?” Witchlan said. “They certainly don’t sound dangerous. “Energy discharge?”
Jav nodded.
“They are coming too close for comfort,” Witchlan continued. “To compound this worry, the other fleet appears to be approaching from the exact opposite direction. Details on these ships are still sketchy, but they appear to be of an altogether different design sensibility. All appear to be spheres and saucers of a mass on par with the ships of the closer fleet.
“For now, we will employ Tether Launch bombs to dissuade further approach. You are all to remain on high alert.
“That is all.”



• STOAKES II •
10,810.302.0425
Salton Stoakes was on the cusp of having a bad day. Whenever he had no specific assignment, and when he wasn’t spending the night with one of his many lady friends, he allowed himself to wake naturally from sleep in his own bed. This morning would rob him of that simple pleasure, however.
Of a sudden, his quarters, isolated from the rest of the Palace, were ripped asunder and half opened to the void of space. He was not in the habit of keeping much in the way of personal belongings here at the Palace—preferring his own retirement home on Planet 1026 for such purposes—but what little he had acquired over his two hundred years of reinstated service was whisked away in a cacophonous instant.
Even through the noise and the chaos, his mind worked swiftly and he was able to save the one item, not really his, that required saving. An alcove in the wall at the head of his bed held the Yellow Diamond Spectacles and these he managed to snatch and retain.
Metal tore through the skin of the Vine and into his room, filling it where empty space did not prevail. He would have been cut into six pieces if he hadn’t gone Dark reflexively. The thick sheets that continued to push into the Palace, squealed, buckled, and ruptured, pushing far past his meager living space. Some of the incoming steel was superheated under the immense pressures at work, melting into splashing pools of white hot slag. Oxygen gushed, threatening to cast him out, and all he could do was find something relatively stable to hold on to. He snaked his Dark arms through seams in the interior wall, around the half-meter-in-diameter support beam he knew he’d find there. He clung to this, thanking whatever providence had decided the form of his Darkened state. If he’d been any more solid, he’d have been split, ripped, gouged, burned, and broken several times over. So far, Stoakes himself had been proof against this calamity, but the wall and the support beam buckled and broke, sending him hurtling through a dark storm of debris, and headlong into unconsciousness.
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Stoakes awoke with a start. Despite this, it took some time to clear his muzzy head and for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He was still Dark, and drifting through the substantially weakened artificial gravity. Thankfully he hadn’t reverted to normal unconsciously. If he had, he’d surely be dead.
Though everything was settled now, he had no idea where he was or how far removed he was from what had been his quarters. He was fairly certain he’d been drawn into the object that had collided with the Vine. Metal creaked ominously, strained beyond purpose and design, threatening to snap at any moment.
He cursed audibly. Though communication between Artifacts was possible up to a range of two kilometers, Stoakes was under strict orders not to reveal himself to any of the current Shades. Communication with the Emperor or Witchlan, his avatar, in this way was not possible, which Stoakes had always thought strange. Usually, he was grateful for the privacy this disconnect granted him, but the crash had cut him off. He had no fear of dying, but being left behind, stranded, that was something else.
He took a moment to calm down. Obviously the damage done was great. The Palace wouldn’t be picking up and reengaging the Stitch Drive for some time. First, whatever had penetrated the Palace would have to be sheared away; the breaches would have to be sealed. All of this would take time. The structure was manmade—of this there could be no doubt—and may require investigation, which could mean even more time.
He wasn’t sure which way to go. He could feel the tenuous pull of artificial gravity from two different directions and didn’t know which of these originated from the Palace. There was no sign of Vine fiber anywhere to offer him a clue, either. There was nothing to do but choose one direction over the other. He wasted little time in doing this and set off on his way.
From where he was, the going in either direction appeared to be easy at first, but he quickly ran into severe structural damage that forced him to test several points of entry before finding one that allowed progress. He couldn’t remember ever moving through such a cramped environment for so long. He made his living passing through the impassable, but this usually meant, at most, several meters at a time, and even then these ways often opened into crawl spaces large enough to accommodate him physically for part of the way. What he passed through now was like a contiguous crack through hundreds of meters that thankfully had not yet met with a dead end. He was starting to get concerned, though. He’d never been claustrophobic, and in spite of the fact that he wasn’t actually breathing or in need of oxygen while Dark, he imagined that he was becoming short of breath just the same.
After several minutes more, dim light and palpable warmth were detectable ahead and spurred him forward at increased speed. He emerged into a space that, though far less confining, felt rather like a womb. The irony was not entirely lost on him. He fell to his hands and knees on the floor, which was soft and yielding, and panted with purely psychological relief. He flipped around to lie on his back and stared up at the strange ceiling, bulbous, pulsing, and somehow alive. The floor shifted and his Dark form slipped between to the true floor.
Confusion turned to frustration. He didn’t know what this room was lined with, but understanding began to creep in as he felt the slow, synchronous heartbeat feather-touching him at all points upon his wispy form. Reflexively he yanked his left hand away at a sudden, sharp pain. He examined his almost shapeless hand in the darkness and saw that blood was dripping from a wound. Frustration and confusion wrestled inside him, vying for dominance, and fueling each other to ever greater heights. What the hell?
The floor, the false one, was suddenly moving. Waves of motion shot through it, keeping Stoakes off balance, setting him to bobbing within and upon it. An animal face, filled with long, sharp teeth presented itself to him and snapped. The jaws closed and snagged black wisps that trailed like ribbons. Blood, bright and warm, sprayed from an unidentifiable fount hidden in the black cloud of Stoakes’s chest to cover the undulating mass upon the floor. Heads splashed or even dotted with the blood perked up. These animals—all of them with translucent skin which revealed organs and muscle—sniffed at the thin but present air and licked at the welcome liquid with pink, searching tongues.
Stoakes clutched at his pierced breast, his commingled confusion and frustration coalescing to rage. Over the course of his long career, Stoakes had encountered technology and opponents able to penetrate his Dark defense. He was not completely intangible. Nor was he invulnerable. But this was the first time he’d come across an animal capable harming him with its natural weapons. Perhaps those teeth were slightly more than natural. That might explain the mystery, but he had no time for further consideration. The false floor was astir now, with countless tooth-dominated muzzles turning his way.
Jaws clapped down everywhere upon him. Blood spurted as from a wounded storm cloud. Stoakes scrambled to his feet, reaching reflexively for the Suicide Knife at the small of his back, though this was unnecessary, as he swept his left two-fingered secret sword fist in a two hundred and seventy degree arc around him. Now other blood mingled with his own, and he heard the satisfying squeal coming severally from a number of the beasts cut neatly in half. In this way he cleared the area immediately about him to gain secure footing and bring the Suicide Knife to bear. Though the secret sword fist might be sufficient, the Knife would give him increased power and range. He hadn’t bled like this since his active service as a 19th Generation General and wanted to take no chances. His Knife traced endless silver arcs and circles, turning the room into a slaughterhouse. Animals fell on him from above, came at him from all corners, seeking to sink their fangs into him, but no more succeeded in this. Now he bled them, and within fifteen minutes of ceaseless work, Stoakes was the only thing left living in the room.
His breast was heaving, not so much from the effort alone, but from that combined with blood loss. He was shocked at how sharp their teeth must be. He knelt to steady himself and prevent the room from spinning. In another few minutes of stillness, his wounds had stopped bleeding and his heart was slowing its frantic pace.
Careful to avoid the teeth, he kicked several carcasses out of his way as he took up the search for the way on. A slide of bodies now only half-covered a pressure door. Light had been coming from a small thick window set high in the door and diffusing through the bodies and translucent skins of the nasty little things. He cleared these from the door and forced it open, ready again to bring his Knife to bear if necessary.
It wasn’t.
The pressure door opened into a vast corridor that went unobstructed for several hundred meters in both directions before narrowing to much smaller branching corridors. The room he’d just exited was a small, free-standing building, one of several. Stoakes eased out into what felt like the middle of a long-dead market street. Despite the regular modular construction, it had the feel of a shanty town. Signs in an unreadable language hung on what he guessed had been shop fronts. Over the door he’d just come out of was a symbol or picture that looked rather like a lightning bolt. A power regulation station perhaps? He didn’t care enough to go back in and sort through the mess to make sure.
He looked to the vaulted ceiling, some thirty meters above, and saw that it was pocked with portholes. He leapt up, and though the gravity was much stronger here, it didn’t prevent him from hovering at the window. He looked in all directions, and taking advantage of his nearly intangible state, at an angle otherwise impossible to achieve, was able to catch sight of the Vine. It was no surprise now that he’d gone the wrong way, but the size of the tubular structure that had struck the Palace was staggering. That there were perhaps a hundred of these—that he could see—making a delicate web out here in interstitial space was even more so. Progress for the Palace would be sticky for some time to come.
As he stared through the window, light came alive upon it, superimposing over what he first thought might be a speck of dust, but the speck moved and so did the light. Unintelligible script began to blink upon the window glass. He saw that all the other portholes facing the same direction were lighting up similarly. He’d seen data collection systems like this before. In fact, Raus Kapler had introduced a similar technology to the Empire when he joined them.
He watched his window carefully, knowing that if enough data came through, his Artifact would eventually render it comprehensible. Another superimposed light shape appeared then another. Next to these were symbols now, which he found he understood: they were numbers, and they were rapidly decreasing in value. Stoakes strained to see what the windows were picking up, but whatever they were, they were still too far away. He sighed tiredly. Whether he could see them or not, it was highly likely that they were ships—a fleet or fleets of ships— and they were coming this way.
He pushed against the ceiling wall to descend back down to the street. He quickly reentered the power regulation station, pushed through bodies to find the break in the wall, and retraced his path through the dark press. Finding himself back where he’d regained consciousness, he felt as though several hours had passed—and perhaps they had. Lack of sufficient sensory input had temporarily obliterated the workings of his internal clock.
• • •
Time would only elude him further on his return to the Palace, even though he was now going in the right direction. Most of the ways he chose were blocked, but eventually, after several false starts, he found passage through a tight-knit maze that gave him entry back into the Palace.
There was still some distance to go before reaching an unaffected section of the Palace. The compartments through which he passed were compressed, often wall to wall, and sometimes with broken bodies or parts of bodies sticking to or smeared to the walls. The sight and smell made Stoakes a little sick and he wondered to himself if, after a whole career of offering this kind of wholesale death to native populations, he wasn’t softening, instead of the opposite, as he grew older. He knew some of the dead, had been close to one or two women he was certain couldn’t have survived, and supposed that this made all the difference.
Finally he came through a ruptured wall into an otherwise intact chamber filled with repair crew personnel.  He remained Dark, crept along the wall, hoping to remain unseen, found his way down the connecting corridor to a jump deck, and went immediately to the war room.
Stepping from the deck, he returned to normal. He was naked save for the trunks he wore to bed, and his skin livid with mostly-healed bite marks. He slumped down into the nearest chair about the glass-topped round table that dominated the room.
The screens through the room, always active, displayed the effects and extent of the damage done to the Palace via countless video feeds.
From here, it was simple to summon Witchlan, using the equipment at the table. In just over a minute, the Minister of Affairs stepped whole from a portion of the wall that was raw Vine fiber, devoid of any machinery.
“Mr. Stoakes,” Witchlan said, “we are very pleased to see that you are alive.”
Something about the way Witchlan spoke made Stoakes nervous. Perhaps it was the unnatural sincerity—which he appreciated—or the fact that he should have been the last of Witchlan’s concerns under the current circumstances. Either way, he was uncomfortable. “Thank you, Minister.” He made a point to look around the war room, at all the flickering screens, to acknowledge the plight of the Palace. “Is something. . . else wrong, Minister?”
Witchlan gave the equivalent of a trembling sigh. “Yes. We have detected an echo.”
Stoakes frowned. “Here?”
Witchlan nodded. “Somewhere. Her position is difficult to pinpoint. It’s erratic, but she’s close. Closer than we are used to.”
Stoakes slumped further in his chair and shook his head. “And getting closer still?”
“Yes.”
“She’s on a ship.”
“A ship?”
“That’s why I rushed back here. To warn you.”
“Where have you been, Mr. Stoakes?”
Stoakes focused on one of the screens shining up through the glass table top, compared it with another, then pointed. “Here, I’d guess. One or more fleets are approaching from… here, I’d say,” he said pointing to another screen.”
Witchlan bent to scrutinize, noted the location. “We wouldn’t have known to look, Mr. Stoakes. Thank you. This information is invaluable. Despite our wounds, we will not be caught off guard. Also, we are too close to The Place with Many Doors to risk a union between Mr. Holson and one of these echoes. We are relieved that you will be able to proceed with your assignment. But not before a small amount of rest and recuperation.
“You will find temporary quarters immediately below Tether Launch Bay 116. I will send fresh clothing and someone to tend to your… physical needs.”
Stoakes raised an eyebrow. “Minister?”
“Consider it thanks for your very valuable information.”
Stoakes nodded.
“And, Mr. Stoakes, be aware that we’ve had a small infestation of voracious little creatures transferred to the Palace by way of the collision. If you should encounter any of these parasites, do not hesitate to put your skills to work upon them.”
“Yes, Minister,” Stoakes said uneasily. He’d forgotten to mention his encounter with them.
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Tether Launch Bay 116 had its own jump deck. Since the bay had been and would be unmanned for the duration of transit, Stoakes stepped from the platform to darkness. The quiet, the towering silver tanks, the reinforced bay doors: all these made him feel a little more secure and at ease, although he knew that those doors could be ripped asunder just as easily has the wall of his previous quarters had. He shrugged. He didn’t know if there was another way into his new quarters, but sought out a seam between floor plates, went Dark, and descended into a room less cramped than what he was used to. He’d had identical accommodations in the past and walked straight to the bathroom. As he walked, he noted that there was a door leading out to the rest of the Palace, but his only interest was in taking a hot shower. He stripped off his trunks and entered the stall where he remained for nearly an hour, reveling in the cleansing warmth.
Exiting the stall, gusts of warm air dried him before he crossed the threshold back into the main room, where he stopped suddenly gawking at something that was more of a shock than anything that had happened to him since waking this day.
Standing just inside the room, with her arms supporting a bundle of dark fabric and her back close to the door, was Ana Tain. Her luxuriant, tight red curls were an elegant and careless splash spread across the front of her sleeveless white shift and reaching down to just past her shoulder blades. Her skin was smooth and unblemished, save for the freckles across her nose and cheeks—and the blush she was unable to hide while facing his nakedness. She was just as he remembered her at her most beautiful, but that had been a hundred and twenty years ago, before she’d died with tens of thousands of others when Garlin Braams had nearly destroyed the Palace.
A holographic screen flickered into being, revealing Witchlan’s face.
“Ah,” Witchlan said, “she’s arrived. She was your favorite, wasn’t she?”
“What is she?”
“Let’s at least whisper,” Witchlan said, whispering, “and pretend she can’t hear us, eh?”
Stoakes moved closer to the screen, keeping an eye on the woman at all times.
“That’s better,” Witchlan continued, in a low voice. “She is a modified gene soldier. Yours along with the codes to reproduce her. Hold your Knife up, will you?”
Stoakes produced the Suicide Knife from thin air and held the blade before the screen which became a scramble of moving symbols.
“Transmitting. . . There.”
Witchlan’s face returned. Stoakes dropped his Knife to his side absently.
“Now she is forever yours, indelibly recorded upon the Midnight Mirror.”
“I thought that gene soldiers were outlawed,” Stoakes said, frowning, “the processing plants disassembled.”
“Come now, Mr. Stoakes. You are a retired Shade of the Viscain Empire. And you continue to provide an invaluable service. With the proper codes, every former Root Palace can manufacture gene soldiers. True, the days of mass production are done, but for specialty models, exceptions can be made. Especially as incentives or small tokens of gratitude.
“We trust that we have chosen appropriately. Barring production defects, she is essentially the same person. She is as she was, forty years old. She will not degrade or degenerate during her lifespan, which, on average, should be about twenty years. You will find her significantly more durable than the stock upon which she was modeled, but alas, gene soldiers were never known for their intellectual prowess. She and all iterations of her will know you by name, by sight, by scent, and by DNA through touch. However, this recognition is completely subconscious, and while it will engender a sense of familiarity, of security, and ultimately ensure attraction, she has no memories of your past time spent together.
“We are still gathering information on the echo’s location. For now, you and Miss Tain should reacquaint yourselves. Shortly, we will have tentative coordinates for a Tether Launch at which time you will be put to work.”
“Yes, Minister.”
“That is all, Mr. Stoakes. Enjoy yourself.”
“Thank you, Minister,” Stoakes said, but the screen was already gone.
Stoakes regarded the blade of the Suicide Knife then the woman before him. He let go of the Knife, causing it to disappear, as he approached the unchanged form of Ana Tain.
He reached and gently touched her left cheek. “Ana. . .”
She nearly folded at his caress, closing her eyes and letting out a soft, uncontrolled gasp.
“These. . . These are for you, Mr. Stoakes,” she said, indicating the bundle in her arms. She clutched them to her breast now, faux protection she entreated him to challenge.
He took the clothing from her and flung it onto a chair, leaving her exposed. Her nipples stood in clear, straining relief beneath the thin fabric of her shift. She swallowed hard and was having difficulty looking him in the eye.
“Do you know me?” he said.
“I. . . I. . .” Her breath came thickly now.
“Are you afraid of me?”
Now she did make eye contact and shook her head in short little bursts.
“This is very much like the first time we met,” he said, drawing closer to her. “Except that I had clothes on then.”
The blush in her cheeks had spread, and he could feel heat coming off of her.
He pressed up against her and whispered in her ear, “Tell me if you want me to stop.”
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Stoakes awoke with the shaking of the Palace. He sat up immediately, scanned the room to ensure that the structural integrity hadn’t been compromised, breathed a sigh of relief. He looked down to the reproduction of Ana Tain, still asleep next him on the bed. He ran his hand through her curls and for the first time in a long time felt the dim glow of happiness tingeing the more common sense of physical satisfaction he was used to.
The Palace shook again. And then again. Something was wrong.
He dressed in the clothes Ana had brought him, his charcoal field suit, tight only about the calves and forearms, with its high stand-up collar to cover the lower half of his face. He went Dark and jumped straight up, his misty black form pooling at the ceiling before finding the narrow gap that allowed him passage between levels into the Tether Launch station immediately above his new quarters. At the control podium he returned to normal and called up an exterior video feed. A holographic screen two meters wide by one meter tall flashed into being and revealed the ships Stoakes had seen from the strut—only now they appeared to be surrounding the Palace, the closest vessel mere kilometers away.
“The hell?” he murmured to himself.
He signaled Witchlan and awaited a response, which wasn’t long in coming.
“Excellent timing, Mr. Stoakes. This saves us having to rouse you,” Witchlan said.
“No disrespect intended, Minister, but I thought I would be put to work before finding this fleet at our door.”
“Such was our aim. There are two fleets which have apparently decided to place us in the middle of their war. And we have had difficulties.”
“Difficulties?”
“Yes. The energy screens defending these ships are proof against Tether Launch, which severely limits our ability to place you where we need you. Alternative means will be ready momentarily. As for the main threat, with no atmosphere or other medium of transmission, our Lightning Gun batteries are useless. Delivery by Tether Launch of payloads as far as the ships’ screens has proven moderately effective, but there are perhaps a hundred heavy fighting ships on either side, each measuring from seven to twelve hundred meters in length. With the firepower they can bring to bear, we have been forced to focus on defense, using adjusted Prisma Shields.
“It doesn’t sound good,” Stoakes said.
“You need only concentrate on your part. Retrieve the Yellow Diamond Spectacles. In your new quarters, you will find the wall opposite the bed to be of soft, manipulable Vine fiber. Pass through the fiber and you will find yourself in a phloem tube. Go now.”
“Yes, Minister.”
Stoakes did as told. He put the Yellow Diamond Spectacles into a pocket, bent to kiss the still sleeping Ana Tain upon the cheek, stepped to the wall where he pushed through the fiber and was swallowed whole.
He was enveloped in moist darkness for an instant before being shot—up or down he couldn’t tell—at monstrous speed through the vertically running phloem tube. He came to a sudden, jarring halt and was expelled onto the floor of a dark, close chamber.
A single red emergency light lit the chamber, revealing what little was present. Set within and jutting from the wall opposite the phloem tube was a cylindrical projection open at the top. Stoakes couldn’t ignore its resemblance to a coffin. Though he couldn’t be sure with the lighting, it appeared to be constructed of resin-hardened Vine fiber.
A holographic screen flickered on to occupy the center of the small room. “This is your means of entry, Mr. Stoakes,” Witchlan said from it. “And potentially of our deliverance from the warring fleets. Please climb in head first. The unit is completely automated and self-contained. It will seal itself once you are situated within.”
“It’s a torpedo,” Stoakes said with some measure of surprise.
Witchlan nodded approval of Stoakes’s deductive reasoning skills.
“That is correct. Your mission is as it always is. Find the echo. Kill her without killing her so that she may die a natural death, however expedited.”
“Yes, Minister.”
Stoakes climbed into the torpedo and found it not altogether uncomfortable. The interior was padded and just beyond a pair of forward hand grips—solely for maintaining his stability within the torpedo, he was sure—was a small electronics cube projecting a view of what he assumed was immediately ahead. The skin of the torpedo closed over, cutting off the red light, and Stoakes felt the padding inflate from all directions, pressing close to his body to prevent any movement.
Witchlan’s voice seemed to come from everywhere within the torpedo. “This unit, and others like it, have been designed with the sole purpose of penetrating the screens and armor plating of those ships to allow you entry. By design, the unit will lodge halfway through the armored hull and stopper the hole it creates. Attention would be called to hull breaches, and this is a mission of stealth. The unit’s front will blow open upon successful penetration, allowing you exit. Be sure to collect the emergency Tether Launch retrieval package located beneath the view screen before abandoning the torpedo. On completion of your mission, you need only find your way to open space to return to the Palace. Oh, and do be careful. I have reports that their sidearms are quite devastating.”
Stoakes cocked his head, wondering how the Minister of Affairs could have come by any such reports.
“That is all,” Witchlan said.
Stoakes didn’t bother with a verbal reply. He simply nodded.
He felt the torpedo slide further into the wall from which it jutted, then up with a disconcerting ratcheting motion. He imagined a bullet being fed into a magazine, cycling up towards the breech. There was a pause and then there was unimaginable acceleration. The phloem tubes were not necessarily stagnant by comparison, but perhaps close to it.
The small screen before Stoakes showed the target ship fast approaching, and he had to force himself to keep watching as the side of the ship filled the view just before explosive impact. The sudden change in inertia was disorienting, but didn’t affect him overly long. A green light lit the interior before the front of the torpedo burst apart. The padding deflated and Stoakes pulled himself from the confines of the spent missile.
He found himself in the dark. From the short trip, he had been able to get some idea of where he would be entering, but had no idea of how this ship was laid out. Perhaps this was a small cargo hold or a service compartment. He was pretty sure that the operations bridge was forward. He would need the Yellow Diamond Spectacles. Before putting them on, he took the Tether Launch retrieval pack and strapped it to his left wrist. Just to be safe, he wasted no time breaking the silver sphere which contained the liquid Vine fiber and allowed the animate fluid to merge with his Artifact. There, now he felt safe. It wasn’t logical, but the closer he got to the end of his mission—and he did feel he was closing in on it for good and all—the more he feared being abandoned and cut off from the Empire. He shook his head clear of the notion and placed the Spectacles carefully over his eyes.
Within seconds he’d found his target. How could he not when the infinity spiral blazed from her head as it did. He’d never seen it so bright, so powerful before. Without even seeing the echo’s face, all his feelings of regret and remorse and self-hatred bloomed like black flowers in his mind, oily wet and debilitating with the crushing depression they birthed. His breath caught in his chest. It was psychosomatic, but Shades weren’t immune to such things. Why was he doing this again?
He thought of Ana Tain, so recently returned to him. He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed her, even a shadow of what she’d been. He thought of his youth and its potential return, of how he’d never been able to really appreciate it in its passing, not like his fellows. Most importantly, he thought of the promise he’d made. Everything that would come as a result of that promise was a bonus as far as he was concerned. His word was all he had. He’d done terrible things throughout his long life, mostly in the service of the Empire, but his word was the one constant by which he could judge himself. He would endeavor to put atrocities behind him once his obligation was fulfilled, but until then there was nothing but to see his contract with the Emperor to completion. Of course fate had some say in his success or failure, which was fitting and right, and which he would not challenge.
His vision had blurred. Only when he blinked was he aware of the tears that had filled and now fell from his eyes. He squeezed his eyes shut and ran his fingers over them beneath the lenses of the Spectacles.
Once more resolved to his purpose, he studied the location of his target, focused his vision through the subtle perceptions afforded by the Spectacles to reveal a potential route through the ship to her. Since these ships weren’t grown and subject to the will of the Emperor as was the Palace, and precautions against the vacuum of space were a much higher priority, he would find fewer paths leading to his goal. There were too many hermetically sealed compartments to make a straight run. If the echo moved from her present location, it might prove rather troublesome.
• • •
Scilia Moro dallied in her cabin. For accommodations on a guild ship, her cabin was luxurious with space, with light, with equipment—as was appropriate for quarters belonging to the captain. She knew she should be on the bridge, especially now while in the middle of a firefight with the Patrol, but she’d been overcome by the strangest sense of languid euphoria. She’d never felt like this before. The closest thing she could compare was when she’d given over just the once and indulged in Cryonyte during the guild’s early smuggling days to see what all the hype was about. The high was something like what she was feeling now, but she remembered a manic quality to the euphoria then which was altogether absent now. What she felt now wiped out her every ambition, made her want to give up all she’d already achieved, leave both the pirate guild and the Patrol far behind, and start over with. . . with someone she didn’t know. . . No, that wasn’t right—with someone she didn’t know existed.
She’d had many lovers, but had settled for none of them. She had attained her captaincy on her own, with no help and despite plenty of interference. Many used to joke that her ship, the Sasahn, was the only lover she wouldn’t cuckold, and she’d begun to wonder herself. Now her ship was the farthest thing from her thoughts. Now she was helpless, both offended and encouraged by her own wet hand, bedridden by a malaise of lust and the phantasmal promise of real and total fulfillment. Who was he? Where was he? She felt like she knew, but clarity was just out of reach and it was maddening.
Reports had been coming steadily from the bridge. The anomalous botanical mass had shown signs of being inhabited, had put up a mild offense before the arrival of the Patrol had forced it to resort to full defense. The Patrol’s resources were, as rumors indicated, depleted and this might make for their last stand. The biological deterrent the guild scientists had come up with had all but destroyed the Patrol’s outposts and it was only the activity therein that had brought the guild out here to investigate. She sighed as these thoughts filled her head and suppressed her more provocative but less productive feelings. She rose, nude, from her bed, shook her mass of wild black hair, and dressed quickly in a pair of tight brown britches, a band of elastic material to bind her breasts, a white linen shirt, too big for her, and a thick coat over this that reached down to mid thigh. She strapped her gun belt around her waist, checked the heavy Farmington pistol in its holster to ensure a full charge—this particular ritual had saved her more than once in circumstances that one never would have guessed called for a Farmington—and exited her cabin.
• • •
Stoakes was making progress but at the expense of time. He felt like he was competing against a ticking clock, though there was no real reason he should. He’d covered more than half the distance to the echo’s location when he suddenly felt the urgent need to confirm her location once again with the Yellow Diamond Spectacles. A little caution would prevent a lot of unnecessary frustration.
Through the Spectacles, he saw that he was right to check. He sighed, realizing that the more he stalked these echoes, the more attuned to them he became. He had mixed feelings about this. He was already having trouble banishing his guilt. Would it ultimately become impossible for him to do so? Maybe. And that would be a kind of justice, not fair and balanced, but a variety of justice just the same.
He watched the unmistakable flare of the echo descend one level and proceed forward, most likely towards the bridge at the fore of the ship. He scanned the ship, reduced to translucent meat and bones by the Spectacles, and plotted a path to intercept her or at least come up just behind her if she remained on her present route. He felt the urge to hurry and made to satisfy it.
He kept the Spectacles on to ensure that he would not lose sight of his target. He’d gotten very used to the lenses over the years, but they were still a challenge. Though his tolerance had increased, the influx of sensory input—not purely visual—still hurt after a fashion and sometimes blinded him to more mundane obstacles and threats, so while he was able to maintain a good pace, he did not see the two crew members until nearly bumping into them.
In the ship’s dim corridor, Stoakes, in his Darkened state, was difficult to see, but he’d abandoned one kind of caution for another and would now have to pay for doing so. Stoakes drew the Suicide Knife and thrust it forward. The first crew member canted as the left side of his neck was decorated with a bright red triangle. Blood fountained from the fatal wound, dousing his fellow and shocking him to reflexive action. He drew the heavy pistol from the holster at his hip and fired three wild shots. One of the shots passed through Stoakes’s gauzy, black midsection, spraying a fine mist of blood out his back. He dropped to one knee, gripping his middle with his left hand as he swept the Knife savagely with his right. The remaining crew member’s head jumped from his shoulders, hit the floor, and rolled a ways before settling.
“Ow!” Stoakes allowed himself to cry out, more in outrage and disbelief than anything. It hurt, of course, and would leave a scar, but he couldn’t allow himself to succumb to the pain. The experience did instill in him a belated respect for the devastating sidearms, though.
“Warning,” an automated voice echoed through the corridor. “Unauthorized weapons discharge detected on level fourteen, section twelve. Warning. . .”
“Shit,” Stoakes hissed.
He scanned ahead for his target, saw that she had paused but then continued on her way. He put the Yellow Diamond Spectacles away, and with his left hand still firmly pressed to his stomach, he bolted down the corridor. Still some ways on, crew members entered the corridor from several different access doors. He could hear other doors opening behind him as well. No matter. He stuck as close to the left wall as possible and at his maximum range, sent the phantom blade of his Longsword Knife into the already feeble overhead lighting, casting that section of corridor in total darkness and effectively blinding his opponents but not himself. He carved through everyone in his path before any of them could get off a single, errant shot.
Stoakes was worried but didn’t know why. He felt like he was racing the echo to the bridge, but why should he feel that way? What could she do there that would change anything? He tried to shrug off the feeling and just concentrate on what he had to do.
For the time being, he encountered no more of the crew. Besides those investigating the weapons discharge, many would now be occupied with the inexplicable scenes of carnage. Paranoia would spread and run its course before they could start a methodical search. And they were in the middle of a war.
He needed to climb several levels before continuing towards the bridge. He found a service ladder, used it, and sailed down the corridor, destroying the overhead lights as a precaution as he went. He took advantage of the current straight run to double check the echo’s position with the Spectacles. He was gaining on her and would in fact reach her before she reached the bridge, but just barely. He turned down a corridor to his right, climbed another ladder to the next level and steadied himself for his imminent encounter with the echo.
And there she was. She was the first of them that looked as though she could put up a a real fight. He supposed that Mai Pardine might have been able to, and there were probably others in the past as well, but Stoakes knew nothing of them. The woman was perhaps fifty meters from the pressure door leading to the bridge. Stoakes stalked silently behind her, drawing closer and closer until the woman stopped.
A vibration had shot through the ship. Stoakes felt it under his feet and could see the metal wall, the floor, the ceiling vibrating down to stillness.
Scilia Moro, whose name Stoakes would never know, cocked her head uneasily and dropped her hand to her hip and the waiting pistol. Stoakes slowed, crept more quietly, but continued forward, trying to ignore any significance that vibration might have had. He swallowed hard and wondered at his delicate nerves. What made this situation—this echo—any more dangerous than the fifty or so others that preceded her? It wasn’t her gun, though he was sure she could use it.
And use it she did. With a speed that surprised Stoakes, the woman whirled, leveled her gun with practiced ease, and fired. He felt his right cheek split and erupt fire, but he kicked forward, jamming out a Longsword Knife thrust, that despite his momentarily obscured vision, found its target unerringly. A blade of compressed air shot with a bass thump, passing between her gripping fingers, severing the handle of her pistol, and slicing cleanly out the back of her right hand.
“Warning. Unauthorized weapons discharge detected at bridge access one. Warning. . .”
“Warning. Unauthorized presence on the bridge. This is a security alert. All available hands to the bridge. Warning. . .”
Stoakes cocked his head at the competing announcements. Playing over each other, they didn’t seem to be for the same thing.
The gun fell in two pieces to the floor as she snatched up her wounded hand, clutching it to her breast. Panic flashed in her eyes. She turned and ran for the bridge.
Stoakes touched ground and kicked off again, significantly closing the gap between them. She reached the pressure door, calmed herself to work the code with her left hand, and found herself in an unbreakable embrace just as the door was about to slide open. Oily black smoke covered her mouth to prevent her from crying out.
“I’m sorry,” Stoakes whispered in her ear from behind. He took moments to steady them both then put the chisel point of the Suicide Knife to her temple before pushing it home. He freed the blade, releasing a fine red spray, like a spritz of hot perfume. Gingerly, and with a degree of care that had been building over the years, he eased her down into a comfortable sitting position against the corridor wall. He gently placed her hands in her lap, and fumbled for a moment, wanting to do more for her, but of course there was nothing to be done. She would not die, not directly from the two wounds he’d inflicted upon her, but from surgically induced apathy. He’d robbed her of her connection to the source and of her essential identity. He backed away, eyeing the open pressure door to the bridge for safety’s sake. What he saw beyond the door made him sick to his stomach, not from fear but from compounding guilt.
Jav Holson was on the bridge and staring right at him through the open door. Jav Holson. A throng of crew members stood between them and would slow Holson, but Stoakes realized immediately that this had nothing to do with odds and everything to do with Holson’s connection to the echo, now quieted. Stoakes had to get off this ship immediately.
He stupidly looked at the Suicide Knife in his hand, sheathed it, and made his way to the nearest airlock. He’d noted several while studying the ship for a route to the echo and was just minutes away from being free. At a ladder, he simply dropped down several levels, not bothering to use the rungs. He reached out, grabbed hold to stop his descent, and found himself half-surrounded by crew members. Without thinking, his hand went to the small of his back, and the Suicide Knife flashed. All four fell over dead, blood pumping from their cut throats.
The airlock was before him moments later. He palmed the plunger switch to open the first set of doors, stepped inside, pushed the second plunger, and turned his back to the doors that would open on the vacuum of space. He didn’t expect anyone to try to stop him, but he watched the first set of doors close just in case. All he saw, though, was the woman he’d ruined and sentenced to death. As the first doors closed, the doors behind him began to open. Warning lights flashed, an alarm sounded within the chamber, rising in volume to mix with the whoosh of escaping air. Stoakes let himself be taken and was sucked out of the ship. He waited for a full minute, his eyes seeing nothing but staring in the direction of the echo, before he activated the Tether Launch retrieval unit.
And then he was back in Bay 116. The bay doors were still open, but the Palace’s environmental system kept everything neat and tidy and oxygenated. He tore the retrieval pack from his wrist, cast it to the floor, then passed through the floor to his new quarters below.
Ana Tain still lay sleeping upon the bed, naked under the covers. He returned to normal and peeled off his clothes—already with a nice big hole burned through them. His cheek and guts stung hotly. Blistered black flakes decorated each wound but he didn’t care. He knew this was cheating, but he didn’t care about that either.
He went to the bed, roused Ana, and took her by the hand to the bathroom.
“Mr. Stoakes, you’ve been hurt,” she said, showing real concern.
He shut his eyes tighter to squeeze the tears from them and prevent more from coming.
He walked them into the shower, turned the knob, and sat them both down under the hot, purgative spray.
“Mr. Stoakes, are you all right?”
There were no more words, not for a long time. He held her to him, rocking back and forth, never wanting to let her go. She didn’t object.



2.3 NEAR MISS
10,810.302.2230
The sense of urgency was palpable. None had ever seen Witchlan in such a nervous state. He wrung his hands, pacing back and forth in front of the war room’s main holographic screen, which showed a shocking development. The Palace was surrounded by ships of such size and in such number that the Vine was almost made to seem small.
“Unfortunately, General Holson’s data regarding their shields is outdated, incorrect, or somehow not applicable to Tether Launch. We’ve landed several bombs which have stopped just short of their energy screens. The damage has resulted in little more than temporarily upsetting ships’ courses. Currently we are running several Prisma Shield generators concurrently, with alternating frequencies to ensure that their weapons cause us the least amount of harm.
“On top of this, we’ve confirmed, through intercepted transmissions, that these two groups are at war with one another, making us an actual and collateral target.”
“Minister,” Jav said, “the jump ship literally crashed through the Kalnia’s hull. It was more or less unscathed.”
“Wait,” Scanlan said, “General Holson, you said it was during a jump that this happened?”
“Yes.”
“Then the jump ship’s energy screens were down at the time?”
“Yes.”
“Are the both of you suggesting,” Witchlan said a bit impatiently, “that we turn our jump ships into bombs, rather expensive bombs?”
“No, Minister,” Scanlan said. “But I believe that I might have a way to rid us of our problem.”
“How?” Witchlan said.
“Jump ship armor is essentially just intricately woven Vine fiber. I know the Emperor has been very busy of late, but if it would be possible to fashion eight one-man vessels with this same armor to get Shades into select ships, I believe I may be able to take control of both fleets.”
“Explain.”
“Minister.” Scanlan stood and backed away from the table. He stared down at an empty spot upon the floor and from the monocle covering his right eye poured forth the Clockwork Beam.
Jav watched in horror and fascination as the “beam” seemed to deposit a fast-drying liquid, which formed perfect cogs and gears, working together with surprising precision. The liquid built up, the parts took shape. Lights flickered on from various points upon the growing machineling which began to hum with strange life.
The beam ceased. Scanlan bent down to collect his creation, swung it around, and set it gently upon the glass table.
“If we install these within strategically located ships, I’m confident that we can utilize their communications system to establish a network. The ships with these devices would be the masters, the rest of the ships the slaves. As these devices are extensions of me, I would be in total control of the entirety of the two fleets, able to manipulate them as I would my own hands.
“Can this be done?” Witchlan said incredulously.
“It can.”
“We knew you were a worthy choice, Mr. Scanlan,” Witchlan said.
“Thank you, Minister.”
“Eight. That means all of you are going. We don’t like having none of you left within the Palace, but there is little choice. Tether Launch cannot reach beyond their screens, but all any of you need do is escape beyond those screens and we will retrieve you. It will take some time to create the vessels. In the meantime, report to Tether Launch Bay 84 to equip emergency retrieval systems. Mr. Scanlan, how long will it take you to complete the rest of the devices?”
“An hour perhaps.”
“See that it is no more. Have them ready in the Tether Launch bay so that we may load them into the vessels during production.”
“Yes, Minister.”
10,810.303.0025
Tether Launch Bay 84 was crowded with Shades and operators already preparing for the Shades’ return.
Scanlan was standing by a holographic screen that was divided down the middle and which displayed an alien fleet on each half.
“Okay,” Jav said. “This is going to be simple. The target array has been mapped out as you can see.”
“Yes, we need to deliver devices here, here, here, and here,” Scanlan said, pointing to one half of the screen, then to the other, “and here, here, here, and here for this fleet.”
“Generals, we’ll take the first fleet. Titan Squad, you take the late arrivals. So far, with us as a shield, neither side has taken much damage, but that could change so be careful.
“Scanlan, I want you to put me here,” Jav said, pointing to the screen. “You are here. Raus here. Icsain here.”
Scanlan began typing information into a small keyboard set within a podium to convey target choices to the launch system.
“Vays,” Jav said, “You can make your own choices or let Scanlan do it for you.”
Vays shrugged. “Send us where you will, Scanlan.”
Scanlan nodded and continued typing without a break.
“This should be simple, but I’ll say good luck just the same,” Jav said.
Hilene approached him, took both his hands in hers briefly, before stepping away to press through the fibers of one of the walls so that she disappeared between and beyond them.
• • •
Witchlan, alone in the war room, shook his head in disbelief. Did Jav Holson even know that he’d selected for himself the exact ship he’d pointed out earlier when discussing the Kalnia? The exact ship Salton Stoakes was already aboard?
Though he realized that he may come to regret it, Witchlan—the Emperor—decided not to alter the course of Jav’s torpedo. Things were tenuous enough with Jav’s memory and would become even more so the closer they got to The Place with Many Doors. The Emperor was now certain that the source of the soul echo must originate there. The way had become thick with echoes and probability screamed against it being a mere fluke. He would take steps to prepare for the day Jav remembered all, but right now was not that time. Jav must be allowed to act naturally. If anything besides Stoakes got in the way of his reuniting with one of those echoes, it might serve as an unwelcome prod to recollection. That was an eventuality the Emperor was expecting, but he wanted to deal with it properly and on his own terms if possible. Besides, Stoakes had proven himself quite able. The Emperor would trust in that ability, if only for a bit longer.
• • •
Jav had never been in a phloem tube before, hadn’t even known they existed. After a wild ride and being expelled wet from one into a red-lit, claustrophobic chamber, he wished he were still ignorant of them. Their instructions had been clear: enter the phloem tubes; climb into the very phallic insertion craft; hold on to the support grips inside; on successful breach of the target’s hull, collect Scanlan’s device from the rear of the craft; connect Scanlan’s device to the ship’s computer system, preferably to the ship’s bridge interface; leave the ship by any means necessary. As he ran through these instructions in his head, he was startled by an instant of explosive velocity that brought him crashing into the side of one of ships that looked just like the Kalnia.
The front of the torpedo exploded outward to reveal a cavernous space not unlike their own war room—the bridge, if he wasn’t mistaken. Jav eased himself from the slackening grip of the torpedo’s interior, and stepped onto the bridge. To his right, he could see a curved viewport standing four meters tall by eight meters wide, with skeletal metal supports shot throughout. Below this were six seated work stations which were occupied by men in long, heavy coats who were staring at him stupidly. To Jav’s left was a raised platform that backed against the wall. Low stairs led up to it on either side. This area housed a total of three work stations. The two foremost were occupied by a man and a woman, both dressed as the others, and also gawking. The third station, raised yet higher and most likely the captain’s chair, was empty. He scanned the room for exits, noting one on the left wall, with easy access to the raised platform. Immediately across from the stairs leading up to the platform were more stairs leading down. He thought it safe to assume that, though out of view, both of these were mirrored on the other side of the bridge.
“Warning,” an automated voice rang out. “Unauthorized weapons discharge detected at bridge access one. Warning. . .”
Jav glanced back at his torpedo in response to the announcement then to the woman’s sudden frenzied movement high to his left.
“Warning,” a second automated voice sounded over the first. “Unauthorized presence on the bridge. This is a security alert. All available hands to the bridge. Warning. . .”
Their heads cleared by the blaring alert telling them what they already knew, all the bridge personnel scrambled to draw their Farmingtons, some with ease and grace, some with almost comical clumsiness. A red light flashed, and a klaxon joined the repeating bridge warning.
“What the hell is a man in a skeleton suit doing on the bridge?” one of the crewmen cried.
Jav didn’t move for a moment. He felt a strange kind of pleasant calm working through him. He hadn’t felt like this in a very long time. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. He watched as each of the bridge crew settled into whatever actions they had decided on. Would they try to subdue him or kill him?
The first shot came, and Jav was ready, bending the course of the raging energy with Approaching Infinity. All watched as the coherent light veered off of true, struck high on the wall behind Jav and brought forth a bright rain of sparks. In an eye blink, Jav was standing before the one who’d fired, his clawed hand poking out through the man’s back. Another shot flashed, but Jav was gone, flipping backwards through the space afforded by the vaulted ceiling over the beam so that his victim—in the unlikely event that he’d survived—was dealt a second fatal blow. The blast from the Farmington burst the man’s torso and continued through to give birth to another fountain of sparks upon the opposite wall. More men were coming up the stairs from both sides of the bridge now, and the exit door Jav had first noted hissed open.
As the pressure door opened, Jav felt his eyes strangely and inexorably drawn to what lay beyond. Caution was, of course, advisable, but that wasn’t what snared him. He thought for a fleeting instant that his heart and his head would explode in synchronization. It was like the threshold of orgasm, but there was no climax, just a sudden build, like the unfulfilled promise of all questions answered, of blissful eternity, of true, realized infinity. The build was sudden and expansive, dwarfing his experience—his existence—and left him suddenly empty, more empty than he had ever consciously known. Or was it comparable to something he had known? His world was a hollow abyss furnished with nothing but dread and dull, insatiable anger. Something that belonged to him had been taken. Again. Each time that something was taken, a part of him died. Like cells in an organism, winking out one at a time until all that remained was a series of empty husks bound together in a parody of meaning, haunted by the mocking memory of loss. The anger, he knew, would grow, would take up residence in all the places that were once filled with light and hope until anger was all there was. Perhaps this was not unknown to him. . .
Something dark fluttered at the door, but the men and their dangerous arms were filling the bridge, demanding his attention. He cracked his knuckles, ignoring several poorly aimed Farmington shots, bent low, and swept through the bridge, his fingers tearing through skin, muscle, and bone in a bloody riot, just as they had on the Kalnia.
Though it became too crowded and chaotic for effective use of Farmingtons, shots still blazed out. Some of the crew fell to this friendly fire. Jav was struck three times, but didn’t realize it until after he’d killed everyone who’d poured into the bridge from the multiple entryways. One shot, which his conscious mind refused to accept, struck him full in the face, or would have if it hadn’t been turned away somehow. He’d been too caught up in the savage moment to use AI, and he was too late to acknowledge the threat of certain death to invoke the Ghost Kaiser, so he conveniently forgot about the incident to the tune of familiar laughter—surely not his own—buried down deep within him.
When he was done, and the red haze of rage had died down, somewhat placated now by the dead at his feet, he calmly shook his fingers clean of blood, walked back to the torpedo, and collected Scanlan’s device.
The highest concentration of instrumentation was just below the viewport. Jav assumed this would be the best place to connect the machine. As he lowered the dark metal cube down onto the instrument panel, it jerked with awareness. Gears started to turn, and he felt its internal structure shift. From the bottom of the cube, small probing bits of metal descended in anticipation of contact with the alien ship’s technology. He set it down, making sure that it was stable, and stepped away with a little hop. Its component parts shifted again and again, adapting as it reached down into the instrument panel, making contact with the ship’s computer to assert its control. This kind of power was new to him, or at least his acknowledgement of it was. For so long, he’d known nothing that could surpass his fists, but he had to admit that if not for Scanlan, the Empire would have come up short more than once now.
He backed away from the panel, careful not to trip over any of the carnage he’d spread over the floor, and went to the pressure door that had caught his attention earlier. The emptiness hadn’t left him. The anger was still there, throbbing and ready for provocation, but he was in control now. His part of the plan was done. He had but to return. There was no hurry, though. He could and would investigate at his leisure.
Immediately beyond the door was a young woman sitting on the floor, leaning up against the wall. She turned in his direction, but nothing registered on her face. He knelt down to look at her closely. Her eyes followed his black sockets, but she didn’t appear to see anything that would be cause for reaction.
She was beautiful. She had long, wild black hair that covered her like a silk throw. An image of Mai Pardine flashed in his head. Behind his skull helmet, he squeezed his eyes shut and bowed his head in an attempt to banish the image. This was not Mai Pardine. Except for the black hair, there was no resemblance, and yet. . .
He reached out with his right hand, ran his fingers along the delicate line of her jaw. He thought he saw the spark of recognition in her eyes, but when he looked, really looked, he saw that she was gone, dead in some fundamental way. She surprised him then by taking his hand in hers and nuzzling it.
A strange combination of attraction and revulsion, both equally powerful, sprang up within him. He didn’t want to leave her, but at the same time, he couldn’t stand to be close to her. It didn’t make sense, though. What had happened to her? He saw that her right hand was bleeding, followed the red trail upon the floor with his eyes to her ruined Farmington.
He stood, walked over to where the lower handle lay, dropped down into crouch again, picked up the perfectly cut chunk of metal and examined it. Shorn clean through. He looked back to the woman’s wounded hand. He stood again, casting the handle back to the floor.
It didn’t matter.
Jav was in a strange mood. An icy black calm, very different from the kind he’d experienced a short time before, befell him and his mind wandered into what he thought was new thinking ground for him. He’d never consciously known hatred on this order before. He hated this ship and all the rest in the two fleets for the fragile obstacle they presented. He hated the men and women who’d raised arms to stop him, but not because they’d tried. He hated that he would now have to roust the rest from their hidey-holes to give them a chance and would surely see them fail. He hated the hollowed out woman on the floor for failing to fix him. But most of all, he hated himself for the parody he’d become. The noble F-Gene Fighter. Killer. Mass murderer.
His chest heaved with a great sigh at the realization of this truth.
The universe had a pulse and it beat with a purpose. Jav had seen evidence of this more than once. The very existence of life, of intellect, were strong indicators, but then there were the abilities of F-Gene Fighters, of psychics, of beings like the Emperor, the existence of soul echoes. All of these things, it could be argued, were born into the universe by accident, gifted by some strange combination and confluence of genetics or an abnormal atomic structure, and made supernatural. But any fool could see that the frequency with which these anomalies occurred was far beyond any probability a statistician could quote comfortably and still refer to as random. No, it may not be personal, it may not be moral, but there was a pattern in place, a ghostly machine that worked just beneath the skin of reality. Maybe it was Fate. Maybe it was just a set of laws—some as yet unfathomable—that worked together, grinding forever like cogs and gears, but Jav could feel them moving with a purpose.
This purpose had put him on the path he now walked and despite the emptiness that gnawed at the core of his being like insatiable hunger, despite his hatred for what he’d become, he would not step from that path without being made to. If he wasn’t what he was supposed to be, then the universe needed to tell him so. He’d always tried to convince himself, whenever he fought (killed) that he was engaging in a fair contest. Not fair in the sense of equal, but fair in the sense that he always insisted on meeting his opponents face to face; fair in the sense that he put himself up as collateral and if he lost, he lost. There was a time when he felt he’d slipped a bit with Garlin Braams, but maybe not. He’d had the means in the end to defeat Braams. He needed to find an opponent he couldn’t beat, and Braams hadn’t been it. Since Scanlan’s plan didn’t require the crew on this ship to live, he would start looking, though in vain, he was quite sure, right here, for the means to his own destruction.



2.4 MASTERS & SLAVES
10,810.303.0040
Hilene Tanser emerged from her torpedo into darkness. Moving through the Patrol ship was a simple matter, though. She ghosted effortlessly through open corridors and intricate meshings of reinforced steel. In less than twenty minutes she found the computer core, accessed by a conduit that ran in an unbroken ring around the ship’s hub. She kept out of sight not because she was afraid, but because the mission didn’t particularly interest her. None of the crew would prove to be opponents of worth and being hung up by the struts and these fleets out here in interstellar space made her nervous. She was anxious for the Palace to resume its progress.
She thought about having more time to talk with Jav when this was finished, but any conversation with him was a bittersweet prospect. She’d fallen into the depressing habit of trying to convince herself that there had been a time when his feelings for her had measured close to hers for him. She was never able to pinpoint such a time, but she shrugged this off. It would make sense for her to accept that their relationship had gone and would go no further. It would make sense for her to forget him—in that particular capacity—and move on. She deserved her equal, was entitled to it. But that was the problem. She knew she’d doomed herself with him. No one could ever compete with Jav in her estimation. She would do the only thing she could do, which was to keep trying. If, in the end, Jav changed as he said he might, it would be more than worth the effort—and the pain—along the way.
To work now. She pressed Scanlan’s machine up against an interface panel in the core conduit and it adhered there. In fact, it moved within her grip, startling her. She released it and watched it work its way into the Patrol ship’s technology. Just as she was about to seek exit, she lazily looked over her shoulder, responding to the approach of ship’s personnel. There were two… no, six in all. She arched her body as if suspended in water and turned towards them, kicking off from where she’d stood. She passed through the group of them, but not before two had fired their pistols. Were those the Farmington’s Jav had described? For something comparatively small, they were rather devastating. She placed the Darkness Piercing Spear Hand through each of them then made sure that Scanlan’s device was unscathed and still working. The shots hadn’t come close. She would have been exceedingly angry if her foray had been for nothing. She sighed out a breath of relief and left the ship.
• • •
Upon insertion, Nils Porta found himself somewhat removed from the Patrol ship’s bridge, but breaking up into the Cloud of Gnats made his search go quickly. None of the crew the cloud passed remained alive. After finding what he sought, he returned to the torpedo to recover Scanlan’s machine. With it snug under one arm, he strolled casually through the ship’s corridors back to the bridge, encountering no other living crew on the way. When he reached his first kill site, he paused at the mess he’d left behind. He glanced at his bundle then back at what essentially blocked the way to foot traffic. He sighed and carefully hopped over bodies, concerned—it was a ridiculous concern he knew—that he would dirty his boots.
In a way, Nils was like two different people. When Dark, he had no moral, mental, or physical aversion to killing. When he was normal, it always felt like someone else had been responsible for the acts he’d committed while Dark. He didn’t like to kill or the gory aftermath, but understood his job, what it required of him, and the necessity of it. At times, he tried to examine this dissociation, but always came to the same conclusion, that it was probably bad for him to fully embrace the amorality he exhibited while Dark. He felt the dissociation enabled him to maintain a portion of his humanity, however compartmentalized, and this he coveted, secretly fearing it would someday abandon him.
The bridge was a giant dome in the heart of the ship, heavily insulated from without.  Holographic screens covered the majority of the interior curve to give the appearance of being exposed to space. All the visuals here were from video feeds, and the overall effect was breathtaking. Ships were everywhere overhead and Nils had to remind himself that no one could see him down here or what he’d done.
He approached what he assumed was the main console, and pushed a slumped body from it. He set Scanlan’s machine down upon the console and stepped back, watching as the machine altered in shape, spread out, and seeped into the ship’s control interface.
• • •
Raus Kapler pocketed Scanlan’s machine and turned to face the crew that had gathered in response to his arrival. He reached out for the one closest, gripping the Farmington barrel in his right hand and squeezing it closed. The weapon exploded, bursting out the back into the guild man’s face, erasing it with wet strokes of black and red. Raus took the man bodily and flung him into the rest. Farmington blasts tore through the compartment, two punching the lifeless body, setting it to lurch grotesquely in one direction then another, two more going wild, one singeing off the shooter’s own foot.
Raus had been assured that his electrical pulse would in no way harm Scanlan’s machine and so he filled the compartment now with current, making everyone present go rigid. Smoke rose from beneath coats. Eyes boiled and popped. The stink of spilled bowels commingled with that of burning flesh. When he cut the power, everyone fell dead to the floor. And then rose again, responding to Raus’s silent control.
He sent the animate corpses off to infect more of the crew to keep them from becoming more of a nuisance. There was a computer terminal in the compartment, but it had shorted with his electrical pulse. He went in search of proper access to the ship’s computer and wasn’t long in locating it with his knowledge of and affinity for technology. He set Scanlan’s machine to work and sought exit from the ship.
• • •
Icsain stepped from his torpedo into a mess hall full of crew members. Before a single one could draw his or her Farmington—despite or because of the shock of the breach—the Relic Cords were out and writhing, making subservient puppets of them all. He had the lot of them escort him to the nearest all-access computer terminal. They served unquestioningly as his armed human shield, dispatching any other crew they encountered, with several falling to returned weapons fire.
Enslaving the entire crew was well within Icsain’s means, but this approach was so much more entertaining. During his time with the Empire, he’d developed a taste for watching the lesser beings suffer under his implacable control. Truly they were his puppets, and that they were fully aware of their forced actions and the resulting consequences only added to his appreciation of the practice of making them dance to his will. To him, it proved, over and over again, his superiority.
• • •
Brin Karvasti’s approach was not dissimilar to Icsain’s. People did what she told them. With some preparation, which they’d all had, language would pose no barrier to a Shade. Her device was put in place quickly. She spent more time finding an acceptable way off the ship.
• • •
Upon entry into the ship, Forbis Vays was set upon and put every one but one to death with the Titan Saber. The last he threatened until learning the way to the ship’s bridge. He left that man merely crippled—short one arm. During the course of the altercation, he’d discovered that, despite the impressive kick, their energy weapons could not penetrate the armor provided by the Titan Star. After the first shot hit him, he snorted, thinking that if god-forged Gun Golem pistols had been unable to breach the Titan Star, what right did manmade Farmingtons have to do so?
Now Vays walked the corridors of the Patrol ship with Scanlan’s machine in one hand and the Titan Saber in the other, dispatching anyone who came his way or attempted to bar his passage without breaking his stride. He came upon the bridge—right where it was supposed to be—and, like Nils, was taken aback by the sense of openness in such a sequestered compartment.
Weapons fire lit the bridge briefly, but each man and woman fell to Vays’s blade. He fixed Scanlan’s machine to a console, saw that it was doing whatever it needed to, and left.
• • •
Scanlan was unique among the current Shades in that he had never undergone gravity training—even Brin Karvasti had acquired a five-G rating. He was also unique in that his Artifact was forever working to improve his body, an autonomic response to his unvoiced and unconscious feelings of inadequacy regarding the disparity in gravity ranks. After receiving the Creation Cogs, Scanlan found that he could no longer return to normal. This was of no concern to him. He had no family. There was no vanity tied to his lost physical form. He’d given his life to the Empire and to intellectual pursuits. The latter he could now effect to a degree one might argue bordered on the divine and which was limited only by his imagination.
Now, after nearly a hundred and twenty years of his Artifact’s striving, his machine body was harder, stronger, and more durable than the metal of which it appeared to be fashioned. His Dark Raw Physical Power had topped at 40,000, putting him on par with the rest of his fellows. His RPP would go no higher, but his body was constantly undergoing adaptations and adjustments, incorporating new technology as he encountered it, altering in form and function as the need arose.
When the Farmington emission struck him, he was fascinated by the energy spectrum. The power generated by such a small device intrigued him. Immediately his thoughts moved to what might be possible when merging this technology with Vine ganglia. The second shot roused him from his musing.
He looked up and narrowed his eyes. His face, a flexible plate of what looked like antique brass, was the most human thing about him besides his overall outline, and though still expressive, was ultimately inscrutable. He calculated a moment then the Clockwork Beam lanced from his monocle, drawing a line across the ten guild men who had their guns trained upon him. Wherever the Beam struck, the men clutched at themselves, suddenly unable to breathe. Each cast his Farmington to the floor and struggled to tear off his coat, his shirt, and whatever it was that was itching through the skin to the organs beneath. Dark, spidery arms of metal writhed, clawed, and multiplied wherever the Clockwork Beam had touched. It was like a festering infection spreading impossibly fast, hollowing out each man as soft tissue was sacrificed for more machine growth.
Within moments, the men were unrecognizable. A new wall of machinery, different in character from that of the surrounding ship, stood in their place. It continued to grow, spreading to make contact with the ship’s wall and not stopping there. Scanlan’s machine began to reach out through the ship, so that it would soon permeate it totally. This ship would serve as the main processor for what he planned to do, communicating with the other devices the Shades had delivered, to those ships which would be masters to the remaining slaves.
He saw no sense in wasting readily available resources, so walked to the ship’s bridge. It would serve as the perfect and appropriate command center. Through his connection to the infectious machinery, he knew the ship’s layout, its armaments, all its capabilities and limitations. He shut down the life support system, which would soon be repurposed anyway, so feared no retaliation from the crew. Given time, they might be able to formulate a plan that would at the very least extend their lives, but without life support, they had no hope. The temperature was dropping at a fantastic rate. Oxygen was being expelled by the ton from exhaust ports, and to help expedite this purge, the safety protocols on all airlocks were overridden, and the airlocks were made to open. This was perhaps the single most effective method of eliminating the crew. More than two hundred men and women were ripped from the ship on the outrushing tide of air into the vacuum of space.
As Scanlan stepped onto the bridge, he received confirmation of established communication links with the majority of the master devices. The bridge personnel hadn’t fared well. The six at the forward stations below the main viewport were slumped in their chairs. Behind them, a man, most likely the captain, appeared to be dozing in his high command chair. Someone yet remained alive, though. A smallish figure covered in a bulky environmental suit cowered in the corner with a Farmington laid across its lap. It was a woman, Scanlan had no doubt.
His presence galvanized her, however. She raised the gun and fired ceaselessly until she realized that the blasts were beading off of a portable screen.
There was no longer any air to transmit sound and there was nothing he could say to her really. He shot her with the Clockwork Beam, ignoring what she evolved into since he already knew.
10,810.303.0120
Scanlan stood before the viewport, which remained unobstructed. Below it, though, the stations had grown with his technology. Holographic screens formed a secondary arc opposite the viewport and gave a more complete overview of the ship’s surroundings.
By becoming a Shade, Scanlan had acquired patience on an order that would have sickened him prior to his transformation. With all that he could do now, there was no such thing as waiting, except when he had to depend on the actions of others. But the wonder of his Artifact-backed creative genius often gave him pause and had turned him into a daydreamer in this new stage of his life. He was daydreaming now, thinking of his plan made real, and so had to collect himself when the final signal came through, indicating that the last of the devices had been set. He grinned.
The first thing he did was establish a two-fleet-wide network, utilizing all the ships’ communications systems, and putting every computer in communication with every other computer. All communications would route through Scanlan’s ship. Differences in protocols would be dealt with from the top down: from Scanlan’s ship to the masters, from the masters to the slaves, until over the network there was but one overriding source of instruction. This took less than five minutes and was punctuated by a total cease fire. The second thing he did was send a command to all ships, locking out manual controls. The third thing he did was shut down life support and open the air locks on every last vessel as he had his own.
This last was something of a subtle spectacle. With the simultaneous release of oxygen from so many sources, both fleets shimmered and sparkled. In another time, Scanlan might have thought this beautiful, but overwhelming any visual appreciation was the sense of power he felt. His arms, his legs, his body, his eyes were all around him, spanning thousands of kilometers of space surrounding the Palace. Video feeds he didn’t need to see with his own eyes relayed images of crew members, Guild and Patrol, hurtling through corridors, bellowing out muffled cries as the retreating air robbed them of their voices as well as their lives. Some of the crew would find means to remain aboard their respective vessels, but Scanlan’s control was too complete to override or interrupt. If they were lucky enough to find and don an environmental suit, they would die of starvation. If they managed somehow to stave that off, they would ultimately parish, becoming food themselves for the Vine.
There was no longer any threat to the Empire here. Information gleaned from both the Guild’s and the Patrol’s computers revealed that these fleets represented all that was left of either side after a very long and destructive war. No one would be coming to anyone’s aid.
Though the fleets were extensions of his body now, Scanlan would require time to conduct them as he needed to. First, and most importantly, their firepower would be used to clear the struts from the Palace’s path. When the ships were no longer needed, they and all the floating scrap left behind would be collected, absorbed, and harvested by the Vine for reuse. Simple and efficient.



2.5 THE WAY CLEARED
10,811.007
It took nearly three months to clear the lattice work of struts and secure the fleets for absorption. Looking down the length of the Vine, Hilene thought it looked like it was encrusted with massive, lusterless jewels. Nothing had any luster anymore it seemed.
The ships would not remain indefinitely. In another three to four months, they would be gone, slowly devoured by Vine fiber; the Stitch Drive would be reengaged and the journey resumed. It all annoyed her, though. Everything annoyed her. She was plagued by a combination of disillusionment, apathy, and an awful restlessness that kept her general dissatisfaction at the forefront of her mind at all times. She stared out the viewport, feeling Raus’s presence behind her before her eyes could focus on his transparent reflection in the glass.
She frowned, swallowed hard, and fought an urge to just cry. “Something happened to him, out there.” She thrust her chin out to indicate any one of the myriad empty vessels pressed close to the Vine.
Raus sighed and cast his eyes down. It was some time before he responded to her. “Something’s been happening to him since before I met him, Hilene.”
She folded her arms and pouted.
“I’m going to tell you something I swore to keep to myself only because I can’t stand to see you suffer. It’s no secret that Jav has an affliction, although I don’t think any doctor could give an accurate diagnosis. You already know about Mao Pardine, and how her death affected Jav. I think you know about her sister, Mai, too.”
Hilene, still facing the viewport, nodded.
“When Jav came to Sarsa to recruit me, he came across a native Sarsan girl who intrigued him. I don’t think anyone besides Jav and I know about the girl or what she meant to him.” Raus paused. His brow furrowed and he seemed to reconsider his statement. He pursed his lips, continued. “Her name was Anis Lausden and in her Jav saw the ghost of Mai Pardine. With recently awakened memories, he confided in me that in Mai Pardine he saw the ghost of Jeny-Fur. I think that was her name. Ghost isn’t exactly right, either. Each was more like an echo of the last. . .”
“You’re talking about soul echoes,” she said flatly.
From her tone, Raus didn’t think that she believed in them.
“I watched Anis Lausden die in his arms. He told me that he was helpless to stop Mai Pardine from being killed and that he watched her die. I can’t know for sure, but I’m fairly certain that something similar occurred with Jeny-Fur. I don’t know if the cycle continues back further into the past, but I do think it continued forward.”
“Forward?”
Raus nodded.
Hilene turned around to face him, adjusting her folded arms in an attempt to reign in her bubbling anger. “You think that he’s been finding echoes of a girl he’s been—what?—destined to love—that’s not me—and watching them die, helpless to stop the cycle, turned into some poor victim of fate?”
Raus narrowed his eyes. His breast heaved as he considered his response. “I don’t not believe in fate. . .”
She shook her head. “I can’t believe that. Not Jav.”
“I don’t have all the answers, Hilene. But I do know that even as Anis Lausden was wasting away, soon to die, with Jav half the circumference of Sarsa away, he complained of having lost something he couldn’t identify. I was there. Her death and his loss were too much of a coincidence to have been unrelated. Mao helped fill the emptiness, probably because physically she was so much like her sister. You know what he was like after Mao died.”
Her pout had reasserted itself, but was now melting away. “Do you think he watched one die on that ship?”
Their eyes locked and they shared a moment of infinite sadness; Raus for his friend, Hilene, not so much for the lover she could never have, but for the man who, if Raus was right, had happiness endlessly plucked from his breast.
“I’ve had my own personal experience with soul echoes,” Raus said. “You believe in a god who returned from the dead to kill his murderers. We’re at this very moment traveling through space in the fibers of a planet-eating plant god. Is what I’ve proposed so unbelievable?”
She started to shake her head. Tears welled in her eyes to overflowing but didn’t spill.
“You don’t believe it?” he said.
She took a deep breath. “ I do,” she said with a gasp. “It’s just so sad.” Her tears fell then, released with all the built-up tension she’d been collecting for years.
He reached out and placed a great, blocky hand upon her comparatively delicate shoulder.



THE BEGINNING & THE END



3.1 PERPETUAL MOTION
(10,870 - 10,899)
In a single stroke, Aris Kossig simultaneously gave birth to his planet’s doom and its salvation. Ultimately, the latter would win out, but not before an ample helping of the former tested the limits of Planet Stolom’s resilience.
From an early age, Kossig was obsessed with the secret of perpetual motion. Though the laws of physics declared the concept impossible, Kossig knew on some instinctive level that those laws were wrong, or that they would be for him. His genius laid the groundwork for his success, but it was an accident which set the actual machine in motion.
The machine itself was simple: a hollow, four-meter, framework cube, composed of thirty-centimeter-in-diameter tubing. The tubing was of a special alloy, mixed precisely to produce a natural magnetic field in the center of the cube. A suspension arm housing a particle exciter angled from each corner, focusing on the cube’s center.
Kossig had experimented with various fuels, garnering various results. The goal was always to create a perfect system: the exciters would stir the material housed within the magnetic field, providing free energy to be collected and reused by the exciters without any appreciable loss. The best fuel, it seemed, was also the most limited. The element, getnium, was the rarest to be found on Stolom and Kossig had most of the available quantity locked within his machine. The getnium results had come so close to perfection that they managed to pique Kossig’s frustration. While reading the results of the negligible loss in energy, he struck the work table before the machine, not mindful of the sharp crimping tool beneath a sheaf of papers. The papers offered no protection and the crimpers left a deep gash in the bottom of his fist. Shocked by the sudden and unexpected pain, he jerked his hand back, sending a streamer of blood out across his lab.
The pain was forgotten, instantly overwhelmed by the intriguing sight that now held his attention. His blood stretched out like a rope, somehow drawn to the magnetic field and adding to the getnium stirred by the exciters. He felt the tug of blood from his hand until he broke the connection, snatching his hand back and cradling it close to his breast. Within the field, though, the miracle was taking place. The blood mixed with the getnium in streaks and whorls at first, muddying the bright green light the getnium gave off. The mixture darkened to a brick red, but that color faded with the spin urged on by the particle exciters, until the bright green of the getnium returned and the rhythmic pulses began.
Kossig absently wrapped his hand as he examined the exciters. The settings on each had changed—had been forced to change—by the overpowering reaction occurring within the field. The exciters were showing an excess of power. The affixed gauges could only indicate an overflow of five hundred percent. He would need to run a diagnostic test to be sure, but Kossig had an idea that the actual amount was quite a bit higher.
He stood before the machine, silhouetted by the brilliant green light. Tentatively, he examined his hand, wondering if the mixture in the field was still hungry for his blood. He held his hand up without a trace of fear and was rewarded for his bravery. Pressing his luck, he moved his hand closer to the pulsing field and winced at the resulting throb. But something had changed. He pulled his hand back, removed the bandage, and marveled at the smooth skin that covered the spot that had been rent just moments before. He had no idea at the time what the implications were of this last. He simply pursed his lips, nodded, and cried out in victory with all the collaborative might his lungs and spirit could muster. The Kossig Perpetual Motion Engine was born.
Within months, the city of Fortus was completely outfitted with circuit transceivers, bringing free and limitless power to every home and business. Within a year, the Kossig Engine supplied the continent with power with no reduction in output. Within five years, all of Stolom was powered by the Kossig Engine.
A side effect, which many were not prepared to acknowledge at first, was the gradual eradication of disease. Germs inimical to human beings withered and died. Genetic defects disappeared altogether in generations following the establishment of the Kossig Engine. Humanity flourished. The sciences flourished. It was a time of plenty on Stolom.
Another side effect, which soon no one could deny, was the rapid rise of an as yet unknown enemy. Both side effects were essentially the same side effect. Radiation from the Kossig Engine perfected mankind, made them stronger, and urged expedited evolution. It had a similar effect on other indigenous species. Reptiles in particular, once thought to be the simplest of creatures on Stolom, raced through their evolutionary paces almost overnight.
By the time the Kossig Engine’s influence had spread around the world, select enclaves of reptiles had grown into mental and physical giants. The quadrupeds of Luska in particular had developed into great thinkers and philosophers. However, while the effects of the Kossig Engine on humans were nurturing and ultimately stable, its effects on reptiles were neither. Though several reptile species benefited from the exposure, it was at a price. Only those with a certain genetic make-up were able to endure the final evolutionary push the radiation forced. The rest went mad, gaining release only by acting out the savage impulses that plagued them until they succumbed to the physical degradation that awaited them. Even the fortunate few who were able to maintain their senses, had this final degradation awaiting them.
On Stolom there is no escape from Kossig Engine radiation. For reptiles, though, proximity to the Engine can drastically affect one’s lifespan. Many reptile clans were able to reason out the source of their rapid evolution and demise and conducted military raids on Fortus in attempts to destroy the Engine. Aris Kossig developed the means to protect the Engine—and all of humanity—but the Engine proved that it could defend itself. Reptiles coming too close to Kossig’s legacy consistently experienced a rushed evolutionary dead end in the form of instant degradation, which is to say liquefaction. It was messy and invariably preceded by new heights of madness, but the Kossig Engine was proof against any direct assault by the reptiles.
Reptile degradation could occur anywhere on Stolom, so even though direct assaults could no longer be considered, the destruction of the Kossig Engine remained forever the reptiles’ goal.
To combat the reptile threat, Aris Kossig developed the Godsorts, seven machines made in man’s image but on a titanic scale. Though the Godsorts stood thirty meters tall, physically on par with their reptile opponents, each was a match for several of the enemy. Once Kossig equipped the Godsorts with their own, smaller Perpetual Motion Engines which could be augmented by the infusion of blood, the reptiles had no hope of victory.
The Engines were installed initially to give the Godsorts a temporary boost over the stable output produced by the main Kossig Engine and in case that power source was ever extinguished. The pilots of the Godsorts, namely Kossig’s youngest son at that time, Bron, discovered, though, that the further addition of blood to the Godsorts’ Engines produced an effect far greater than expected and which would later be called High Formation. High Formation brought about a synchronization between man and machine that made the Godsorts unstoppable for three minutes. Once the Engine burned through the added quantity of blood, normal power levels resumed, but the battles were always finished by that time because of the disparity of power.
High Formation was only possible using blood from the Kossig line. Aris Kossig was too old and not at all suited to piloting a Godsort. Two of his sons had been killed in the fighting before the introduction of Engines into the Godsorts, leaving only Bron Kossig and Bron’s eldest son, Stol. Fifteen years old at the time, Stol was trained and found to be a natural pilot. As a direct descendent of Aris Kossig and having had the most genetic enhancement through exposure to getnium rays, Stol Kossig could command phenomenal power through High Formation, more than his father, and more than his cousins who stepped up to pilot the remaining five Godsorts.
Bron and Stol remained in Fortus to defend the original Kossig Engine. Barlo and Karstus Kossigan were dispatched to Luska in the south, Enzo and Samas Kossigus to Fornanim in the east, and Hostur Kossigou to the island nation of Acra. Though Stol far outstripped them all, all were capable of initiating the High Formation, so even spread out as they were, they could not fail against the reptiles, and yet the beasts fought on, rushing towards extinction.
After more than a year of fighting the enhanced Godsorts, Raohan La, from the southern continent of Luska, broke through the Kossigus defense, bringing his La clan dangerously close to Fortus. Raohan La, a long-necked quadruped, had evolved extraordinarily in his own lifetime. His mental powers were unmatched and he’d taken to walking erect to better meet the physical challenge posed by the Godsorts. The Kossigus twins—whom he’d left alive—regrouped and chased Raohan La back to Fortus, but the La clan wasn’t alone in its advance on the Kossig Engine. The reptiles had amassed a fantastic army and threatened to bring a cataclysmic end to the war.
Only it didn’t happen that way. Raohan La shocked humans and reptiles alike by offering another solution, one that would work for both sides. Seeing the benefit that the Kossig Engine provided to humans, Raohan La knew that to destroy it would cripple human society. They would likely survive the sudden loss of both worldwide power and the nurturing effects of the getnium rays, but they would be set back terribly. Oppositely, reptiles could not live in a world where getnium rays were allowed to shine. Raohan La had meditated long and hard on a solution, and his advance on Fortus was not to promote war, but to make his proposal to end it by relocating every reptile to Stolom’s primeval past. In his meditations, Raohan La had discovered the means to make this happen. That he’d proven his theory intellectually was tantamount to having taken action, which was proof that either the relocation would have no other future effects on Stolom or that the relocation was already a part of Stolom’s past.
At seventeen, and with both his father and grandfather killed in the assault on Fortus, Stol Kossig showed great restraint and maturity receiving Raohan La’s proposal, but such are the qualities of great leaders. Stol could see past his own personal loss, could acknowledge Raohan La’s sincerity, and could envision peace between man and reptile. That it was in fact banishment and not true peace saddened him, but both he and Raohan La knew that there was no other way. A great friendship was established that day and remains in effect.
The rest of the two populations took some convincing, but Raohan La was impossible to discredit and Stol both performed and inherited the role of humanity’s savior. Both leaders did their parts to ensure that their respective sides honored the proposal. Through collaboration, they issued a worldwide broadcast, declaring an end to all violence. The reptiles, wherever they were, whatever their clan, stopped fighting. Though only the Godsorts posed any real danger to the reptiles, humans were warned under strict penalty not to take advantage of the truce with any attempts at retaliation or vengeance.
Leaving his cousins to watch over Fortus, Stol accompanied Raohan La, leading the pilgrimage of reptiles away from the Engine and its harmful getnium rays. All looked on in wonder when Raohan La opened time and space to reveal the pristine, untouched landscape of Stolom’s distant past. The two giants stood as sentinels, ensuring that no one was left behind. When all the reptiles had passed through the opening, Stol—in his Godsort—and Raohan La gripped each other’s hands in friendship and parted.
Thus the war on Stolom ended and the ten-year reign of peace began in the present day. Through technology and Raohan La’s incredible mental powers, a portal was established so that communication and their great friendship could be maintained across time. Indeed, Raohan La, though physically absent, remained Stol’s top advisor thereafter.
(10,899.026)
“I tell you, Stol, my calculations are not wrong.”
Stol stared down the scaly muzzle into the glassy black eyes which hid the monstrous intelligence he knew could not, in fact, be wrong. The window through which they spoke, an impossibility linking them instantly across over two hundred million years, was a product of that intellect. The means to physically travel back to those primordial days of Stolom’s distant, verdant past was a product of that intellect. The ability to overcome well-founded, inter-species hatred for the sake of both races was also a product of that intellect. Reflecting on this last still moved Stol nearly to tears. Of course he believed Raohan La. There could be no question, but what did it mean? He shook his head.
“No, old friend, I don’t doubt you,” Stol said. “What you describe sounds dangerous, but exactly how dangerous is it to Stolom, to our generation? Suns expire. Seas dry up. Nature provides all manner of calamity. What can we do about inevitabilities?”
Raohan La shifted, his image flickering within the freestanding, ornate metal frame which made their communication possible. A fine sheen of rain had begun to fall, making the marble paving stones shimmer with false depth. Stol ignored the spray except to note how light from the temporal window caught each of the delicate droplets as they swirled in the summer breeze. The sun was starting its final descent into a bank of relenting clouds upon the horizon, and made him squint as it reflected harshly off the Godsorts. They’d been inert for the last ten years, lined up on the sward just beyond the open marble square, providing symbolic vigil.
“Stol,” Raohan La said, “I do not believe that this is natural or inevitable. Here, the universe is still expanding. It is possible that at some point during the course of the intervening two hundred and twenty-seven million years it reached the limit of its expansion and began to contract on its own, but the degree of contraction over the last ten years makes it highly unlikely that this is a natural occurrence. Additionally, it appears that Stolom lies in the path of advanced, localized collapse.”
“You’ve observed this?”
“Measured and recorded it.”
“So you believe that someone is making the universe collapse? And directing that collapse at Stolom?”
“Yes, it sounds ludicrous. I can’t know the particulars yet, but I have learned not to ignore my intuition.”
“As have I. What do you suggest?”
“Readiness.”
Stol took a deep breath. “On what order?”
“The grandest, if necessary. Listen, Stol. I cannot and will not accept that the natural end of all things—because that is, ultimately, what will result from a total collapse—is being accomplished by what amounts to a cosmic needle, knitting the universe together just as a tailor takes in a garment. Whatever is coming, I believe it to be tangible. I believe with a double front, your Godsorts, and my. . . more subtle talents, we can potentially stem the collapse, even stop it altogether.”
“The Godsorts will support you in any endeavor you propose, my friend. If with fists of steel we can avert disaster, then we will do all that is possible to do for Stolom’s past and present.”
“Thank you Stol. I only hope that our success will ensure Stolom’s future.”



3.2 PAST DEFENSE
10,900.084
Raus crumpled to the gravity block, both bolt-lined arms bent at wild, insupportable angles.
Jav walked forward and stood over him. “Can you move?”
“Not yet.”
“Does it hurt?”
Raus snorted. “It always hurts.”
Jav nodded. “Do you want me to help you up?”
“No, let me trouble Vays by laying here until I get some feeling back. I think your tugging might have wrenched my spine.”
Raus reflexively waited for an apology he no longer expected from Jav. It didn’t bother him that the apology didn’t come. Of Jav’s peers, Raus alone had some inkling of what was happening to Jav. It did bother him that there was no real way to address the problem. It was like a phantom limb, itching and aching, though long since severed. The analogy was appropriate and served to remind him of two things: that Jav still deserved his friendship, no matter how cold and how flat he’d become; and that the he might find himself in the same or similar circumstances if he did anything more than offer Jav his friendship. He had too much to lose by not playing ignorant. His brother was so close to a cure now. Reclaiming his home planet of Sarsa as his own upon retirement was also a strong incentive. With all the genetic material the Empire held in storage, he hoped to one day reproduce Milla Marz and settle their karmic feud, hopefully peaceably.
The current was pouring through Raus’s body now. He felt it surge down his spine, guided by the nerve wires of the Resurrection Bolts, mending the tear and making his legs twitch. His arms twisted, like hoses through which water is suddenly pumped, the bones realigning, setting, and stitching back together. He sat up and rolled his head upon his prodigious neck, eliciting pops that sounded as bad as the injury from which he was just now recovering. He sighed when he saw Vays, arms folded, glaring at him from off the gravity block.
“All right, I’m coming,” Raus said.
Raus shook his head. Vays. It wasn’t a glare so much as a permanent feature, like the color of his hair, but stemming from his general impatience and sense of superiority rather than genetics. He’d grown accustomed to Vays and his ego. Raus glanced at Jav who, still standing over him, shrugged. Everyone was accustomed to Vays and his ego.
As Raus stood, Jav clapped him on the shoulder. That single act nearly crippled him. The buried root of their friendship expressed itself in that moment and Raus hated himself for the secret he kept. After all that Jav had gone through, all that he had lost and was losing—because to Raus it was clear that pieces of Jav were being ripped away with nearly every planetfall—Jav was still sometimes able to claw through the mire of his special brand of torment and offer up a modicum of compassion, even if unvoiced. No matter how many times Jav crippled Raus on the gravity block, he never took Raus’s ability to heal for granted. It was a small thing, but Raus appreciated it. He only wished that he could do more for Jav, that he didn’t feel trapped by his own circumstances to help, if only by sharing his suspicions. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Raus knew he had a choice, but it was easier to think otherwise.
Vays shouldered past Raus on his way off the block. “You ready, Holson?” he said.
Jav turned, removed his black leather jacket, and said without looking, “Always.” He tossed the jacket onto a bench at the foot of the block and didn’t have to wait for Vays to seize the opportunity of a turned back.
The blade fell in an S pattern that should have cut Jav into thirds, but over a hundred years of leading the fight on the Viscain frontier had turned Jav’s facility with Approaching Infinity into a kind of sixth sense, so he evaded the blade easily, even without being able to see it. Vays had suspected this burgeoning ability, and more and more Jav seemed to taunt him with opportunities—traps, Vays now realized—just like this.
Jav ducked and stepped deftly, getting inside the reach of the blade. He never once turned to look, but he fell, almost clumsily in appearance, back into Vays, driving a right elbow into his midsection, then using both hands to anchor Vays in place by locking onto his sword hand so that the blade was pointing straight out, away from them both. Jav sank down as he shot the ball of his foot up to impact with the flat of the blade, causing it to explode into glitter with the application of AI. Jav turned around to face Vays, roughly releasing his sword hand in the process, and drove paired palms into his already smarting midsection. This time Vays lurched from his place upon the gravity block, sailing backwards like a sack of clothes before he regained enough control over his body to effect a semi-graceful landing in a skidding half-crouch.
Vays had learned his lesson. Light glared where he crouched, reflecting off of the steely angles of the armor provided by the Titan Star. From his helmet, the Titan Saber flashed and came one hundred and eight times like deadly horizontal rain. There were situations which made the Star Factory potentially deadly to Jav, but this was not one of them. Vays was fast, but it was a purely physical assault, reactive, and not yet empowered by the true application of his martial art..
The Star Factory was fast enough to require Jav to summon the Kaiser Bones, and the sight of them forced Vays to calm himself. Anger had its place, but the Single Element Ghost Sword demanded a cool head. Vays had a hot temper and an incomparable ego, but he knew better than to underestimate Jav. There were two people living that he genuinely respected, which is to say feared: Jav Holson, whom he viewed as his only peer, and Hilene Tanser, whom he viewed as an inhuman monster.
Vays stopped, stood straight, held the Titan Saber at his chest so that the blade made a vertical line before his gleaming faceplate. He knocked the knuckles of his left index and middle fingers upon the blade near the hilt, setting the steel to vibrate, to sing. Dull light shone from the center of the blade, all up its length. This took less than a second, but the gathering weight of the blade began to dominate the room instantly. He let the tip of the blade drop before him and then he was a blur.
He plied his blade with incomparable skill and grace and would have carved several lesser opponents to the bone several times over, but Jav matched Vays’s movements calmly, easily, almost mechanically, employing his own martial skill and the spatial sense he’d unconsciously developed over nearly two centuries. Whenever the blade came too close—when Vays particularly outdid himself—Jav met the flat of it with the palm of his hand or the Bones upon his forearms, always turning it harmlessly away, no matter how much Vays managed to gather into it. His Single Element Ghost Sword was superb, but Jav’s application of AI almost always robbed him of a clean victory.
Vays had been preparing in secret for over a year now, though, readying a new technique. He’d been biding his time, waiting for the right moment to unveil it, which was quite a feat given his impatience, but he felt confident that now was appropriate. He kicked off the block with mock force, which took him temporarily out of Jav’s reach, but the twenty-five gravities yanked him back down almost immediately. As they did, he thrust the Titan Saber towards Jav.
Jav was surprised by this simple frontal assault because of its obvious futility. There were countless ways for him to avoid or deflect it. He settled for a hand slap to guide the blade harmlessly past him, but was shocked by a pulsing sting from his fingers. As he directed his attention to his hand, a klaxon sounded and emergency lights flashed, bathing the facility with red light at intervals.
“Warning,” and automated voice called out. “Root Palace walls have been breached.”
Jav followed the length of the Titan Saber with his eyes from its hilt, past his hand, and through the facility wall. The blade was moving, like a river of silver pumping from a limitless source.
“Warning. Root Palace walls have been breached.”
Jav shot a glance back at Vays, who jerked the Titan Saber to retract the extended blade in an instant.”
The klaxon went silent and the regular lights came back on. “Breach sealed. Warp field integrity nominal. Minor course correction in progress,” the automatic voice said.
“How do you like the Titan Lance?” Vays said.
“I’m not sure,” Jav said, squeezing blood drops from his clenched fist. “Let’s try that again.”
Vays snorted. “You sure?”
Jav shrugged and launched forward. Vays stumbled backwards, reflexively aiming his sword at Jav, and set the Titan Lance in motion once again.
Jav knew what to expect now. He wanted to test both himself and Vays’s technique. The tip was coming straight for him at a speed and backed by a power Jav thought beyond Vays. He was impressed. He used AI to “create” space between them so that the blade seemed to extend interminably, never reaching him. Far, far away, he became aware of the vents upon Vays’s armor shifting, blasting out steam and shining with pinpoint red and green lights. Then the blade, already made heavy into the Single Element, threatened to overwhelm him like a sudden and unexpected surge in the tide. He calculated furiously, but couldn’t create space fast enough to keep up with the rush of the blade, until finally, his mental reflexes took over and unconsciously reworked the calculations to effect his uncanny displacement technique, the Ghost Kaiser.
Once out of the blade’s path, the fight was over. Jav followed the blade, striking it as he rushed back towards Vays to finally strike him, removing him from the gravity Block.
Still recovering from the shock of the previous alert, Raus wasn’t quite sure what he just saw. He watched Jav advance upon Vays, then both appeared to move in slow motion until Jav winked out of existence for a moment to reappear in staccato flashes, slowly approaching Vays and driving a palm into his face. Then time resumed and all the metal came clattering down out of nowhere like a rain of shrapnel.
Jav returned to normal and helped Vays to his feet. “That’s your win, Vays,” he said.
Vays cocked his head. “Mine?”
Jav nodded. “Keep working on that technique.”
“My win, but keep working on the technique?” Vays was teetering on anger, but Jav was already collecting his jacket and on his way out.
“Control during deployment,” Jav said at the door. “You’re a swordsman after all, not a marksman.”
The door shut and Vays just stared at it. After a moment he looked to Raus, who shrugged. Finally, he sighed. “He’s right. How does he do that?”
Raus shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t even know what just happened.”
• • •
Jav put his black leather jacket on as he walked the corridor. The cuts along his fingers from the Titan Lance were already sealed, leaving fine white scars that were nearly nearly invisible amongst the flex lines of the joints. He saw them, though, and felt a strange anxiety he couldn’t remember experiencing before. Was he afraid of that technique? Though powerful, it was overly simplistic, easy enough to avoid—if you could see it coming. If Vays followed his advice and learned to control the blade and direct it as it flowed forth, then he would have real cause to fear. But not until then.
He squeezed his hand into a fist, stepped into the personnel jump deck alcove, hit the keys to select his destination, winced at the grating noise of the warp field engaging, then stepped back off the deck and proceeded left down the new corridor. He stopped finally at a pressure door and entered the lock code on the keypad. Three separate doors pulling from right, left, then right again, slid away to give him access. He stared up at what had become a familiar sight.
The room appeared to be open to the black of space, though in fact a transparent bubble of vine resin kept the vacuum at bay. Six articulated arms, issuing from the walls, floor and ceiling, supported reverse gravity generators, each pressing towards a center with 25 gravities in perfect, opposing balance. Hovering in the middle of the heavy sphere was Hilene Tanser, Dark with the Attenuated Splitter. She was facing away from him, showed no reaction to his entrance, but addressed him just the same.
“Though I appreciate the sentiment, there was no need to collect me for planetfall,” she said.
Using AI, he rose up to a position parallel to hers. “I know.”
She turned to face him, returning to normal.
He still found her attractive—arrestingly so with her red eyes and hair, her white skin. He was not blind to her perfection, but that perfection was for someone else, not him.
“Then what?” she said with a well-worn smile.
“I envy you, you know.”
“Whatever for?”
“For what you can see.”
She pursed her lips. “A lot of it is ugly.”
Jav shook his head.
“No,” she said dropping her eyes briefly then meeting his again. “I can see the Kaiser Bones inside you and the Ritual Mask, too. I can see the Resurrection Bolts inside Raus and the network they’ve woven inside his body.”
“Are Artifacts so repellant?”
“It’s just that, when I can see them, it makes everyone seem so frail and vulnerable.”
“But you know otherwise.”
“Do I?” She eased through the gravity bubble, reached out from it to take his arm, and let the forces draw them back into the middle together. Their bodies pressed together, each slipping and moving and readjusting, vying for the equilibrium spot, but always together. She stared up at him, he down at her. They knew the curves of each others’ bodies intimately, and neither was the least bit uncomfortable. On the contrary, the contact was causing some physiological stirrings that Jav was having trouble ignoring.
He gripped her shoulders and breathed heavily, “I could take you right here.”
She laughed, her cheeks reddening. “Only if I let you. And I would. . . if that’s what you wanted.”
“It’s what I want right now.”
“That’s my fault. But you see? This is just one way in which you are frail and vulnerable.”
Jav nodded and let out a deep breath, attempting to cool down. “That’s fair. It is, however, a vulnerability I’m prepared to live with.”
“Or die with.”
“Why not? I can think of worse ways. Much worse ways. Countless thousands of ways.”
“I didn’t mean to suggest that intercourse would be fatal.”
“Right. Okay. So what are you trying to say?”
“I don’t know. I’ve spent several lifetimes trying to get close to you, but now I’m terrified to be near you.”
Jav cocked his head, studied her. “You don’t appear to be terrified right now.”
“Do you know how easy it would be to simply pass through you and liberate the Kaiser Bones?”
“Are you considering this?”
She lowered her eyes again.
He nodded, unperturbed. “Why?”
“Because I love you. You hurt every single day.”
She started to say more, but he touched her lips with his fingers to shush her and smiled a sad smile. “Hilene. If you decide that that’s what’s right, then take them. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t stop you. Not anymore. I made a promise to myself a long time ago to regret nothing, no action large or small, good or bad, until something greater than myself showed me that I was wrong, that everything I’ve done has been a mistake. If that is your role, then I welcome release.”
“Jav!” she blurted, her eyes wet with tears.
“Shhh. It’s okay. In a way it’s a relief.”
“A relief?” She shook her head, confused.
“I have no expectations, Hilene. I trust your judgement. What comes comes,” he said and started peeling away the thin sliver garment that did little to conceal her figure. “Tell me to stop if you want me to stop.”
Pouting with shame, she answered him with her lips firmly pressed to his.
• • •
Raohan La stared through the instrument which showed him what was happening in real time more than two hundred million years in the future. To his back was the apparatus through which his connection to the future was maintained. Stol Kossig stood, combat-ready with his helmet in the crook of his arm, on the other side of the temporal window. Arrayed further beyond him were the Godsorts, six primed and standing by, piloted by the other veterans of the previous war and by one newcomer: his twelve-year-old brother, Temmus.
The giant reptile, pulled away, bent his neck to scrutinize the readout on another machine, and spoke to Stol without looking at him. “You’d better get to your Godsort,” he said, adjusting a countdown timer that was visible to Stol. “Just in case.”
“Very well, old friend. I want to thank you again, to let you know how grateful we are for your continued help in prolonging our species. Not a man, woman, or child on Stolom does not know your value, your worth, or your sacrifice.”
“Your gratitude honors me, Stol Kossig, but it is not for your species alone that I—we—do this. It is for everything that lives, breathes, and thinks everywhere.
“Now get to your Godsort. My calculations are sound, but there are always variables for which one cannot account. See that the shelters are secure and keep your people confined to them until you hear otherwise.”
Stol nodded, hesitated for a moment, then turned, and sprinted for his Godsort.
Raohan La turned from the machine and stared after Stol. That such small, fragile creatures could be capable of such courage still humbled him. “Chushin La,” he cried out. “Why have you not gone with the others.”
“I will not leave you,” came his mate’s reply. She stood upon two legs, short and stout, her graceful neck gently curving to one side in an air of polite defiance.
He gave her his full attention now. “You cannot stay, my love. I require all of my faculties for what is coming. There can be no distractions. The time for your efforts and those of our fellows will come, but in this initial task, I must be able to concentrate fully. The machines alone will not accomplish what must be done.
“I will not leave you,” she repeated.
With heavy, ground-shaking steps, Raohan La approached her through the clearing, with the machines standing in mute vigil along the jungle perimeter. He brushed his long, sinewy neck gently against hers, bringing their cheeks together. The surrounding treetops swayed in the breeze, just a few meters above eye level, the soughing leaves the only break in the otherwise still silence.
“I know your feelings, Chushin La. And you know mine. Guard our love, nourish it, and know that I hate sending you from me in any circumstance. But so it must be in this circumstance.”
She nuzzled closer before getting out half a nod and then she was gone, transported instantly to their waiting fellows several thousand kilometers away by the power of Raohan La’s mind.
He took a moment to compose himself, then bowed his head upon his trunk neck. The machines, arrayed in a circle as if to ward against all that was verdant and green, sprang to life, each humming with immeasurable power. Broadcast power was of course not unknown on Stolom, but the energy on which these machines now fed came from directly from Raohan La’s mind. Everything depended upon his mind. The machines were really only placeholders and calculators, checks to ensure that he would not fail in his efforts.
He raised his head and stared up at the cloud-streaked sky. He couldn’t help thinking that it was a beautiful day and was torn by whether that was a good omen or shameful waste. He’d never believed in omens, though. The streaks of clouds began to obey forces that did not include their normal master, the wind. A circle slowly took shape in the sky, growing and spinning lazily, with nothing but whirling cloud vapor to define its edges.
In an instant, though the sun was still high in the sky, the light was blotted out and the clearing was subjected to a shockwave which flattened the trees at the perimeter for kilometers in every direction. The machinery remained like a stone circle, defying the elements and the ages, helping to define the conduit that Raohan La was creating.
Darkness shone from the disk in the sky before something far more physical poured through, like the infected blood or bile-laden vomit of the sky itself. Raohan La’s eyes lost their color and flared like twin stars. The wind buffeted the clearing as he pulled the infection down from the heavens with all the resources of his vast and powerful mind. He’d snared it, but grounding it was imperative. The slightest slip in concentration would upset the conduit and his catch would elude him, landing on present-day Stolom instead of here, where it must be confined.
Raohan La bared his clenched teeth and pushed himself beyond every limit he’d ever known. The machines began to smoke and short out. Some exploded, some merely burned white hot, but even as they failed, one after another, Raohan La was sure of his success. He was sure that the fact that he was sill standing, exerting his mind, was proof that he’d been successful, for if the threat he expected were to have continued in Stolom’s ancient past, Stolom would not have developed as it had. There would have been no Kossig Engine, no Godsorts, no Raohan La, nothing. But here he was, and some fraction of his awareness acknowledged the Godsorts through the temporal window, still upon the sward, ready for his potential failure.
The dark, woody mass, kilometers across at its base and rich with life that was not life, fell from the sky. Its capture was a sure thing now, but it was still a danger. An immediate danger. In moments it would crush Raohan La with its size, weight, and velocity, each of which alone would be enough to qualify as a calamity. Taxed further than ever before, Raohan La reacted “physically”. He could have relocated himself to any place he’d ever been upon Stolom of this time or to any place he could see, but instead, he swatted the incoming immensity with his mind. The reaction was unthinking and animal, and so brutal.
With a boom that echoed for minutes after sounding, the Vine veered suddenly from its course to crash thunderously into the earth at a sixty degree angle, ten kilometers from where Raohan La stood. Though the ground rumbled, rippled, and cracked in all directions, Raohan La remained standing, staring defiantly at what he’d brought to Stolom’s past.
• • •
Jav had kept Hilene in the gravity bubble longer than was appropriate. He sighed at the irony of this thought since nothing about what they’d done was appropriate. Their act satisfied a need neither could ignore or deny, but he knew that every time he was weak in this way it hurt her a little more, widened the gulf between them by another degree. He learned a long time ago that the more he tried to be close to her the further she felt from him, but physical contact sometimes goaded him to folly. He hugged her naked body closer, wishing that things could be different. She, in turn, tightened her grip on him, and they spun around in place as all the opposing gravities responded to their slightest movements.
The spin brought them to a position where he could see their clothes, flung out of the reach the of the gravity generators, strewn upon the floor. He pursed his lips.
“I guess it’s time,” he said. “Planetfall will be any minute now.”
She grunted in agreement, but showed no sign of moving from where they were.
He grinned, stroked her back affectionately, and then the room canted violently.
The gyroscopes in the arms supporting the gravity generators responded, but not quickly enough. The equilibrium was upset, and every generator flew in a different direction. Two collided, sending a shower of sparks that bent three different ways before burning out. Jav and Hilene were cast against the wall and pressed there by artificial gravity that was no product of any of the generators or of the Vine’s main system. Something had struck the Vine and knocked it off true.
Jav scanned the space beyond the transparent walls but could see nothing but cloud vapor racing by. He fought the forces acting against them and instinctively took hold of Hilene. “Hold on!” he cried.
Everything blurred for an eternal instant. Jav’s teeth rattled, his eyeballs shook in their sockets. He and Hilene rose up, along with their clothes, the severed, non-functioning gravity generators, the debris of the ruptured support arms. Then everything came crashing back down upon the wall, sliding down the sharp angle it maintained. The internal gravity was working again, but the Vine remained off true and had made planetfall in that state. Hilene had already become insubstantial and was making her way out of the chamber.
Jav pawed through the fallen wreckage filling the pit of the floor, raised a silvery garment, and called out to Hilene. “It may be impractical, time will tell, but clothes?”
She nodded and started back towards him and was nearly swallowed by the floor as another concussive jolt shook the Palace in its entirety. Jav managed to steady himself against a sizable chunk of fallen machinery.
“Warning,” came a female voice over the Palace-wide public address system. “Root Palace under attack by unidentified threat of vast potential. Gran bays, currently inaccessible. All Shades scramble for immediate intercept. Repeat. All Shades scramble for immediate intercept. Grans will be dispatched as soon as possible.”
Foregoing his own clothes, Jav flung Hilene’s to her, went Dark, and clambered for the exit.
“There’s a tether launch bay close by. I’ll meet you outside,” he said.
• • •
Jav sprang from the open doors of the tether launch bay, using AI to hurl himself high into the air where he remained, turning slowly to take in his surroundings. The planet appeared to be primitive, with no settlements within view. The sun was high in the sky and fierce winds blew in competing currents. In the immediate vicinity, there was nothing but trees. An impressive range of mountains rose up perhaps a hundred kilometers from where the Vine had—what? crashed? Roughly the same distance away, looking past the crooked Palace, he could see beautiful white coastline with a rhythmic green tide lapping at it. Nowhere did he see any sign of civilization or of anything that might have been responsible for the attack on the Palace. Or did he?
There was something. It was an area denuded of trees in the thick of the jungle forest. He used AI to augment his vision and stared open-mouthed behind his skull helmet at what he saw. At first, he thought to himself, “Again?” but then he uttered words which he hadn’t realized he knew—at least not in the context which tickled maddeningly at his broken memory.
“Dyna. . . sore. . .”
Jav felt his ribs compress, and vomit very nearly squeezed out of him. Along with the sudden, impossibly strong, even force pressing three hundred and sixty degrees around his torso, he became acutely aware of being at the center of the dyna sore’s focus. He felt his head lurch backwards and the scenery flashed by for almost a full second before he realized that he was being reeled in towards what must have been responsible for the assault on the Vine. He was far less capable than the Vine of taking punishment on the scale he’d witnessed, so he wasted no time in exercising his mastery of Approaching Infinity. Jav had learned over time that even extremely powerful telekinesis relied heavily, if not exclusively, upon perspective, so it was not difficult to use AI to create a wedge of “additional” space and slip the monster’s mental grasp.
Sensitive to it now, Jav felt the TK reaching out for him again, this time to envelop him wholly. He calculated furiously, to avoid capture, darting this way and that. He’d never experienced TK on this order before, wondered fleetingly if the Empire had, but most of his mental faculties were occupied with remaining outside the invisible grasp. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Porta Fighter sail by him towards the dyna sore.
“Nils, be careful,” Jav said through his Artifact. “Whatever it is, it’s a powerful telekinetic. Powerful enough to upset our planetfall.”
“Understood, General Holson.”
It was only then that Jav nearly swallowed his heart in shock. “Hilene!” he cried through his Artifact.
Silence.
“Hilene!”
Jav tried to put her out of his mind for the time being. With Nils already moving to attack, it might be to their advantage to try to overwhelm their assailant. Jav adjusted his tactics, shot forward to trail behind Nils while still fending off the incessant grabbing TK.
“Nils, the first sign of pressure, break up.”
As if on cue, the Porta Fighter bobbed in the air as if encountering severe turbulence, but Jav’s advice had come just in time, and the Fighter burst apart to allow the Cloud of Gnats to flow liquidly through the air on the same trajectory.
• • •
Raohan La was equally astonished and unimpressed by what had come to Stolom. A giant plant housing some unnatural power which was used to augment tiny humans? This was the end of the Universe? The girl had been immune to his telekinesis, which was a first for him. He’d teleported her to the other side of the planet, to the bottom of Stolom’s deepest ocean. Now this skeleton man was also challenging his power, though in an altogether different way.
What was it about humans, anyway? How could things so frail be so adaptable? Surely reptiles were more durable, more capable. He fought against his prejudice and knew that he wouldn’t be living in Stolom’s ancient past if humans weren’t in fact the most successful organism in existence. The capacity for genius, tenacity, self-sacrifice: all the things that Raohan La most respected and which he tried with all his being to exemplify were human traits before they were reptile. Perhaps the reptile would have its day, but there was work to do first.
Another one, even more unusual than the first two, approached now, all spinning blades and deadly force, but there was no doubt that, in spite of the armor and twisted shape, this one, too, was human. Raohan La had not as yet found his limit with telekinesis. He could worry the skeleton man and still ensnare the barbed one. But as he reached out with his power to do so, Raohan La saw the metallic shape burst apart and pour through the air like mercury—no, it was particulate and elusive.
Raohan La had suffered few bouts of surprise in his life despite all that he and his people had been through. He was surprised now. The particulate matter was still racing towards him, had come too close, and was even now reassembling. His head shot back with the sharp pain of impact, sending up a great wash of red blood into the sky. The barbed thing had entered into his right orbit, ground the contents to thin, watery paste, and hollowed it out. Raohan La bent his neck and raised his short, thick right arm to press against the gaping wound. He pulled his paw away and seemed to draw out a half visible sphere like a giant shimmering soap bubble from the socket. Within the bubble was the barbed man-thing, contained and immobile. Raohan La regarded the thing inside, narrowing his remaining eye, seething and staring death.
For the first time in his life, Raohan La embraced his anger and as yet unexpressed, unconscious hate for the human species. Keeping his lone eye upon the bubble, Raohan La drew his head back somewhat, cocking at a slight angle, then drove it forward with an open-mouthed roar. There was a flash and an impossibly loud boom which seemed to hang in the air for minutes after it had occurred, but the bubble and its contents were gone.
• • •
Jav halted in the air abruptly at the sound of the boom. The TK, for the moment, had been withdrawn, but his entire left side flared with sudden and extreme heat. Something had nearly struck him, something moving at an incomprehensible velocity. He stared dumbly for a moment at the giant reptile before crying aloud, “Nils!”
Light flashed from behind, reaching over and around Jav. He turned to look back, realizing what the light was even before he saw the Palace Lightning Gun batteries laying more lighting lashes upon the blue sky. He returned his attention to the dyna sore and saw that the guns were proving their worth. One had scored a hit, leaving an impressive scorch mark upon the monster’s breast, but subsequent shots were turned away by its telekinesis or some other means. It took three lumbering steps backwards with one paw raised defensively, lightning strikes making ninety degree turns to seek the surrounding trees, then it simply disappeared.
Jav had not moved. The batteries had ceased, but several fires had resulted from their fusillade. Black smoke rose in ominous billows from all around the clearing the dyna sore had occupied as the trees roared with flames. Something still within the clearing caught Jav’s eye.
“Scanlan, tell me you’re still with us,” Jav said through his Artifact.
“I am,” came the reply, “but I don’t understand whatever it is you may be suggesting.”
“Nils and Hilene are gone.”
“Gone? What do you mean gone?”
“I mean gone. And so’s the dyna sore. At least for now.”
“What’s a dyna sore?”
“I don’t know. Whatever attacked us. I’m sure the Lightning Gun techs have images. There’s some machinery leftover, though, that’s about to be consumed by fire. Do you think it’s worth recovering, that it might provide a clue as to why this planet appears to be populated with a single giant reptile instead of the human civilization we were expecting?”
“Yes, by all means, collect what you can. The Gran Bay doors are nearly serviceable, but it might be faster if I came in a jump ship.”
“Right. Have them send the Grans out when they’re able.
“Vays,” Jav continued through his Artifact, “you and Raus ride with Scanlan.
“Icsain, Gran Bay doors or no, you and your troops should be mobile. Create a line around the Palace. Send runners every twenty degrees to scout as far as you can reach.
“Brin, get to the main Lightning Gun battery. You’ll be able to see everything in every direction for kilometers there. Wire into the external PA and be prepared to shout. Also, keep the techs alert for any movement that isn’t ours.”
With everyone’s assent, Jav started forward again, cautiously at first, then with an AI boost that brought him instantly to the clearing. The fire was thick all around, but he descended into its midst. Most of the ground here had been trampled flat with little fuel left to lure the flames into the circle. He could see now that there were shattered and smoldering machines at the perimeter, but felt that they’d been brought to that state before the use of the Lightning Guns. What had initially drawn his attention still stood unscathed within the clearing, though. It was a ring of what looked like heavy bronze, two meters in diameter, standing on edge. Jav approached it, his AI sense, alert and acute, extending. Flames were encroaching from several sides now. They weren’t dangerous, but would become so if left unchecked. He took a moment to stamp them out before proceeding once again to the ring.
When he put his hand to it, Jav felt the hum of unimaginable power coursing just beyond the metal surface. He guessed, and not wrongly, that the entire planet was powering the ring. But what was it for? He tried to move it and found that it wouldn’t budge, not with all his prodigious strength, both natural and unnatural. He could probably unloose it with the application of AI, but somehow didn’t think that that would be a good idea.
He patiently waited the few minutes it took for the sleek, triangular jump ship to arrive. Vays stepped down from the hatch first. He was followed by Scanlan, then by Raus, both making the ship bob.
“I don’t think we’re going to be taking anything back to the Palace,” Jav said.
“What do you mean?” Scanlan said.
“See for yourself.”
“Jav, what happened to the rest of my team?” Vays said.
Jav shook his head. “I don’t know. Hilene was gone when I came out. I think Nils was hit with the same force that struck the Palace just prior to planetfall.”
Vays cocked his head. Raus made a sour face, pursed his lips, and hissed air out through them.
Scanlan, however, had approached the ring and was doing what Jav had suggested. He was examining it with the all the scrutiny the Creation Cogs could afford him. After a moment he mimicked Raus’s expression of pained awe.
“This is extraordinary,” Scanlan said. He shot a look up the length of the Vine, to where it bent sharply, and noted with a start, that beyond that point, there was no more Vine.
“If I may direct your attention upwards, gentlemen?” Scanlan said.
Everyone looked and gawked.
“How can that be possible?” Raus said.
“It’s all a matter of time, Mr. Kapler.”
“What?”
“Time,” Scanlan said simply. “More detail will require quite a bit more investigation, I’m afraid.”
“Was I right, Scanlan?” Jav said.
“Indeed you were, General Holson. It wouldn’t do to move this, not unless we want to dig up a good third of the planet in the process.”
“Not today,” Jav said. “Will you need anything from the Palace?”
Scanlan shook his head. “Gran Mal should be sufficient.”
• • •
Raohan La cursed himself for his pride and stupidity. A dark sliver of depression had worked its way into his heart as well. Humans. Would they prove to be his bane even after all his grand achievements? Wrapped in a light-bending shell borne of his own mind, he studied the clearing, trying to determine the full threat these humans presented. He didn’t like that he’d had to leave the temporal window unattended, but they’d surprised him, hurt him. He’d burned out the hollow of his eye to stop the bleeding and prevent infection, but the organ was lost. His senses were many and varied, but his sight would never again be the same, not even with the aid his mate could provide.
He didn’t think they’d be able to use the temporal window, not without the other component of its power source, and that he would never give up. He hoped, perhaps in vain, that they wouldn’t even be able to discern its purpose. The window was an acceptable sacrifice, though, especially if he’d succeeded in halting whatever progress the monstrosity-plant was making in collapsing the universe. Stol’s Stolom was safe. Raohan La’s mere existence was proof of that.
There was still work to do, but he needed to recover a bit more, to gather his faculties. The mental and physical resources required to finally eliminate the humans and that hideous Vine would be substantial. He’d intuited that the humans were a secondary threat, that they merely aided the plant, and that the plant’s main power and intelligence had been trapped here in the past. The humans had proven to be exceptionally able, probably due to augmentation of some sort, and there was still the matter of the plant itself. He’d hoped and expected that the temporal amputation would weaken and disorient it, and so far, he was confident that the separation had had the desired effect. That a portion of the plant still remained in the present was irksome due to the threat it represented, even if only potential, but it couldn’t be helped.
A little more rest and he would be ready to—
Pain seared through him like jabbing spear. First there was enormous pressure and then a sickening release. He realized that this latter was his blood pouring out in a thick stream from his midsection. Nausea overwhelmed him and he nearly collapsed. Everything canted, spun. Up and down had no more meaning. He took one heavy step forward and attempted to master himself. In those steadying moments, he was able to make out the glimmering figure just beyond the arcing spill of his own blood.
• • •
For the first time in nearly a hundred years, Hilene Tanser was truly frustrated. She’d approached the giant reptile, which, for some reason, she couldn’t think of as a dragon—no wings? awkward and less than ideal anthropomorphism?—carelessly. That wasn’t a fair assessment exactly, but she was very critical of herself. She had to be. It wasn’t fair to be critical only of others. She’d approached the reptile as she had every other enemy, intangible, but only at the most rudimentary level. Teleportation was very rare to begin with, but to reach beyond the physical and grasp what essentially wasn’t there spoke of vast mental powers. Enough power, she deduced instantly, to knock the Palace off true. She would not make the same mistake twice.
When she found herself buried under kilometers of murky salt water, she snorted and sighed internally. She’d immediately pushed her intangibility to its most advanced level. The environmental conditions posed no danger to her, but she had no reference point. In this state, everything was revealed to her. Through the very planet itself, she could sense the Vine, or at least part of it. She could sense the intellect responsible for sending her here. There was something else, too. There was something between the Vine and the reptile that reached down into the planet’s core, feeding on its energy and exuding some kind of distortion, like a strange and constant echo. She fixed her attention on the reptile and made her best speed towards him. She streaked through rocky layers, through the molten core, then back through countless layers of rock, until, seventy-six minutes later, she popped out from the ground less than a hundred meters from the reptile’s hiding place.
Again she snorted. A light-bending field? Maybe it would fool her colleagues, for a short time anyway, but it was nothing to her. In her current state, she had no fear of detection save visual, and the monster’s back was to her. Normally she didn’t like sneak attacks, but teleporting your opponent from the fight wasn’t exactly sporting either. She couldn’t ignore the positioning advantage he’d provided to her, or, she was less likely to admit to herself, the bruising to her ego.
She straightened, took a deep, purely reflexive and symbolic breath, and shot forward, executing the Ten Deaths inside to bore a straight channel through the reptile.
Her fragments reassembled on exit, but she stopped in midair shortly thereafter. All during her progress through the monster’s torso, she felt something tugging at her, trying to rip her and all her other selves apart. No, that wasn’t quite right. It was something trying to invade her, through every cell, though none should have been accessible to the physical world. She coughed blood into her helmet now and, shocked and outraged for the first time in her life, turned to look at the thing responsible.
She spent no time considering what to do next. She burst forth, back towards the reptile. She would finish it off and that would be the end of it: no more threat to the Vine or to her personally. She didn’t realize it, but it was the latter that had incensed her. She’d never felt such pain or been so close to death as she had while inside the reptile and its very existence drove her reason from her, made her furious. Just as she was about to pierce its hide, though, it moved, or rather, it teleported several meters away. She darted towards its new location, employing the Ten Deaths a fraction of a second after what would have been penetration, but the reptile teleported again just prior, and in fact, teleported multiple times, each time to take it out of reach of one of her charges. It backed away from her as she reassembled, and her eyes succumbed to some kind of trick of perspective. The reptile suddenly appeared to be several kilometers away and was then gone from her sight.
She bent and held her arms tightly about her middle, trying to stem the pain she felt there. Her head was muzzy. Was she feverish? What was wrong with her? She strained her senses to try to find the reptile once again, but could not and came away only with a dull, throbbing ache behind her eyes to accompany the muzziness in her head. She thought she might vomit. Thankfully the Vine was closer than the reptile had been when she started back from the ocean bottom.
• • •
Four hours later, Hilene awoke to darkness, but recognized her own bed. She immediately called Jav through her Artifact, was relieved to find him in range and able to respond. He showed up in her quarters not ten minutes later. She hadn’t moved from the bed. He sat down on its edge to join her.
“I thought we’d lost you both, Hilene,” Jav said.
“Both? What do you mean?” She sat up on her elbows, her face scrunching up with mild effort to do so.
“Nils. He’s gone.”
She shook her head, not able or not wanting to process the information.
“But Nils. . . Not even you can crack him when he’s Dark.”
Jav pursed his lips, nodded. “I don’t think anything could have survived what hit him.”
She lowered her eyes, frowning. She felt tired, exhausted actually, which was unusual, but maybe not, considering what she’d been feeling before. . . before. . .
“How did I get here? I remember the reptile going away. I started to come back here, but. . .” She met his eyes and shook her head again.
“You made it as far as the clearing. We’ve got quite a set-up out there now with Gran Mal standing guard. Scanlan says he’s hours away from figuring out how to get us back. Which is impressive, considering he figures we’ve arrived a couple hundred million years early.”
“I don’t understand,” she said, and it looked like it hurt her to try.
“Don’t worry. Anyway, you were incoherent and had reverted to a slightly-less-than-impossible-to-reach state. I used AI to tow you back. You finally went solid on your own and I put you to bed.”
He smiled at her. “I’m glad you’re all right.” But as he stared at her, his smile darkened. “You are all right, aren’t you?”
She nodded. “I think so. I hurt it, Jav, but I couldn’t kill it. It sent me away, far away, but I found it again and made it bleed. There’s something really very terrible about it, though. Something,” she shook her head, searching for the right words, “something final about it.”
“Final?”
She sighed. “I don’t have the words. There’s what it did to the Vine, and when I went through it, I think I almost died. I think it left me sick somehow. I feel better now. Just. . . just tired.”
“A medscan crew has already had a look at you. They couldn’t identify anything wrong. You should get some more rest. I’m going to go back out to check on Scanlan’s progress.”
She nodded and smiled. “Thanks.”
He smiled in return.
• • •
Raohan La hurt everywhere, but it was his pride, once again, that suffered most. It had been shattered and abandoned as a result. He rose from the vast stone slab that had served as his sick bed, stood in the darkness of the caverns he’d carved with his mind for his people to use as shelter from what had arrived hours ago. Previously, he’d entertained ideas of stopping the plant on his own, of once more being a hero to two races and perhaps the universe as well. But he knew now that he couldn’t do it alone. He required help. There were others, his mate in particular, who were quite adept at biological manipulation. If he hadn’t come back to seek aid from his fellows, he’d be dead now.
In the entryway, he recognized Chushin La’s silhouette, lit only slightly by the wan firelight from the adjoining chamber. He knew that the rest were there, discussing options and the possibility of a future. She put a paw gently to his chest, careful of the tender, rebuilt tissue.
“Nobody judges you, Raohan La,” she whispered into his mind. “We are eager to be of assistance, to stand by you, to ensure Stolom’s survival. No one could have done what you did, not in the way of preparation, not in the way of assault. No one here is your equal, but every one of us is ready to die in support of your vision. After all, what else is there?”
He winced at that. “I could have allowed the present to contend with its own difficulties, spared us additional strife after achieving peace and establishing new lives here in this paradise.”
“How?”
“A simple choice.”
“Not simple,” she said. “Not even a choice, really. No one judges you for any of your actions. Every last one of us owes you everything. Now, you must stop judging yourself or we are all doomed.”
“You are wise, Chushin La. And my vanity disgusts me. I will ask for help, not in shamed defeat, but in the name of proud fellowship.”
They walked together into the next chamber, which opened up incredibly with walls worn smooth for a kilometer around, and where nearly a hundred of their fellows were gathered.



3.3 BACK AGAIN
10,900.085
The clearing from which the giant reptile had wrought such terrible damage on the Vine had been co-opted by the Vine’s occupants. The ground itself was of little worth, but the lens, as Scanlan took to calling it, was to be their salvation. Gran Mal, golden, massive, and looming stood over it, guarding it like fresh prey. Powerful lamps encircled the ring and more spots from the Gran shone down to illuminate Scanlan’s makeshift workspace under the Gran’s own Shadow.
Jav accompanied Scanlan, though Gran Mid, along with Gran Pham and Gran Lej, was stationed back at the Palace.
Witchlan appeared on a holographic screen in the midst of Scanlan’s equipment as he had every hour on the hour since Scanlan had set up.
“Mr. Scanlan, I know it’s only been twenty-one hours since planetfall, but we have the terrible sense that with each ticking second, the possibility for return is reduced. Are you no closer now to a solution than you were before?”
“We are nearly ready, Minister. I have worked out the calculations and the containment apparatus. What we have been waiting for is power. Power is the key to this lock. The lens gets a steady supply from the planet’s core, but that is to maintain base functions. If my specifications have been adhered to, then the Palace should have built up enough stored power to initiate and sustain the necessary reaction.”
Scanlan checked a monitor. “Ah, yes. Mere minutes now, Minister.”
“Where do you want me, Scanlan?” Jav said.
“You’ve been very good to indulge me, General Holson,” Scanlan said. “I truly do appreciate your presence. Without it and the peace of mind it has provided, I fear this work might never have been accomplished, but I think you can return to your Gran now. I think our Secret Weapon has removed the giant reptile as a threat, at least temporarily, which has been sufficient.”
Jav nodded, jumped, and was flashing back to Gran Mid’s brow by way of AI. In mid-flight, he turned reflexively, responding to the sound of crumpling metal from behind. He came to a jarring halt in the air and gawked.
Gran Mal canted, tipping down due to its crushed or missing left foreleg. Jav could still see the lens and Scanlan near it, but Scanlan was undergoing a radical change. His burnished bronze body rippled, folded in on itself, popped at several joints, and became a jagged, compressed sphere. Jav had gotten half way to Gran Mid, which was too far for Artifact communication either way. He scanned the area, but could see nothing. Except that he could see something. From his vantage point, he could see trees bent at strange angles, then righting themselves, then other trees bending similarly. He focused on this for a moment and summoned forth Rommel, his lieutenant in his most elemental form, that of a superior quality pole sword. There were no humanoid skeletons here on this planet to make use of Salavar Grummel’s Secret Track Pole Sword, but Rommel would stand in for the skeleton army.
Jav held the pole sword at his shoulder and calmly began calculating. Much of Scanlan’s equipment was suffering the same fate as the Shade himself, but Jav didn’t allow that to bother him. He wound up and launched the pole sword, applying calculations to the calculations already being executed, turning Rommel into a lance of light that was visible only for a split second. Nothing—nothing—could have turned the pole sword away. And nothing did.
Rommel pierced through something that didn’t appear to be there at all. Black smoke tinged with red rose in a thin stream from the ground where Rommel had finally struck and stopped. A wail of pain came a fraction of a second later, and Jav suffered a moment of near-panic for what he saw, more for the question it raised about his sanity than for the threat it might portend. He thought saw not one, but several giant reptiles, perhaps twenty. All of them matched the general outline of yesterday’s antagonist and were spreading through the forest, moving towards Gran Mal, but just as soon as they became visible, they disappeared again. He shook his head to clear his vision. Was he seeing things? Better to assume not.
He allowed Rommel to dissipate. He could always summon the pole sword again if necessary. He was torn, though: should he go for Gran Mid, or hurry alone to see what might be done for Scanlan and their chances of returning to the present?
He grinned behind his skull helmet. It was no choice at all, really. He was back to the lens in seconds, tending to the kernel of twisted metal Scanlan had become. And, to his surprise, Scanlan still lived.
“We must protect the lens at all costs, General Holson,” Scanlan cried through his Artifact.
“Understood,” Jav said, moving toward some of Scanlan’s remaining machinery. He sifted through pieces and found what he needed. He set a communications unit upright, activating it in the process. A holographic screen sprang into being behind him. He turned to address Witchlan already framed and demanding a status report.
“Minister, please dispatch Gran Mid to our present location. Have the Lightning Gun operators scan for thermal and sweep—”
“No!” Scanlan shrilled. “I can initiate the necessary reaction in minutes—return us to our time—but we need that power.”
“Scanlan, have you looked at your equipment?” Jav said. “Have you noticed your own condition?”
“It doesn’t matter. My brain and the Creation Cogs are intact. Unscathed, in fact. I am not without my means, General Holson. Gran Mal will do most of the work, and I can recreate on the fly any of the components necessary. The calculations and apparatus design were the hard parts. Those are done.
“Thermal, you said?” Scanlan said.
“Yes, I’m pretty sure the forest is filled with more like the reptile we encountered yesterday. The fact that we’re having this conversation leads me to believe that none are on the same level as that one, but we can’t be sure that he isn’t among them.
“Oh my, yes,” Scanlan said. “The forest is fairly teeming with inordinately large reptiles. And that one is too close.”
From the sphere of tangled bronze, a liquid beam of the same color shot forth. It passed out of the clearing, through the trees, and painted the air nearly a hundred meters away and twenty meters up from the ground as if it were a waiting canvas. The beam’s payload resolved itself into a fine mesh network of viral machines, which bit into flesh, consumed it, used the sustenance for self-replication and to spread. There was a loud crash and something very large, only partially defined by the machine virus, writhed around on the ground.
Jav thought that this might have been what he had struck with Rommel, but couldn’t be sure. He addressed Witchlan on the holographic screen again.
“Send Gran Mid. And Hilene, if she’s able. Set up a channel to the Lightning Gun operators to await Scanlan’s order.”
Witchlan didn’t reply. Jav didn’t need him to. If not for the trees, Jav would have used AI to expedite Gran Mid’s journey, but there were too many in the way, and if his eyes hadn’t deceived him, he couldn’t afford to be distracted just now.
Jav recalled Rommel as the pole sword to his hand and cocked it for another throw. This time his target was visible, but just before he could loose the weapon, images of atrocities—that he’d committed—filled his mind. Violence was a way of life for a Shade of the Viscain Empire, but what accompanied the familiar images was an unfamiliar sense of guilt and wrong-doing. Many years ago, he justified the Empire’s progress and the part he played in it through rationalization. There would always be those quick with the food chain analogy, but for Jav it was a contest of skill, fair only insofar as allowing the enemy a chance to fight. Recently, he’d abandoned this view, though. The Empire was right because the Empire was above retribution. The Empire was judgement, at least until the universe said otherwise, and though it didn’t seem to be saying so now, that iron sense of entitlement forged over the last hundred years was becoming rusted and worm-eaten by his own guilt. Dread crushed down on him like a weight, threatening to permanently squeeze out all rational thought, and then immeasurable force bore down on him, indiscernible from the psychological press, threatening to pop his joints and squeeze his organs out through skin that was ready to split, Dark or not.
“Jav!”
Hilene’s voice snapped him back to his senses. In the half-moment before responding to the telekinetic assault, he noted the pole sword, curled and useless, but still clutched in his hand. He cast it away and made eye contact with the now completely visible reptile as he began calculating his defense. There was no doubt now, that this was the dyna sore they’d encountered the previous day. He didn’t fear it or its TK. All he had to do was be cautious and not get caught off guard.
Hilene had passed him and was attempting to attack the dyna sore, but without any success. Jav cocked his head, watching as she initiated the Ten Deaths, but every time she came close, the dyna sore skipped through space, teleported just a few meters away, always out of reach, sometimes in fugue patterns that were hypnotic.
The dyna sore ignored Hilene, its defense having become automatic somehow, and addressed the infection Scanlan had wrought upon it. A bubble of turbulence issued from the reptile’s forehead and shimmied down its body like a fat, rippling ring of translucent jelly. Bronze shrapnel flew as the ring pried it free, but the infection couldn’t be removed or cured so easily.
Jav pushed with AI and sailed through the air in the direction of least pressure. Despite its other efforts, the dnya sore still sought to envelope him with its TK and Jav had an idea to let it, but on his own terms.
He allowed the TK to close in on him, pressing back at various points with AI to even out the distribution of force. When he perceived a flat “surface” before him, he held his palm up to it, nearly touching, and started to calculate. He did this for a full thirty seconds, holding the dyna sore’s will at bay with his own at the same time, until finally he thrust his palm forward, no more than the single centimeter required to put it past the TK threshold, and exceeded infinity in the process. There was a piercing sound, as of glass shattering on a cosmic scale, but more notable was the dyna sore’s physical reaction. Its head jerked and blood poured from its mouth and slit nostrils. It reeled for a moment, steadied itself, shook its head several times as if recovering from a particularly nasty sneeze, but it appeared to have recovered, though how remained a mystery and a wonder to Jav.
Through the entire episode, despite the dyna sore’s obvious if short-lived trauma, Hilene still could not make contact with the reptile. But now there were more targets. Many more targets. Hundreds, perhaps thousands. Jav had an idea that she’d been able to see the other reptiles all along, but it made his heart sink a little to think that they would have to contend with so many with Scanlan’s plan teetering between success and utter, permanent failure. That the reptiles had given up on their advantage of stealth didn’t brighten his outlook, either. In fact, there was very little chance of any kind of success against such opponents. They’d been foolish to think that, after suffering so badly at the hands of one reptile, there wouldn’t be more, just as capable and just as determined to eliminate them. It was hopeless he knew.
“Jav!” Hilene cried. “Jav, it’s happening again, isn’t it!”
• • •
None of those who’d survived the war with the humans could match Raohan La’s mental power. He’d had peers prior to and during the war, but they had either fallen to the Godsorts, or gotten too close to the Kossig Engine and rushed headlong into oblivion. The remaining reptiles were not without their attributes, though.
Raohan La’s mate was a particularly gifted biologist, which is why Raohan La still lived. She was among the group that now made their way towards the temporal window and the giant plant. At his insistence, she was at the rear for her own safety, but she was constantly monitoring him and tending to him with her mind.
Others were adept at light manipulation, able to create visuals to confuse those who relied on the sense of sight. Still others could creep inside the mind, find and exploit all the terrible little cracks and crevices, manipulate emotions, and warp the perception of reality.
Raohan La had selected thirty-four of his fellows. Fifteen of them had the sole duty of monitoring him and the other nineteen, supplementing them with additional mental resources and obscuring their approach. He’d hoped to avoid an overt show of force. He’d hoped that the temporal window could be saved, but it had become too much of a liability. The plant-borne humans were proving to be too smart, too able to exploit the technology and the forces the window controlled. Chushin La had returned him to almost perfect health, but he was weary. He’d exerted himself significantly in the last twenty-four hours. Rest was the only way to recover that loss, but there would be no rest until their work here was done. He could not do it alone.
First, he would take care of the giant golden machine, so much like the Godsorts, but larger. Larger meant nothing, though, not if there was no Kossig Engine to produce getnium rays. Still, he mustn’t underestimate the enemy. Their simple electrical discharge weapon produced far more energy than natural atmospheric systems. The golden machine would make a good shield for the work he needed to do on the temporal window, and with the skeleton man gone, he could now begin.
With its leg crippled by sudden, explosive telekinetic force, the golden machine listed and sagged, only partially blocking the view of the window from the giant plant. It would suffice. One of the humans, this one more machine than flesh and blood, still tended the window, but with another application of telekinesis, the little hybrid would be no more.
Raohan La flexed his mental fist around the mechanized human and was, for the most part satisfied. In the end, he met a measure of resisting force which he could not understand, but his confusion melted away momentarily. It was, after all, only a human, however modified.
He pushed through the trees, drawing closer to the window, and noted that the skeleton man had paused on his way to the plant. Was that a spear he held? Did he really mean to—
For the second time in two days, Raohan La had been run through. He felt nothing at first, then the sharp bite of angry nerves wracked his body, and caused him to cry out. It also shook the synchronicity he and his fellows shared as well. They had almost certainly become visible in that moment of exquisite agony. He fought to control himself, but the clean channel through his torso expanded centimeter by centimeter as the surrounding flesh first combusted from contact with the white hot missile then melted as the temperature dropped, until the wound wasn’t clean at all. Blood filled the space and wept from either side. Outrage quickly overwhelmed his pain.
“Chushin La,” he thought through gritted teeth. “Once more, my love.”
He sensed her disquiet, but felt her influence immediately.
He steadied himself for a moment, glanced behind him to see if the missile might still be serviceable so that he could turn it against the enemy, but there was nothing but a narrow, smoking crater there.
He continued forward, his cells repairing themselves and multiplying at a fantastic rate under Chushin La’s control, and was completely unprepared for the crushed hybrid’s assault. He didn’t understand the nature of the attack. It didn’t hurt, it didn’t cause damage on contact. But then he understood. It was a delivery system. Hs body was swarming with minuscule machines, machines that passed through his still open wounds, that bit almost imperceptibly—it was like a sickening tickle—that reproduced and adapted as they consumed his flesh. The tickle came in waves and peaked painfully, overloading his nerves again, but not to the point of disrupting the bond with his fellows. He collapsed, struggled to gain full control over his muscles. He saw that the skeleton man had somehow retrieved his missile and was preparing to throw again.
“Agras La,” Raohan La thought, “afflict the skeleton man with conscience. Send him on a downward spiral, never to return.”
“Yes, Raohan La.”
Raohan La mastered himself, stood erect, and enveloped the skeleton man—now effectively distracted—with the crushing force of his mind. The double front was working and would have proven final, but the damnable little female had returned, and with a single word, had drawn the skeleton man out of the abyss of guilt and dread. That was enough for him to work his strange spatial manipulations and escape Raohan La’s grip.
The little female was no longer the threat to Raohan La that she had been. He had learned. He read her presence through a combination of means, mostly visual, and used that as a teleport trigger. He was well able to calculate all possible trajectories of her duplicates and adjust for them simultaneously, but he couldn’t do that and continue to act as lead on this assault. He avoided her approach easily enough, but he had other work to do.
“Suhim La. Farnis La,” Raohan La thought. “As I showed you. Be prepared to shift your focus. I believe that she can see through anything—to the truth.
“If any of you can snare her, do not hesitate to do so. She, like the skeleton man, is still quite dangerous.”
With one half of his attention, Raohan La pursued the skeleton man, with the other half he took stock of his own body, cataloged in an instant his current measurements in three dimensions inside and out, and belched forth a wave of kinetic energy from his forehead. It ran down his sinuous neck, down his stocky torso and short, thick limbs, to cleanse him of the machine infection that still ran rampant. The majority of the machines caught by the wave were pulverized and made inert. The debris of those still inside him were teleported harmlessly away. A small percentage remained, no matter what action he took, however, and the infection spread anew. He could at least maintain his own cleanliness. He established a pulse to purge his system every sixty seconds, and so doing, made it autonomic.
He now turned his full attention to the skeleton man, tracking, turning, reaching, closing. What was this? Was the skeleton man tiring? Was he allowing himself to be crushed? No. He was planning something, biding his time. There was no escape now, but still the skeleton man resisted, much like the machine man had, but this was different somehow, calculated to—
Everything went white.
From very far away, Raohan La heard the tiny voice of his mate in his mind. She was chastising him, bidding him to wake. He roused sluggishly in the utter white of his existence, attempted to call her name, but couldn’t remember it.
“Raohan La, you are very fortunate. If not for our intimacy, had I not known the delicate folds of your mind—each and every crease—you would be gone now. Do not test that one again. It is time for us to act in earnest.”
Raohan La’s senses returned to him. Though it felt agonizingly slow, Chushin La had restored his brain, which she had been monitoring constantly, in just over a minute. He’d been able to make sense of her words, and they did make sense.
“Agras La, again!” Raohan La thought. “Do not stop until he is blind with tears and he suicides.”
“Yes, Raohan La.”
“Morden La, make our presence known. Make us many!”
“Siskus La! Nistram La! Aid me in filling the sky with hard thought, a storm to cleanse this blight from our world, but do not disturb the skeleton man. Let him drown in Agras La’s dark despair.”
“Yes, Raohan La!” came the double reply.
• • •
Hilene hovered next to Jav, who was unmoving in midair. She’d given up pleading with him, could perceive the fine energies invading his head and the source from which they radiated.
“Scanlan!” she cried through her Artifact. “If they’re still online, give me control of Gran Mal’s weapon systems.”
There was a five second pause.
“Granted,” Scanlan replied. “But I warn you, Miss Tanser: you have less than a minute to make effective use of them. The Palace has nearly completed coordination efforts.”
“Understood.
“Gran Mal,” she shouted aloud. “Holographic weapons console to origin point of vocal recognition match.”
The console she requested appeared before her. Her fingers danced over it, even as the wind seemed to pick up and fill with unseen—to all but her—projectiles. She counted thirty-five shapes encroaching, some approaching the clearing, some moving directly for the Palace. There was a lot of stray energy floating around and she had the idea that, to regular senses, the approach looked very different. No matter. She would free Jav one way or another, and then they would deal with the numbers that were upon them, or what would remain of them, in the next few minutes.
She finished with the control panel and it winked out of existence. She ran her fingers lightly along the jawline of Jav’s helmet, turned to the source of his torment, and streaked forward through a storm of turbulence. She passed over the giant reptile that had made her sick, knowing that Gran Mal’s impending attack would clash with its unending scatter shot TK, but that was all to the good. She smiled within her helmet and cried aloud, “Launch! Gran Mal Salvo!”
The myriad plates upon Gran Mal’s back flipped to reveal an array of missile tubes, while at the immediate center of its faceted shell, a black spire of metal, twenty centimeters at its tip and one meter in diameter at its base, rose to a height of fifty meters. The angle at which the Gran had fallen aimed many of the tubes almost directly at the Palace, but as the missiles fired in machine gun succession, they swung around on tight axes, heading back towards the highest concentration of giant reptiles. Row after row, the tubes fired, filling the air with uniform smoke trails. Some of the missiles were caught by the TK onslaught, detonating in the air, filling the sky with fire and more smoke, but they kept firing until the launch tubes were empty.
When the first missiles struck ground, the forest came apart. Giant reptiles, those who were able, defended themselves in whatever way they could. Some scattered, bolting on four legs, some teleported, some rose up into the sky, above the downward arc of the endless fusillade. Eight died. Six more were injured.
This suited Hilene just fine, though was not her actual goal. Chaos was, and she’d achieved it. She dropped down amidst the explosions and falling trees, found a suitable timber, shearing it to a point and leaving it a healthy five meters in length. She rose up again, balancing the makeshift spear upon her shoulder, and targeted the reptile who’d been affecting Jav’s mind. She’d watched Jav try to raise his pole sword against the reptiles, and though they seemed to have some defense against her melee engagements, her spear would not be denied. Not under the cover of chaos, anyway. She sped through the erupting forest, building momentum until she reached a range at which was confident she could not fail. She gripped the massive log-dart with both hands, raised it from her shoulder to over her head and hurled it with all her might. It shot through the scene of destruction, not looking at all out of place, but its trajectory had been carefully determined. It pierced the reptile’s face, entering at an angle through the right corner of its mouth and out the back of its head. The reptile died instantly. Its body and neck went limp and its head was driven to the ground, pinned there by the fallen wooden stake.
The rumble of missile impacts had subsided, but the dirt and debris raised from the countless explosions darkened the sky and continued to rain down for a long time afterward. Lightning flashed low in the sky, reflecting off the smoke and particles hanging in the air, and causing Hilene to turn her head.
• • •
Jav’s mind snapped into focus. Dread still lingered, but the hopelessness was gone. He knew now that he’d been subjected to a psychic assault and that he had Hilene to thank for his life. Had it been anyone else, he would have preferred to allow the darkness to consume him, but he’d promised his life to her if she was willing to take it. That transaction would have to wait for now, though. The guilt, also still present, was his and he accepted it. He did not, however, accept having it foisted upon him by another. It was his and his alone, and despite coming close to death, he—and the Empire he served—was still the only judgement of which he was certain.
Just past Gran Mal, the air was clouded with dirt and smoke. He hadn’t seen it, but Gran Mal must have unloaded its missile tubes. Its back was layered in fine wisps of smoke, clean and white by comparison and rising in small streams. TK projectiles were flying out of the billowing murk raised by the Salvo, towards the Gran and the Palace. Some passed very close to him and might have been dangerous to him moments before, but not now.
The flash from the Palace Lightning Gun batteries caught his attention. He saw the cracked light strike Gran Mal’s upraised antenna and heard the hum from the lens below the Gran almost immediately. The hum rose in intensity, shaking the ground, shaking the air, shaking his Darkened nerves. Something like a soap bubble grew out of the lens, the light inside different from that outside. It expanded rapidly, flickering as it went, ranging across the terrain and into the sky until it contained Jav, contained Gran Mid halfway to Jav’s current position, and finally the Palace, reaching up its length to exactly where it had been severed.
Inside the bubble, everything flickered as two worlds—two times—stuttered into synchronicity. The ground and the air shook. Beneath Gran Mal, great tiles of marble appeared and were rent, looking as though they’d suffered through an eternity of neglect and ruin. The trees that remained, limited first by Gran Mal’s assault and then again by synchronization, burst the ground where they rooted. The heavy frame of the lens cracked in several places, aging in an instant two hundred million years. The top of the frame crumbled to powder and the reaction continued down each side in unequal measure, finally bringing an end to the fantastic merge.
It was night, but a green glow suffused the darkness, almost like a fine and constant sheen of rain, or a swirling fog driven by nonexistent winds. To cement the impression was the low hiss that permeated the air. Jav regarded the surreal surroundings with equal wonder and dread, though why the environment should inspire the latter he did not know. He was cold. Or was he hot? His skin itched all over beneath the protection of the Kaiser Bones. Or did the Kaiser Bones themselves itch?
He saw that the severed ends of the Vine and Palace were separated by nearly a hundred meters now instead of hundreds of millions of years. Fibers shot from both, reestablishing a connection, and drew the ends together. Additional fibers sprouted from either side of the seam, took root in the opposite half to further bind the wound.
With the restored Vine at their backs, Jav and Gran Mal were now between two massive buildings, each less than a kilometer away. No, only one of them was a building. To their right was a row of towering humanoid figures wrought of heavy, black steel. There were seven of them and they were likely not simple statues. On the other side was a fortress twice Gran Mal’s size.
Jav found himself drifting in the air towards the fortress, drawn to it somehow.
They were back in the present, he was sure, but something about this place wasn’t quite right.
“Scanlan,” Jav said through his Artifact, “I think you did it.”
Scanlan didn’t answer at first. Jav could tell that the channel was open, but there was a kind of static crackling. Finally, Scanlan replied, plainly exhausted. “Was there. . . ever a doubt, General Holson?”
“I don’t think we’re done yet,” Jav said. “Given the lens’s condition, though, would I be right in assuming that it can no longer be used against us?”
“I think it would be safe to say yes.”
“Good. Find your way back to the Palace. Gran Mal is a temporary loss. I assume you can repair it and yourself at a later time. You can get back, can’t you?”
“Indeed, General Holson.”
Jav shrugged at Scanlan’s indignation and watched as the Clockwork Beam issued from one of the machine general’s eyes, erecting a lattice work cradle for what remained of him. From the back of the knitting cocoon, jet fire erupted and Scanlan streaked through the green haze for the Palace.
Gran Mid arrived then and Jav descended to alight upon its brow. As they continued on together towards the fortress, Hilene joined him.
“Feeling better?” she said.
He thought for a moment. The hot/cold/itchy sensation hadn’t gone, but it felt far away, like it was being smothered beneath something more insistent. “Much. Thank you. Actually, now that you mention it, I feel. . . light. I feel good.”
And he did. He couldn’t remember the last time his mood was so unfettered, so optimistic, so full of promise. The hole inside him—was it starting to fill? Is that what this was? It had been so long, but there was a familiarity he couldn’t ignore, something he recognized from ages ago. He felt his breath, useless as it was, constrict in his chest. He was experiencing hope—and happiness—on an order that threatened to bring him to tears.
“Hilene,” he said, nearly gasping her name. “Something’s happening.”
“You mean besides everything that’s happening?”
“Yes.”
• • •
Raohan La cursed himself yet again. How could he have allowed the situation to come to this? He hadn’t expected the plant’s electrical discharge to be used in the manner it had, nor could he have imagined that the missile attack with its unthinkable volume would be used as a diversion or delaying tactic. He’d been certain of the plant’s and humans’ inability to produce the quantity of power needed to initiate the reaction, power he’d supplied on the two previous occasions with his own mind. It had been vanity, of course. Foolish vanity. The plant had plied its way through space, folding it in discrete bunches in numbers sufficient to bring about the beginning of universal collapse. Even cut off and isolated as he had made them, he never should have underestimated these foes. He vacillated between self-control and blind fury, but the latter would do no good. His clan, what remained of them, must regroup, focus their efforts and make due with the current circumstances.
He thought first to Chushin La, but got no response. Black horror spread over him like a cold, numbing fluid, and the autonomic pulse that cleansed him of the infecting machines skipped a beat. He swallowed back additional but ebbing anger.
“It appears our time is past, my love,” he thought to her memory. “I will join you shortly. At the very least, I will be able to fight alongside my long-time friend in defense of our home.”
But he would be doing it alone, he realized. Chushin La had passed with eight others during the missile attack, and her loss had already been keenly felt. Those that lived, some still with untended injuries, had all been within the influence of the time bubble, but now, with the Kossig Engine less than two kilometers away, they would begin to succumb to the deadly getnium rays. With Chushin La’s expertise, they might have staved off the effects of the getnium rays temporarily, but even Raohan La was susceptible, though he might outlast his fellows. Who among them would be stricken first with madness, would become a savage liability? Would he go mad and turn on Stol in the end? Or would he simply melt, spontaneously liquify into a genetic dead-end stew?
He composed himself. Death awaited all living things. He knew his fate was no different, but there was still work to do.
“Stol, can you hear me,” he thought.
“Yes, my friend. I’m here,” Stol Kossig replied in his mind. “And I gather by your presence that the situation has turned dire.”
Raohan La nodded, not realizing in his exhaustion and the early stages of getnium poisoning, that this act communicated nothing. “The humans, Stol. They are dangerous, but the monstrous plant must be destroyed.”
“Understood. Wait. There are two humans approaching the Citadel.”
Raohan La shook his head. “The plant.”
“Isleyna. . .”
“Your sister. Of course. Secure the Citadel. Come when you are able.”
“None can stand against Godsorts, but if you say they are dangerous, we will strike hard and strike fast.
“Enzo, Temmus: you’re with me. The rest of you, get to that cancer and support Raohan La in attempts to destroy it. We’ll be with you presently.”
Raohan La heard Stol in his head and frowned. There was nothing to do but move forward. He reached out with his mind through the terrible getnium static, found each of his remaining fellows, twenty-five in all, gripped them with his power and willed them all as close to the terrible plant as he dared. This proved to be more taxing than he’d hoped. He was weakening by the moment. The machine virus with which the mechanical man had afflicted him was running rampant again, and he was quite sure now that any overt expenditure of mental power would cost him a few moments, if not full minutes, of his short remaining life.



• STOAKES III •
10,900.085
Stoakes was worried. For the first time, it looked like the Empire might be beat, but not in the conventional sense. Even if the current Shades were able to eliminate the indigenous giant reptiles, the Palace was cut off from the rest of the Empire and all its available resources, trapped millions of years in the past.
What made this a real problem was that his most recent reproduction of Ana Tain had expired during transit and now it was beginning to look like he would never have another. He humphed inwardly at how dependent he’d become on the Emperor’s little inducement. He was like an addict. Her presence hadn’t directly affected his choice to see the contract through—or at least he didn’t think it had—but she had had a profound effect on his general outlook. He still wasn’t proud of what he was doing for the Emperor, which was probably healthy, but being able to bury his face in Ana’s bosom and forget, at least for a short time, the ruin he was bringing to so many lives, his own included, enabled him to move forward.
Every day he found himself questioning his motives for honoring the contract. Was his word justification enough, or was it just an excuse? He didn’t know, but he still intended on taking the promised payment, and he certainly hadn’t refused Ana on any grounds, moral or otherwise. The truth was, he tried not to think about the truth. Ana made it so he didn’t have to. Except now she was gone and he might not ever get her back.
There’d been a plan, of course. Scanlan had solved the mystery of the time lens and had come up with the means to return them to the present, at least the theoretical means. Execution was another matter, though, and there wasn’t much Stoakes could do but wait.
He’d been thrown from his bunk when the first impact had altered the Palace’s approach during planetfall. Reflexively going Dark had saved him from being bounced around his cramped quarters, which in turn had saved his quarters from taking major damage. The bumpy landing, however, had crippled the attached gravity trainer. The block was cracked in two and last on the list of things that needed to be repaired or replaced. He supposed he could venture out into the Palace and use one of the public trainers, but the settings he required to get any kind of work out, more for nerves than anything else, would raise too many questions.
He sat in the low light of his quarters, watching the seconds tick away, feverishly hoping that Scanlan’s plan would work and that they would get it underway as soon as possible. The Tether Launch bay, still in perfect working order, taunted him, though. It dominated one wall and seemed to beckon constantly. Under other circumstances, he might use it to get away for a while, distract himself from the monotony of his own company, but now he felt like if he got too close to it, it would jettison him just in time to make a return to the present impossible. It was ridiculous, he knew, but he couldn’t dismiss the thought. One day he would leave the Empire behind, but he wanted to do it when he was ready and on his own terms.
He’d had a holographic screen tuned to the video feed of Scanlan’s work site, but watching Scanlan was like watching the sun cross the sky, not knowing if or when it would ever set. Stoakes was too restless for that and had killed the feed.
Maybe he should try to sleep. He’d never be able to do it on his own, but the appeal of just skipping ahead, past this insufferable lull was potent. He could get enough narcotic to put him out for several hours, even a day or two, if he pleaded his case right.
“Attention, Palace personnel,” a calm, modulated female voice—it was Brin Karvasti’s, Stoakes knew—said over the Palace-wide public address system. “Do not panic. Stand by for temporary black out. Power transmission to commence in one minute.”
After pushing her power of suggestion through the Palace system, Karvasti needed to exert herself little to ensure that the normals would do as she said. Stoakes however, with the aid of his Artifact, was immune to this level of psychic tinkering.
He shook his head and snorted. “One minute?”
Briefly he thought about restoring the video feed, but that would be foolish. The very moment there would be something to see, he’d be without power to watch. He thought about going outside and then everything went black and still. Transmission.
Twenty seconds into blackness, the close room erupted with bright light. Stoakes chastised himself for starting at the holographic screen, and forced his heart to slow its gallop.
Witchlan hovered in the middle of the room like a ghost. He was already speaking, but Stoakes had missed the first of it.
“Did you hear me, Mr. Stoakes?”
“No sir, I did not,” Stoakes replied.
“I said that we have a situation on our hands,” he said rapidly, without patience.
“A situation, Minister?”
“Yes. You well know that we have established certain systems to monitor for your ever-present target.”
“Yes, Minister. And I recall you telling me that there was no target awaiting me at our next destination.”
“And yet here we are,” Witchlan said tersely.
Stoakes cocked his head. “Minister?”
Witchlan sighed. “There is and was nothing wrong with the monitoring apparatus. There was no signal when we left, no signal while in transit, no signal as we approached for planetfall just prior to our recently rectified time mishap.”
“Then we’re back in the present?” Stoakes said, interrupting.
“Yes, yes, yes. The Vine is even now mending. Our tether to the rest of the Empire has been restored. However, now that we are here, we are receiving the signal. I would say that the signal is strong, but given its proximity, that would be untrue. All diagnostics have come back positive, but the signal is barely registering even though its source is within a five kilometer radius of the Palace.”
A top-down map of glowing outlines replaced Witchlan’s image. Stoakes could see the Palace, the wrecked hulk of Gran Mal. Seven massive pillars were on one side of the Gran and another huge structure was on the other. From this other structure, a light waxed and waned as the specialized radar pulse from the Palace came and went.
“As you can see,” Witchlan continued, “she is very, very close.
“I’m not ashamed to say, Mr. Stoakes, that we are worried. We have come too far to encounter failure here, under these circumstances.”
Stoakes had been one of the 19th Generation Generals, had been very successful at his job, and was no fool, so it wasn’t fear or mere curiosity that prompted him to speak rather than take immediate leave without having to be asked. “You’ve ruled out equipment failure, and user error as well, I assume.”
Witchlan fairly barked his incredulity.
Stoakes nodded and pursed his lips, and kept talking to prevent the insult from sticking. “Do you know of any agent that might have been responsible for our failing to detect the subject?”
There was a pause. “Yes,” Witchlan said soberly. “And we must act quickly to counter it.”
“Explain.”
“Time, Mr. Stoakes. Time is—”
“Please, Minister.”
Again there was a pause. “This planet is saturated with radiation which cannot be natural and which is of an unquantifiable nature. It is like looking through murky water and has effectively masked the subject’s presence. Indeed, only her proximity is enabling us to read her even now. Beyond that, though, it is dangerous. It is breaking down the cell walls of the outer layers of Vine fiber insulating the Palace. All Shades will be particularly vulnerable while Dark, which is why you—why everyone—must hurry.”
“Yes, Minister.” Stoakes moved to his bunk and collected the Yellow Diamond Spectacles from the cubby set within the wall behind his pillow then stepped up to the Tether Launch tank.
“I fear that the Tether will not survive long enough to effect your return, Mr. Stoakes.”
Stoakes snorted quietly and nodded his understanding.
“This area seems to have the highest concentration of radiation,” Witchlan said. “If you can locate the source and eliminate it, you must do so.”
“Yes Minister.” Stoakes pulled his long, soft collar up over his nose and stepped into the tank. He completed the settings on his wrist controller, and the tank began to revolve, out to the open air.
“Do not fail, Mr. Stoakes. There may be nothing to return to if you do.”
Stoakes sighed, glad to be out of earshot of Witchlan’s voice once the tank locked into place. He stared through the holographic countdown timer into a gentle storm of green light. He immediately felt a weak strain of nausea creep into his stomach where it curled up and took residence. He went Dark to ensure the tether’s synchronization and felt his stomach lurch. Besides that, he felt, for the first time while girded by the power of his Artifact, completely vulnerable, as if he were naked and his skin was covered with biting insects.
The launch didn’t improve anything. It felt like the rush stripped away his skin, exposing every bit of the wet flesh beneath. He felt like a raw nerve blown and abraded by razor-sharp winds.
Abruptly, he found himself passing through a small, high-set window and in a gray-walled corridor with a floor of glossy black stone. There were dim lights at intervals, but the quiet that surrounded him felt like that of late night or early morning. He put the Yellow Diamond Spectacles to his eyes and had difficulty focusing through the green radiation that permeated even here. He’d fairly mastered the lenses, he thought, but this radiation was something new, something different, something that needed to cease if they were all to survive their return to the present.
Despite his difficulties, though, he saw that he was right. Most of the occupants of this structure—a fortress, actually—were asleep. He noted the Shades outside, most back near the Palace, all of them accounted for, along with their Grans. He could sense behind him something that hummed and seemed to breathe with life, but he couldn’t bring himself to look on it, not with the lenses. Instead, he squinted at the infinity whorl he’d learned to recognize long ago. She was in a room that faced what looked like a public square, where Gran Mal lie crippled. He could make out the pillars now, too, but they weren’t pillars at all. They were figures, machines with hearts that pumped and breathed the terrible green—
He tore the Yellow Diamond Spectacles from his face, unconsciously returning to normal and collapsing to his hands and knees as he did so. He panted for a moment, taking stock of his mind, and hoping against hope that insanity hadn’t breached the gates of his eyes. He pushed back and fell upon his buttocks on the floor. He swallowed hard and put the glasses into a pocket. He would not use them again. Ever.
Even as he struggled to clear his head, he was not unaware of footsteps approaching. They were heavy, accompanied by the creak of something like leather which bound either weapons or tools of metal. Stoakes felt comfortable that it was the former at this late hour and blindly swept his two-fingered Secret Sword Fist behind him. There was a guttural “urk”, followed by a hiss, then a wet pattering onto the polished floor, and finally the sound of something heavy thumping down.
Stoakes didn’t look. He stood slowly and straightened his charcoal-colored clothing. He reoriented himself to make sure he knew where his target was, went Dark again, and proceeded towards the subject’s room. The nausea had increased. So had the raw nerve sensation. First the girl, then the. . . whatever it was. Even if it was killing him, he didn’t fear facing the source of the green radiation, he just couldn’t abide looking at it, not with the Yellow Diamond Spectacles.
He wished Ana were waiting for him back at the Palace. But with the way he felt, he wondered if he’d actually make it back there.
There was a ruckus outside. Given the direction from which the sound came, Stoakes was pretty sure that the giant robots, for that is indeed what they were, were active now and on the move. No matter. He had to focus on the task at hand, and that was challenge enough right now.
He kicked off the floor and sped down the corridor, fighting the spinning in his head, and soon arriving at the door he sought. It wasn’t hermetically sealed, so he had little trouble squeezing through one of the gaps between door and frame. He passed through a simple foyer decorated with potted plants and colorful flowers into a large chamber. The opposite wall was a thick pane of glass looking out over the square and providing an excellent view of the seven giant robots, three of which were sprinting with earthquake steps straight for this room it seemed.
Two figures in nightgowns stood between Stoakes and the window. One of them, the one on the right, he knew, was his target. The other—the girl’s mother perhaps—didn’t matter. He hoped he didn’t have to kill her, but he wasn’t himself at the moment, and might not be able to count on his stealth to prevent detection. He crept up behind the more petite figure, making not a sound. He drew the Suicide Knife, placed the chisel point to her temple, and froze in place as Jav Holson was suddenly hovering before the window.
Holson’s hand was outstretched and, with what appeared to be the slightest contact with his palm, the glass shattered, pouring down like a transient waterfall, some of the splintered shards hitting the floor before spilling out into the green-lit night.
For a moment they regarded each other, neither moving. Both women had screams trapped in their throats, but the mother, if that’s what she was, noted that Holson, despite the threat he might be, was staring at something that wasn’t supposed to be in the room. The older woman turned to look, her lips parted and quivering.
Before she could give voice to her scream, Stoakes acted. He drove the blade into the girl’s temple and his left, underhand two-fingered Secret Sword Fist into the older woman’s throat. Her eyes went wide while the younger girl’s closed softly. Holson lurched forward once, then flashed into the room. Stoakes yanked his left hand free, giving release to a jet of blood. He shook most of the blood free with snap of his wrist, and started to ease the girl down to the floor, but Holson was already upon them, taking the girl by the shoulders to support her.
Stoakes stumbled backwards, landing on his buttocks, unintentionally this time, and rolled over reflexively to vomit blood onto the shiny black floor. His head was pounding, his vision was blurred. He felt like a giant open, suppurating sore. He had to do something about that radiation source. He had to try. He was a Shade of the Viscain Empire. He couldn’t die. Not like Isker Vays, not like Aila Schosser, not like any of the others who had died.
He scrambled to his feet, nearly slipping on his own blood, passed back through the foyer and into the corridor, where he kicked off mightily to sail down the straightaway to begin his search for the thing that was killing him. It was crazy, but he half-hoped that Holson would follow. He had an idea that Holson’s skill set might be better suited for what needed to be done, but that wouldn’t stop him from trying on his own. Besides, at least for now, Holson wasn’t following.
Stoakes careened into the wall then as the fortress shook and listed slightly. He had an idea that the robots had arrived and that perhaps they’d expanded on Holson’s redecorating while fishing for Holson himself. He grinned as he regained his feet and started off again. The corridor lights had all turned blood red and a klaxon sounded, filling the world with noise.
Strangely, Stoakes found comfort in the noise. Somehow it didn’t exacerbate his condition, but submerged his discomfort and evened out the pounding in his head. Everything felt muted and far away, but it was better. He didn’t care if anyone saw him. He had but one objective now and thought he might be able to accomplish it.
He rushed through a squad of twelve armed men, all clad in beige uniforms and running three abreast. He laughed out loud, thinking that none had even noticed the strange black wind passing between them, but four of the men at the rear clearly had. It only took one to call out to the rest. Most of the men drew their firearms and began shooting. Two of those at the rear had started to chase after the him.
Portions of the walls around Stoakes burst apart with great showers of liquid sparks. One of the explosive shells hit his left triceps, numbing his arm instantly and making it go limp. He stopped, patted and massaged the impact point. His arm was intact, but if the shells were sensitive enough to detonate against his person while he was Dark, then he couldn’t ignore these men. One shot hurt, was temporarily debilitating, but he might not survive multiple shots, not if the radiation continued to eat away at him. He turned around and once again ran towards the men, all of whom had stopped now. He had no time for art or mercy. Carefully eyeing the barrels, he anticipated projectile trajectories, and avoided shots by watching the bright green breech flare that preceded each discharge. He was amidst the throng in less than a second and the first of them rose up separately into the air, cleaved in two at the waist by the Suicide Knife. Another’s head leapt from his shoulders. Three gun arms were sheared at the shoulder. Stoakes whirled through them, their guns now useless in such close quarters, and lost track of the manner in which he finished them.
He started again towards his objective, staying close to the wall now, and ready to slip within, through the seams between panels. He had a general idea of where the generator, or whatever it was, was, but hadn’t been able to determine the most direct path to it. He might need to start passing through the walls anyway if he couldn’t find a way down. He was at least five floors up and needed to get to the ground floor.
It wasn’t long before he came across two sliding doors, which opened following a terrible grating sound and disgorged another squad of twelve men. He backed through the seam in the wall opposite and let them pass the way he’d come. He nodded silent thanks for showing him to the elevator.
None of the ninety degree angles were where they were supposed to be anymore, so the elevator doors were having difficulty closing. Stoakes ignored them, stepped to the threshold, and dropped through the two-centimeter gap that opened into the crooked shaft below.
As he descended Stoakes felt increasingly sick, so much so that he thought he might black out. It was a struggle to remain Dark, which was unusual, but somehow he intuited that remaining Dark was expediting his worsening condition. All the while, the green light intensified in brightness and. . . and sound.
An access ladder ran the length of the right wall of the shaft. He reached out just as the roar of the green light rose to nearly deafening, took hold of one of the rungs near the closed elevator doors, and returned to normal. Instantly he felt a wave of relief wash over him. He was still nauseated and his head still pounded, but both had subsided. The sickness was inside him and festering, but less so now, and he no longer felt like an open wound.
He kicked the elevator doors, easily loosing them from their tracks and sending them flying into whatever corridor or foyer they opened into. He hauled himself out, landing on one of the doors, and marveled slightly at what he saw.
Stoakes stood in an atrium, the hollow center of the fortress, which rose up to what he guessed was at least half of the building’s overall height. Directly before him was the source of the green light. It was like a giant diaphanous green gem housed in a plain, unimaginative setting. Only it wasn’t a gem, it was pure energy. Stoakes could feel it reaching the Artifact inside him, corrupting or disintegrating it bit by bit. A lush lawn spread beneath the generator. Bushes and trees with luxuriant growth surrounded it in a lazy, pastoral palisade. Stoakes shot glances in every direction to confirm that all of this was housed within the fortress. It was like a park, and if not for his nausea, the blatting alarm, and flashing lights ringing the walls, he might have found it rather pleasant. He studied the roof overhead and noted no breaks, no machinery, no way to let in natural light. He thought it might be possible to attain the kind of growth he was witnessing inside here with specialized lamps, but he was pretty sure he’d guessed the ironic truth, that the green light, deadly to him, to Viscain, was a boon to other forms of life.
Stoakes approached the generator cautiously, padding softly upon the grass and keeping an eye out for more men in uniform. He was alone, though. Completely alone. He drew the Suicide Knife, thinking, perhaps foolishly, that he would stab through. . . something, but as he raised the blade, nearly close enough now to touch the generator, he watched the Knife melt away like running mercury, right out of his grip.
He stared at his empty hand and understood. He understood why he had been so vulnerable. He had an idea that all Shades would be affected to a different degree, but that he in particular was especially vulnerable, that Hilene Tanser, despite her usual ghostly invulnerability, might be most vulnerable of all. When Stoakes went Dark, it was, in a way, like he was wearing his Artifact inside out. This was true for many Shades, their Artifacts manifesting power as various types of armor. Even if their physiology changed, it was simply a hard expression of power. The Suicide Knife, not the actual Artifact, but the construct Stoakes used as a weapon was a hard expression of his Artifact’s power, just as the Kaiser Bones were, or Vays’s Titan Star ensemble. But Stoakes’s “armor” was soft, pliable, not designed to reflect or resist, but to accept and to yield like a tenuous liquid. His defense was, essentially, escape. What he needed to escape, however, was too subtle to register and so he suffered at what he was beginning to realize was an accelerated rate, at least while Dark.
He stood straight, steadied himself, and held his right Secret Sword Fist before his face, focusing his concentration. He leapt back with a sweeping flourish of his right arm which gave immediate birth to a sonic boom. Glass shattered somewhere. The bushes and trees beyond the generator whooshed noticeably, raining down fresh trimmings, but the diagonal he’d cut had left the generator’s base, the glowing green sphere, and the articulated prongs housing it completely unblemished.
Briefly Stoakes entertained the idea of using the glasses one last time to ascertain the density of the materials that made up the generator. He shook his head for no one’s benefit but his own. Never again. He supposed that the fortress surrounding the generator wasn’t the generator’s only defense.
If they could turn the Palace Lightning Guns first on the fortress, then on the generator, they might destroy it before it destroyed them. Then he remembered the blackout. They’d built up power for nearly twenty-four hours and exhausted every last bit to return to a present without a future.
Stoakes couldn’t help laughing, even though it hurt to do so. The sickness he felt inside was spreading, rising so that he thought he might retch. Vomit it right out, he thought sarcastically.
He turned on his heel and walked toward the outer wall, which was pocked with alcoves and heavy doors, seeking an exit. Booms and crashes sounded from outside, but Stoakes didn’t care. If someone got in his way, he would kill them, or not. He was sure he could still beat a hundred normals, but what did it matter?
He pondered what he should do: help the other Shades? That would be the right thing to do perhaps, but he’d done his stint as a General, and he was so very tired now. Sleep would be good. Surely sleep would drown the ache in his guts and banish the nausea. Even though Ana Tain wouldn’t be waiting for him there, the thought of his bunk back at the Palace was like a balm, but he wasn’t sure he could make it all the way back.
A chorus of footsteps—another squad of men—sounded from an upper mezzanine level. Stoakes casually glanced over his shoulder, but kept on his way. He moved towards a particularly wide but shallow alcove that opened upon a set of double doors. When he reached the doors, the lights in the alcove blinked twice before coming on. He looked to the right and saw a black screen on the wall, just big enough to accommodate an adult male palm, with a bar of light scanning up from the bottom edge every five seconds.
Stoakes wasn’t sure what was on the other side of the doors, but knew that passing through them would take him at least that much closer to the outside. He held his hand before him and summoned the Suicide Knife, hoping that he was far enough away from the generator—and still well enough—to make it solid. It came and remained. He gripped the handle firmly, reassuring himself that it was real and that he wasn’t dead just yet. With the swift application of his Longsword Knife technique, the doors fell apart, collapsing into a rain of sharp triangles.
He stepped over the threshold and had to navigate some more fallen rubble. He was in a foyer that opened to the outside, but he didn’t have to worry about any more doors. There was a good-sized hole in the external wall, one through which he could walk upright, and which explained all the fallen concrete. He took a moment to orient himself and realized that where he stood now was directly below where he had last seen Jav Holson. The hole was likely from the boot of one of the giant robots. He was sure that one had struck the fortress, maybe trying to crush Holson—a vain effort, Stoakes was equally sure—and had probably stepped too close in its attempt.
Concrete steps led down to a great, sweeping lawn which was bisected by a paved lane. Beyond the lawn was what looked like a public square composed of vast tiles of smooth marble. Gran Mal lay, an inert heap, in the middle of this. There was much more to see up close, though. Three of the giant robots were upon the lawn. One was occupied with Gran Mid, which had wrapped itself up one leg and then the torso. It snapped with great, boney jaws but was held by its vertebral throat at the length of the machine’s one remaining arm. Another of the robots stood still. None of the “life” lights that lit the others shone and Stoakes thought this one had been completely incapacitated somehow. The third appeared to be boxing the empty air, but Stoakes knew better. It was engaged with Holson.
Stoakes glanced quickly to his right, saw the remaining four robots nearly at the Root Palace. With them was the giant reptile. He was only moderately reassured to see Gran Pham charge one of the machines—to some satisfying effect—and Gran Lej moving to bar the way of the others. He uselessly wished again for fully charged Lightning Gun batteries.
When he returned his attention to the skirmish on the lawn, his jaw dropped. He saw the one unimpaired machine reach out with with steely fingers and catch Holson in a spreading globe of green light from its palm. Stoakes knew that light, knew its source and knew its danger. He watched the Kaiser Bones erupt in a wave of bubbles and pour off of Holson’s naked frame. He watched the metal giant move with nearly impossible speed, step forward and catch Holson between the fading globe of its outstretched right hand and the flaring one from its left, imprisoning him in the deadly light before clapping both hands together. The hands came away and Holson was no more.
Stoakes dropped to his knees, violently vomiting both because of the unwitting emotional shock of seeing Jav Holson killed and because of the sudden increase in lethal radiation. Even on his knees, Stoakes was dizzy, unable to remain upright. He collapsed, with his face narrowly missing the mess he’d just made upon the grass.
He couldn’t move. Everything was dim. From where he’d fallen, he could still vaguely make out the giant machine, though the canted angle somehow nauseated him further and made his head hurt. Through this, a single thought banged incessantly in his head: Jav Holson couldn’t be dead; Jav Holson couldn’t be dead; Jav Holson couldn’t be dead. . .
Then dark. Then black. Then nothing.
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Jav wordlessly urged Gran Mid forward toward the great structure of concrete, glass, and steel. Hilene followed alongside him.
“Jav,” she said and got no response. “Jav there’s something very important I have to tell you.”
“In a moment, Hilene. Something wonderful is about to happen.”
“Jav—”
Again he gave no response, but cocked his head in an unsettling way, his focus on the building ahead.
“I said it was important,” she said firmly.
But Jav was gone, leaving Hilene alone with Gran Mid. She sighed. She had little time to be upset, though. Successive booms rocking the ground alerted her to the approach of several of the giant machines from behind. She turned reflexively to look, counted three of them coming her way, and sighed again. She quickly scanned for Jav, found him where she half-expected to, hovering in front of the building from which the terrible green light emanated.
She looked down at Gran Mid briefly, shook her head, and raced off towards the oncoming machines.
• • •
Jav floated before a great pane of glass, stared through it, into eyes which were doorways to salvation. Hope built behind them like a like a tidal wave rush, promising to wash over him, to cleanse him of ignorance, of the weariness of being, of right and wrong. The hole inside him, festering for so long now, would be filled with that rush, with what was about to be transmitted through those eyes, but another pair of eyes caught his attention and told him otherwise. For a moment, Jav and the other locked eyes, the skull pit-sockets of the Kaiser Bones and the surreal, living soot marks against eddying, nearly-black smoke.
He registered the knife without breaking eye contact and gave the slightest shake of his head, pleading with the other. He saw regret in the soot eyes, perhaps even tears, but no mercy. Jav understood that this was the agent responsible for each and every piece ripped away from him over the last hundred years or more, but was overwhelmed by the fleeting promise of what the girl had to offer. He shifted his gaze back to her, wanting to drink her in and all that she brought with her, hoping against hope that even a fraction would escape before the blade sank and closed the door. She was suffused with rapt anticipation, seemingly oblivious to all but Jav, in spite of his monstrous appearance in the Kaiser Bones. He reached out for the window with an unconscious application of AI and shattered the glass. He slowly entered the chamber, not wanting to force the other into any sudden movements, not considering that the exploding glass might have provoked such.
Everything ended in a blood-washed instant. The knife was driven through the girl’s temple, somehow not killing her outright, but extinguishing the light in her eyes and forever closing the doors they had become. The blood came in a jet from the woman next to the girl, from her throat, and it pumped insistently. Jav ignored her and rushed to the girl, catching her as she slumped awkwardly against the animate shadow, now retreating. Both Jav and the girl were bathed in the other woman’s life as it spilled out of her, but neither noticed or cared. He gripped the girl’s shoulders and she looked up at him with now-vacant eyes. He eased her down, dropping down to one knee, wrapped his arms around her, and held her tight. She was gone, he knew, but he couldn’t let her go.
The Kaiser Bones hid his tears, which flowed unchecked. He knew he’d been close, that an answer had been within his grasp. Grief, real and deep, stabbed at him, for her waning life and for his loss. Anger—at having been robbed, at the sense of being cheated at the very last moment—boiled up like bile inside him and nearly caused his mind to split in two. At the pinnacle of his rage, he gained a kind of clarity, as sharp and clear as a razor’s purpose. He gently lowered the girl to her back on the floor, but before he was ready to release her, the room exploded around him.
Chunks of concrete shot with rebar rained down from the crumbled walls and ceiling, cracking the floor and threatening to cave it in. As it was, Jav thought that the whole building had been knocked off its foundation. Perhaps not quite, but smaller debris bounced and rolled away from him, down a noticeable slope. Still holding the girl, Jav turned his head to see great metal fingers splaying, readying to close on him. He considered letting them, using the Ghost Kaiser to get clear, but he was too enraged by all that had transpired and then by this foolish move which ignored entirely the safety of anyone else still alive in the room. He swung around raising his hand in a similar fashion, calculating AI, first to prevent the fingers from closing, then to compress the arm upon itself. Jav watched the unreal ripple move down the massive black arm as he exceeded infinity. Metal exploded in shards and splinters in every direction except from where the ripple originated, until it had gone the length of the arm, obliterating it to the shoulder. The force of the spatial assault forced the robot backwards, exposing the ruined room to the outdoors.
Dizziness spread through Jav’s head like a kaleidoscope show and he nearly collapsed down upon the girl. He shook his head to clear it, but couldn’t completely banish the muzziness. He’d been pushing himself pretty hard over the last twenty-four hours. Perhaps it was catching up with him. Exhaustion would have to wait, though, at least until his rage had been satiated.
He laid the girl down carefully, placing her arms over her chest. She still breathed. Her eyes were still open, but they were dull and as good as lifeless. Jav gave her hands a farewell squeeze and rose to his feet. He walked to the edge of the broken floor and stared out at the robot he’d just crippled and another one just like it.
They were nearly identical, armored with some glossy black metal that looked like smooth sheets of interlocking obsidian. Only their heads were noticeably different. The one minus its left arm had a great, jutting lower jaw that flared at the bottom like a stylized beard and its crown was topped with a tall conical spire. The other had a pair of segmented horns that curved out and then back in with each segment as they rose. A vertical grate covered the lower half of its face and butted up against strangely living green eyes. Both machines, though sleek, streamlined figures with the exception of their elaborate joints, were shot with green “veins”, lines that throbbed in complex, irregular rhythms and may have acted as a circulatory system for power.
Jav had become aware of a rush of words, either directed at him or passing between the two robots, which were at first incomprehensible but were fast beginning to make sense to him. He heard something like Godsort, referring to the giant robots, then the word sister then kill. He watched the pristine Godsort focus on him and gathered that he’d just been accused of murder. Of murder, Jav was certainly guilty, many hundreds of thousands of times over, but not this time.
The Godsort drew back its arm to strike, and it or its pilot cried out, “High Formation!”
Jav cocked his head and said simply, “No.”
Despite the haze in his head Jav calculated hard and fast and true. The Godsort was at a distance which provided him with all the necessary reference points, so he pushed it bodily, virtually reducing the space between it and the remains of Gran Mal, bumping it up and behind, then releasing it, much in the way he’d practiced Cov Merasec’s Copy Twin so long ago.
The strain was incredible, and he was pretty sure his nose was bleeding beneath the Kaiser Bones. He’d never moved something so large so far, but the effect was more than gratifying. From Jav’s perspective, the giant machine shot from its place on the ground, moved linearly as if being drawn by a powerful magnet—narrowly missing Gran Mid—rose up above Gran Mal to avoid crashing into it, then dropped down behind it. When he released it, the virtual space returned to actual space and the Godsort attempted to snap back like a rubber band, straight to its origin point, without the additional up and down Jav provided. From anyone else’s perspective, the Godsort was standing next to its one-armed fellow one moment, and erupting in a spectacular shower of shredded steel up against Gran Mal the next.
When it struck Gran Mal, even with only a few meters separating them, the impact was devastating because of the return velocity, which was well over a kilometer per second. Gran Mal’s armored shell blew apart, sending great hexagonal plates spinning through the air, and chinking into the marble square when they came down on edge. Hydraulic systems and other machinery built around Gran Mal’s chassis shot out like shrapnel, some bits as big as houses.
• • •
Just to the left of the Godsort’s flash-trajectory, Hilene was engaged with the last of the three robots that had come to protect the fortress—the other four were making an assault on the Root Palace. Hilene, with her already hyper-sensitive perceptions combined with those developed during her studies and application of Approaching Infinity theory, had seen what Jav had not. She had seen the Godsort transform, had seen the green light veins running up and down its limbs and torso surge with power. She felt the rise in power sicken her, both physically and with raw dread. She saw the Godsort expand about the veins and become something more, something beyond mere mechanization. It was a fusion of man and machine that she could not help but compare with divinity. So she knew, even as Gran Mal was blown to pieces, that the native machine would emerge from the impact with little more than scratches. She thought of Vays when he initiated his psychic power while Dark with the Titan Star, but she laughed a laugh born of hopelessness, thinking that Vays’s paltry 120% would be much preferred over what was to come.
She hurried with her present task, glad beyond measure that the machine she was facing—piloted by a child!—had not powered up similarly, and that he was preoccupied with the noisy spectacle Gran Mal had become. She executed the Ten Deaths, careful to avoid the green power lines and the pilot compartment, targeting the joints off the torso, and various other central points. Her target choices were perhaps unwise, but the power lines radiated death, she was sure, even to her, and she couldn’t bring herself to murder a child, not by direct action, no matter the circumstances. She was confident, though, that she’d crippled the machine, at least for now, and made her way back towards Jav.
She had to hurry. She had to tell him. The sickness she felt was creeping in from every direction. Her ears tickled and she thought that they felt warm and wet. Her nose, too. Very strange as she was still Dark and completely intangible. She shook her head and forced herself to go faster.
• • •
Stol Kossig didn’t know what to think. Animate human skeletons that could fly? Their giant pet serpents, similarly accoutered? And now a sparkling translucent ghost of a woman, too? Raohan La had assured him that these humans were dangerous, and he knew not to challenge Raohan La’s statements, however farfetched they may have seemed.
The interlopers’ progress towards the Citadel, where he and his family had grown up, bothered him. The Perpetual Motion Machine, housed inside, had been perfectly safe since the war had ended, but years of peace had brought about ever more relaxed security. He knew that it would be a prime target. More than that, though, he feared for his sister, Isleyna, who, hopefully, still slept and remained ignorant of the threat that had come to Stolom.
Stol didn’t know how, but in the span of a single blink, the skeleton was at the Citadel—at his sister’s window. His anxiety spiked and he brought his Godsort to a run, calling for his brother and cousin to do the same. The ghost woman turned their way and came at them like a streak.
“Raohan La said they were dangerous, Stol,” Temmus said over the radio. “Let me take her.”
Stol ground his teeth at the flippant confidence he heard. “This is not training, Temmus,” he said more sternly than he meant to.
“I know,” Temmus said, sobering. “Please give me this chance.”
Stol looked at the ghost, at the far-off skeleton man and the massive skeleton serpent between them. He bit his lower lip. “All right. But remember, Raohan La said they were dangerous, not one of your schoolmates.”
“Yes, Stol. Thank you.”
He sensed the genuine gratitude and pleasure in his little brother’s voice.
“Enzo!” Stol cried, “Split up and converge on the Citadel. Let Temmus have this one.”
“Understood.”
Stol, leading in the middle, broke right, crossing in front of Enzo and his Godsort. Enzo paused briefly in his stride, then shot left in front of Temmus, who shifted to the middle position then bolted with renewed speed towards the onrushing ghost woman.
Stol watched her do a double take, but she couldn’t be in three places at once, so she ignored the wide-flanking Godsorts, and continued on towards Temmus. Success for now.
He passed the serpent, slowing in case it showed interest, but it didn’t make a move towards him or Enzo, who streaked by much closer—recklessly close, Stol thought. He resumed his previous pace and was coming up fast on the Citadel, but Enzo would reach it before him. Isleyna’s window shattered suddenly and the skeleton entered into her apartment just as Enzo’s Godsort obscured his view. What he saw next, though, nearly made him retch.
Enzo’s Godsort drew back and drove its fist into Isleyna’s room. Years of peace and an impressive ego had spawned an even more impressive recklessness in Enzo.
“Enzo! What are you doing?” Stol cried, both over the radio and through the external speakers.
Just as Stol arrived, though, his cousin’s Godsort recoiled from the Citadel, its striking arm disintegrating violently as it stumbled backwards. Stol caught Enzo, halted his backwards progress, and steadied him.
“What the hell are you doing?” Stol cried, again using the radio and speakers.
Enzo screamed back in the same manner. “Your sister, Stol. She’s dead. I saw blood, drums of it, and I couldn’t let that little grave raper get away.”
“You were too reckless! You don’t know she’s dead.”
“Did you hear me? Drums, Stol. Several and gushing. How explicit do I have to be?”
Stol paused while Enzo’s words finally sank in. “My sister? Did he kill. . . Isleyna?”
There was silence then as Stol regarded the man who pretended at being a skeleton and who sat atop his sister’s fresh corpse.
“Stol?” Enzo tested, but all that was audible was Stol’s labored breathing, building to a crescendo until the familiar words boomed from him.
“High Formation!” Stol cried. Twin nozzles, some fifty centimeters above and behind him, like a pair of horns aiming down at him, snapped audibly, and he felt the sharp work of the pneumatic pumps as they drew a fine mist of blood from a wide dispersion of specially treated pores across his bare shoulders and upper arms. The pumps fed the blood in two streams to the one meter cube of green light outlined with steel—the Godsort’s Kossig Engine—at his back, causing the light to shine brighter and brighter. He felt the merger between man and machine powered by the infinity of getnium rays, his human senses melting away to be replaced entirely by those of his Godsort. He felt like a god and like a god he would judge the guilty, condemning to death those not worthy of mercy.
But first he would marvel firsthand at the power of the skeleton man.
Stol had never been hit so hard, been disoriented so fast. And then an even greater impact rocked him, nearly robbing him of consciousness. He shook his head, blinked the fuzz from his vision and found that he’d been forcibly relocated a kilometer away and somehow made to crash into the wrecked hulk occupying the middle of Memorial Square.
His Godsort was essentially undamaged, but it took Stol a moment to free himself from the mess of ruined machinery in which he found himself. He shrugged off the last of the wreckage, a net of girders and cables, made unusually strong, he realized, by strange vegetable nodes which somehow worked seamlessly together with the metal. He glanced to his left at the giant stalk that, in spite of all Raohan La’s efforts, had taken root in Stolom’s soil of the present. He couldn’t help but think of the nodes as nerve centers with cables serving as the actual signal conductors. The Godsorts worked on a similar principle. They were machines, but their onboard Kossig Engines enabled them to be so much more.
Stol stepped clear and once again made for the Citadel. He noted that Temmus was moving with some difficulty. Once again, Stol used the radio and the speakers. He didn’t want to be out of contact due to a malfunction of any sort. “Temmus, are you injured?”
No response.
“Temmus!”
“I’m fine,” came a curt reply.
But with his integrated Godsort’s senses, he could now see otherwise as he closed the gap between them. “You’re not fine. What did she do to you? Temmus, stop. Isleyna’s dead. I won’t have you throw your life away today, too.”
“Isleyna’s dead?” his tone was desperate for the answer to be no, but he didn’t stop. Then in a higher pitch that seemed on the verge of breaking into tears, “She’s dead?”
“Temmus, I want you to stop.”
“No, Stol. I can do this. I’ll show you that I can do this.”
“Your power flow is irregular. Your joints are barely holding together. Your left knee is about to let go of the lower leg.” Stol was gaining on his little brother, but Temmus was very nearly to the giant skeleton serpent. “Temmus, stop!”
“No.”
His reply was stretched out over several syllables, so much like a petulant child’s, and Stol was painfully reminded of how young his brother really was, how soft living, even with Raohan La’s warning, had prepared him for none of what would happen tonight.
Stol’s stomach sank when he heard Temmus cry the words. He shook his head, seeing what his brother clearly could not. He steadied himself and his voice as much as possible. “Temmus, listen to me. You’ve got to manually cancel the High Formation. The pump safeties are offline. You’re going to get a lethal draw, especially if you use the. . .”
Stol didn’t want to finish. He didn’t want to plant the suggestion that would ensure his brother’s death. Losing both his brother and his sister this night would unhinge him. “Please, Temmus.”
“I can do this. I can get her.”
Stol saw the skeleton man suddenly appear near the waiting serpent and the ghost woman that Temmus had been chasing. Enzo had broken into a run from the Citadel towards them. Too many things were happening at once, and neither Stol nor Enzo could do anything to stop what was about to happen.
“Temmus. . .” Stol whispered.
The Getnium Flare flashed longer and brighter than Stol had ever seen it. All of the Godsort’s power was pumped into the Flare, and with it, every drop of Temmus’s blood. The spent Godsort became a black statue, the power lines forever dimmed, burnt out by the sudden, extreme output.
“Temmus!”
Stol and Enzo arrived at the scene almost simultaneously. The serpent had sprung to life, writhing with surprising agility and fluidity, given its size and appearance, and attacked Enzo, prompting him to engage the High Formation.
Stol regarded the skeleton man hanging in the air, an affront to nature with his defiance of gravity, his pretense at a mastery of or over death. He cried out, giving himself fully to the Godsort’s divinity. It had been years, but the rapture came, familiar and welcome as ever. None could stand against a Godsort, not in High Formation.
• • •
The final effort to bring himself back to Hilene’s position was dizzying. Jav regarded the one-armed Godsort still behind him. With a tired nod, he sent Gran Mid after it. He still knew who the enemy was, but other things were not quite so clear to him. His head was a muddle of manic anxiety, and a single alternating thought repeated ad nauseam: it’s happening again, which brought rage, and it’s happened again, which brought crushing, dread-laced sorrow. Tears threatened, but his vision was blurred due to another, more pressing threat.
Hilene closed the short distance that remained between them. “Jav? Are you all right?”
“Jennifer?” He shook his head. “You’re not her, but. . .”
“Jav, we’re running out of time,” she said, suddenly feeling the truth of her words. She was exhausted, weak. “The green light, Jav. We have to find the source and destroy it or it’ll kill us all.”
The blank sockets of the Kaiser Bones just stared.
“Jav! Do you understand me?”
He jerked as if slapped. “Green light. Destroy it. Yes, I understand.
“You could almost be her.”
In spite of herself, Hilene returned to normal, moved beyond reason by the naked, hopeless honesty of Jav’s words and the sentiment they conveyed. She cocked her head and drew closer, with her arms outstretched. But she couldn’t ignore the thunderclap steps behind her. She could feel the radiation build-up permeate her every cell and knew what she had to do.
She smiled at Jav but her eyes were sad. “Find her. Find her and be happy.
“I love you, Jav.”
She was still intangible, but struck him with the flat of her hand in the middle of his chest and sent him streaking backwards. As she retreated from him, he could do nothing but watch what happened next. His already fractured mind recorded it, as if in slow motion and in excruciating, unforgettable detail.
The Godsort reached out for her, the antenna-like protrusion from its palm harmlessly passing through her back and chest. The nozzles along the antenna belched out jets of supercharged gas, creating an incandescent sphere of green light so that it looked as if the Godsort was holding a ball, ready for sport. Inside the sphere, vividly revealed by the light in spite of its intensity, Hilene swelled and burst like a balloon. Her blood, organs, and shattered bones rained down in a liquid stream to spatter the ground below and Jav Holson lost what was left of his mind.
There were voices, or maybe it was just one voice. Jav couldn’t tell for sure, nor could he comprehend the words. Rage filled him, at first to the point of inaction, leaving room for nothing else, but the other Godsort, the one not occupied by Gran Mid, had arrived and had tried to engage him immediately. Jav dodged the initial attempt and the next that followed, but as his rage acquiesced to combat reflexes, his body was able to respond less and less due to plain fatigue and steady getnium poisoning.
Finally, the Godsort caught him, not with one but two of the gas jet spheres. Something like electric current shot through Jav’s body, isometrically flexing every muscle and shorting every nerve except his pain receptors. The Kaiser Bones rippled with sweeping waves of popping blisters, until finally bubbling to a congealed gray liquid and pouring off of his body, still naked from his tryst with Hilene. And then the Godsort’s hands clapped together, blotting out the vile green light between them.
• • •
Upon their arrival to just beyond the foot of the Vine, Raohan La knew that things had gone from bad to worse. The injured among them did not fare well on the short jaunt, due to the stress of transport or to the exceedingly high intensity getnium rays or to the combination of both. Three of them liquified on materialization. One succumbed to extreme cellular division, budding nearly full-grown offspring from its hide in rapid succession. These all struggled to escape their host in different directions and many strove to tear themselves free before division was complete, much to their own detriment and that of their unfortunate parent. Another of the wounded, likely with vegetation jammed within its wounds, had its DNA merged with that vegetation. Shoots of sinewy vine, writhed and coiled like snakes, seeking purchase in the ground to root and take sustenance, twisting the reptile and snapping its neck in the process. The last just stood, staring up at the sky, but Raohan La knew that its mind was gone, a stroke of luck maybe, since it likely meant that it would not turn savage and attack at random.
Others were also starting to succumb to the getnium rays. They had little time and Raohan La wondered what they might accomplish in what was left to them. He set his mind to work on enveloping the base of the Vine, but could feel the getnium rays scratching at his power as if his telekinetic force was laced with oversensitive nerves. No matter.
“Siskus La,” he called out with his mind. “Add your crushing thoughts to my own. We will uproot this weed and cripple its thinking center.”
“Yes, Raohan La!”
“Everyone! Hear me! Do what you can to bring this weed to ruin! You cannot rely on aid from your fellows. Each of you must strive to do this on your own. If we stop to show concern for a fallen comrade, we have lost any and all advantage.”
The Godsorts piloted by Stol’s cousins had arrived, but just in time to encounter active resistance in the form of two giants, both larger than Godsorts: a great, tusked beast and a strange composite man composed of thousands of smaller men, all of which were some obscene hybrid of cellulose and an unidentifiable synthetic. It was a waste to have probed them, but they themselves and the way that they were perfectly integrated to make a larger, flawlessly-moving figure had intrigued him. Despite his ability to make war, he had always been a thinker, inquisitive and eager to understand all that he encountered. The one exception of course was the Vine before him. Destruction was all it warranted.
Several of the reptiles had begun to apply their skills to the base of the Vine. Arwan La and Koros La shot funnels of flames from their brows. Dacan La supplemented their efforts by fanning the flames with his mastery over air. Others manipulated the environment further to bring down lightning strikes upon the dark, olive surface of the Vine. Oily black smoke rose variously from their efforts, but Raohan La, suffering still from his machine infection, despite renewed efforts to fight it, could not find in himself even a modicum of optimism. Along with Siskus La, he continued to wrap his mind around the Vine, which he found unusually slippery for some reason, hoping still to uproot it and squeeze the life out of it.
• • •
Vays couldn’t understand why he felt so tired. He had done nothing of significance since planetfall, so why was he plagued by lethargy and a growing knot of nausea in the pit of his stomach? It probably had something to do with the strange green fog. He kept glancing nervously to Gran Lej and kept telling himself to stop it. Like his fellows, he didn’t, in general, trust Icsain, but with Scanlan scurrying back at only half his proper size and both Jav and Hilene likely exhausted from their encounters with the giant reptile, he would have to trust that the enigmatic wooden man would do his part. He was less worried about Kapler. What Kapler lacked in skill, he, along with Gran Pham, more than made up for with brute strength and endurance.
He was nervous about Brin, as well, but for different reasons. Inside the Palace she was as safe as possible, but he hoped that they would have power back soon. She could help if they did, and he had a feeling that this time, more than any so far, even more than with Garlin Braams, they would need every bit of help they could muster.
Twenty- to twenty-five-meter-tall reptiles began appearing out of thin air all around the base of the Vine. Some didn’t seem to survive the process that brought them, though, succumbing to spectacularly messy fates. The rest, Vays guessed, were unaffected by the trip as nearly all of them began to assault the Vine with their control over the elements and other ways unseen. Two, who were close, were sending fifty-meter jets of flame from their foreheads to scour the Palace.
“Get ready,” Vays said through his Artifact. “Brin, how’s the power situation?”
“Should be available in minutes, but only enough for basic systems. No Lightning Guns.”
“The PA?”
“You’ll hear me,” she said.
He sensed the smile in her reply and grinned as well beneath the glittering faceplate of the Titan Star armor. He drew the Titan Saber from its cradle within his brow and began walking forward towards the nearest fire-producing reptile.
“Let me test them first,” Vays said. “They’re only flesh and blood and they can’t all be like the one who’s caused so much trouble.”
“Fine with me,” Raus said. “We’ll likely need to counter the non-flesh-and-blood variety that will be arriving shortly.”
“Icsain,” Vays continued, “be ready to support with the flesh-and-bloods. If you can turn a few, so much the better.”
Silence.
“Respond,” Vays growled.
“Yes, Mr. Vays, sir.”
Vays ground his teeth at Icsain’s indignant sarcasm, but proceeded, breaking into a run. He held the Titan Saber out before him, in a straight-arm posture with the tip of the blade pointing skyward. He Knocked the blade with his mind instead of his fist—something not even the founder of the Single Element Ghost Sword system had been able to do, and which Vays had only learned to do in the last twenty years—and began to build a Union Blade.
He altered his stride slightly to crouch and spring, shooting up and forward along an unwavering diagonal towards the pyrokinetic reptile. He brought the Titan Saber back, and cried out, “Union Blade!” as he brought it across and through the reptile’s neck, at a point roughly halfway between its head and torso. The flames stopped abruptly, but even before Vays could begin the downward arc gravity demanded, he and his victim’s head were caught up in a localized tornado and cast back with more force than he imagined possible with mere wind.
Vays managed to cling to his sword, but was otherwise helpless, sent sprawling like a rag doll, completely at the mercy of the driving wind, and unable to regain his bearings for the twisting, turning ride it provided. He finally crashed down to the hard ground, bouncing and skidding to a halt two kilometers away. He rose, shook his head, took two unsteady steps and sighed with relief at the welcome sound emanating from the Palace.
Brin Karvasti’s voice boomed out loud and clear from the Palace’s public address system. “Greetings from the Viscain Emperor,” she said. “Those who have no affiliation with the Viscain Empire cease your aggressions against all things Viscain. Turn upon your fellows. Rend them with tooth, claw, and force of mind.”
• • •
The effect of the woman’s voice was immediate for those who were susceptible to it. Raohan La shrugged off her power of compulsion with mild effort, but he looked on in horror as many did exactly as she had instructed. Her power spoke to the mind, and she was not unskilled in its use.
Stol’s cousins arrived in their Godsorts and had either been out of range of the woman’s influence or were somehow immune to it even though none had initiated the High Formation as yet.
The giant composite man ignored the La clan members closest to him and moved with surprising agility for Karstus Kossigan’s Godsort, grappling with it immediately. The tusked beast, which Raohan La now saw was not really animal at all but a combination of machine and unnatural plant matter, adjusted its footing to position itself so that it was facing Hostur Kossigou’s Godsort, then exercised a remarkable skill. It seemed to disappear and reappear an instant later crashing its steel-braced tusks into the Godsort with alarming violence. This attack could be anticipated and defended against, but if the target were taken by surprise, could prove fatal. Even without augmentation, the Godsorts were sturdy, but the damage was considerable. Not crippling, however, which was a relief.
Four times In succession, Raohan La heard the terrible cry which had signaled the end of his people on present-day Stolom. Each of the Godsorts entered into the High Formation and Hostur Kossigou’s machine looked undamaged now, as if it had somehow healed during the transformation. Raohan La shook his head at this. The Godsorts’ power was a boon he welcomed, but he still couldn’t help but be disgusted. As this thought passed through his head, he was quite sure that the getnium rays were affecting his brain in any number of other ways besides just fouling his mood in spite of the positive turn.
The Godsorts handled the alien monstrosities with relative ease now. The composite man had been reduced to his constituent parts and the ground now teemed with thousands of polished, faceless dolls of fake wood. These swarmed over those of the La clan still standing and in control of their own faculties. Many were broken or dashed to splinters. There was one among them that appeared to be far stronger, their leader most likely, and from his back issued countless spectral lines connecting him to the others, which were obviously his puppets. Some of these lines waved freely, seeking out members of the La clan. Occasionally, lines would stick but each time they did, Raohan La lost another of his dwindling number of fellows. It was as if contact with the spectral lines allowed an inrush of getnium poisoning.
Hostur Kossigou had hollowed out the tusked charger with a Getnium Flare, but its master proved to be more difficult to eliminate. He was extraordinarily large for a human and seemed to be possessed of a sickness that actually enhanced him physically. Raohan La knew that these humans were girded by the alien plant, having taken a portion of it into their bodies, but was constantly amazed by the variety of powers they displayed. This one brought lightning down, and with each strike, the ground shook and disgorged animate corpses. More puppets.
The shining silver knight had returned as well, but he appeared to have his sword and his durability as his only resources, though neither of these were meager.
Fortunately or unfortunately, the Godsorts dealt just as effectively with those of the La clan afflicted by the unseen psychic woman’s compulsion. They used their Getnium Flares without hesitation, blowing holes in Suhim La and Koros La, liquefying Dacan La.
This saddened Raohan La, and angered him as well. He couldn’t help but feel that these offshoots of the Kossig line were enjoying the slaughter they brought to his fellows. The cracked kernel of his hatred for humanity grew a little more, but he forced his thoughts into order. He renewed his efforts upon the Vine, happy at least that Siskus La remained alive and able to aid him. They’d established a grip upon the base, but further compression was proving difficult because of fatigue, or the getnium interference, or active and unidentifiable resistance from the plant itself. Nerve twinges began to erupt variously, signaling his body’s failing ability to support his mind. It couldn’t end like this. It just couldn’t.
• • •
Black. Cramped and everywhere sharp. That beautiful face suddenly expanding and—
The jolting image brought an involuntary spasm and fresh, raw pain lanced severally from uniform confinement. Blue-white light began to shine with returning consciousness. The image of the girl wouldn’t go away, but it was jumbled with another image now, that of a girl having a knife driven through her temple.
Hope was dead, murdered for the last time, leaving a vast chasm filled with nothing but boundless anger. The anger raged and seethed and rose and fell, but mostly rose, swelling to the limits of consciousness and sometimes spilling out. A singular outlet presented itself: the possibility of revenge.
Jav stirred in the close casket of the Godsort’s forearm. He didn’t know how or why he’d survived. The gas jet sphere should have killed him as it had the girl, but animal survival instincts had prompted him to grip the delivery antenna and ride it back inside the machine. His skin had been raked and nearly ripped from him wholly when the antenna returned to its primary housing. The peeling action squeezed him into a space barely able to occupy his mass.
Countless gashes wept blood endlessly, but despite the loss, strength suffused him. Perhaps it was the anger or some other unknown resource girding his muscles. He didn’t care. Through the rage and constant, recurring image of the exploding girl, one thought persisted: revenge. That and the occasional recollection of a promise to destroy the source of the green light. He remembered the promise first when he realized that he was the source of the blue-white light filling the tight space. He didn’t know what the blue-white light was and didn’t care. The light flared with his will and he pushed forward through metal plates and cables, bending or snapping them, and finding nothing strong enough to bar his way.
He worked his way up the arm, squirming like an eel through the elbow joint and making his way to the radial spindle that connected the shoulder to the torso. He left a wet trail of blood as he went, suffering countless more cuts, but his initial gashes had begun to heal already. Of this he was not consciously aware. He only knew that he was going to bend this machine to his will and use it to kill as many people as possible, to destroy as much as his endurance allowed.
Through wires, plates, and support struts his prey finally became visible. Occupying a cavity in the Godsort’s chest was the pilot. He wore a tank-top which exposed his reddened shoulders and upper arms. His arms were inserted up to the elbows into sleeve-sockets which were connected to a track that encircled the cockpit by a complex but spindly articulated assembly. The pilot stood in the middle of this and wore boots similar to the arm sockets, but the articulation armatures were somehow confined to directly below him. The pilot had his helmeted head bowed and was panting.
Slippery with blood, Jav pressed and pulled himself through the machinery, careful not to disturb the track and its surrounding mechanisms as he neared them. The pilot looked up, conscious of movement behind the myriad, interwoven layers of mechanization, and flinched in surprise when he actually saw the ragged apparition Jav had become.
The Godsort responded exactly as the pilot had, jostling Jav from his position. Jav gripped a strut to steady himself and left a perfect impression of the inside of his closed fist. He pulled himself from the last veil of metal and cables, lunged forward, and took the pilot’s head in his hands.
The pilot was not weak. He was in peak physical condition, used to the rigors of combat, but not under more than, at most, ten standard gravities. His machine did most of the work for him. Even without the aid of the Kaiser Bones, Jav had been regularly training under thirty standard gravities for a century now.
• • •
“Stol! Stol! You got him,” Enzo said. “He’s dead. Now help me with this giant snake. My initialization system’s offline and I’m having a little trouble with just the one arm.”
Stol’s Godsort stirred, turned towards Enzo’s. With this simple movement, the skeleton snake became docile and unwound itself from its prey, retreating just far enough away to continue to be a threat.
“What the. . . Stol? Are you okay?” But nothing could have prepared Enzo for the response he received.
Stol’s Godsort moved with greater speed than Enzo had ever seen or thought possible. Its clawed hands struck in rapid succession, like a volley of missiles, but he only saw the first and the last of it.
The Godsort’s two hands together darted forth to catch, twist, and remove Enzo’s Godsort’s head, eliminating all the sensory data collection and processing systems. Everything but the useless Kossig engine at Enzo’s back went dark. Next he felt the left arm connection go slack and he knew that his Godsort’s remaining arm now decorated the lawn below. Several strikes to the chest area pulled away steel to expose the pilot’s nest. The last things Enzo saw were giant fingers driving through the cockpit, pressing him back, and closing around him and the Kossig engine.
• • •
Green fire erupted spectacularly, squeezing out from the inside of Jav’s closed fist, or what now doubled for it. He released his grip and pulled his hand from the Godsort’s chest and watched in fascination as the green fire raged to gut the machine in seconds, leaving only the bottom half, its torn, ragged waist smoldering feverishly.
Jav occupied the pilot rig. Everything was draped thick with gore. Congealed blood wormed down machinery to pool in unseen recesses. Chunks of meat of varying size, some with glaring white centers, clung to almost every accessible surface surrounding him, but nothing larger than a handful of the original occupant remained. The green light of the Godsort’s power source was steady and took most of the color out of the blood. Despite the light, the cockpit was relatively dark, and only the whites of Jav’s wild eyes stood out upon his painted form.
He turned to the Godsort stilled in the act of killing the girl. The image flashed in his head. It came like thunder each time, like a hammer striking his forehead. He banished the urge to vomit again, and lashed out with a high roundhouse kick to take the inert machine’s head clean off its shoulders. The head rocketed towards the fortress, impacting into wall and sinking to half its thickness into the heavy concrete before loosing from its place and crashing to the ground below. Human soldiers were pouring out of the building now. Some were crushed by the head or the crumbled concrete that rained down from the crater, but Jav ignored them. The green light that shone through the hole the head had made intrigued him. What had the girl said? Destroy the source of the green light? There would be time for that, but there were better sources of vengeful solace at hand.
He focused on the other Godsorts. . . and the dyna sores. He grinned through the sticky glaze that covered his face—and every bit of his naked body—at the red-tinted screen before him. So many wonderful things upon which to vent his rage.
Despite the endless replay of the exploding girl in his head and the fresh toll it took on him with each intrusion, he decided to walk, rather than run, towards the remaining skirmishes. In this machine, he knew he could not lose, but even if his adrenalin was providing him with a false sense of assurance, the pilot’s final words—attempted final words—had shown him the way to further resources. He didn’t know if the words actually would have benefited the pilot or if their utterance was just a reflexive response to danger. In any case, resources abounded. They were all around him, just waiting to be tapped.
He’d forced himself to walk, but as he approached and saw the ease with which the Godsorts were dealing with. . . What were they? His friends? Is that what he considered them? Part of him embraced this notion. Another part of him was outraged by it. Either way, his ego and bloodlust both were asserting themselves, overshadowing all else. He broke into a run, sprang surprisingly lightly into the air for a machine so massive, and reflexively performed the calculations for the Kaiser Kick, which translated seamlessly through his Godsort’s perceptions.
One of them chanced to see the approach and the strange flash of motion, calling out sharply, “Hostur!”
The kick landed upon the target machine’s chest, exactly where Jav knew the pilot’s compartment to be. The Godsort’s torso exploded into a cloud of obsidian glitter, its legs, no longer connected to anything, fell back and away from each other, spinning from the residual force, and sinking thunk-thunk into the ground.
“Mother Stolom! Stol, what have you done?” Barlo Kossigan cried.
“I don’t think that’s Stol,” Samas Kossigus replied with cold detachment. “Check his readings. They’re off the scale and don’t resemble Stol’s in the slightest. Besides, no readings at all from Enzo or Temmus. Somehow, I think we’re dealing with a hijacker.”
“We must be,” Karstus Kossigan said, turning away from having pounded Forbis Vays into the ground with a Getnium Flare, the silver armor of the Titan Star, running like hot wax in places to expose the man within. “That’s how we must treat this.”
“What about the La clan?” Samas said.
Karstus’s Godsort glanced briefly to the giant reptiles, most of which were were either fighting amongst themselves or succumbing to getnium poisoning. “They can wait. Who knows, they may be finished with each other by the time we’re done.”
The three Godsorts regrouped and approached Jav in his. Jav stood stock-still over the ruin of Hostur’s machine, somehow radiating cool anticipation if a machine could be said to do so.
“Check your blood levels,” Karstus said. “It wouldn’t do to pass out at the critical moment.”
“Fine here,” said Samas.
“Check,” called Barlo.
“Right. With me, now,” Karstus said. “High Formation!” And the three Godsorts were like three gods.
But Jav Holson had mastered the Eighteen Heavenly Claws, perhaps better than style’s originator, and now employed it on a scale never before seen. The Godsorts were strong and their pilots seasoned, but Jav was a man obsessed with vengeance. His reflexes were lightning fast under thirty standard gravities. Here on Stolom, where the gravity was roughly one and a half times the standard, he had a decided advantage as those reflexes, along with his prodigious strength, translated proportionally through his Godsort. So he laughed as the three came at him with their continent-shaking strikes.
Getnium Flares went unused. They were essentially harmless to Godsorts, unless the internal recycling system was damaged or somehow overloaded. No, this would be a physical fight, and Jav had no intention of losing. Nor did he show signs of doing so. He managed to defend himself against all three assailants, but had to concede to stalemate under the current conditions—they, like Stol, were accustomed to roughly ten standard gravities due to their combat training and experience. He could easily last the three minutes it would take for the other Godsorts’ systems to power down, but he had no intention of doing that either. He started to laugh again and the sound unnerved his opponents. What undid them wholly, however, was what they heard next and the resulting effect.
Jav’s laughter rolled to a halt and a terrible silence prevailed, but only momentarily. He cried out, “High Formation!” and the suspended pumps went to work, drawing the thick, half-dried blood from wherever it came most easily.
The others saw the change and each knew the significance of a man with this strength, this skill, in a Godsort in High Formation. Barlo simply stopped what he was doing. What could be done that hadn’t already been tried against a lesser opponent? Calling out for Barlo to keep fighting, Karstus drove forward, but was raked with steel fingers from countless blows unseen for their speed and which shredded the outer skin of his Godsort, leaving the internal machinery exposed and sparks showering. Jav took hold of the Godsort’s head, and shot a short, rising roundhouse to cut a diagonal clean through from left hip to right armpit. Karstus, visible through the latticework, was crushed and run through variously, as the metal compressed, bent, and shattered. Several thin streams of blood arced out under pressure, even as the majority of what he had left poured from a wound strikingly similar to the one delivered to his Godsort. The two halves of his machine ground together as the upper attempted to slide down the inclined plane of the lower. The Godsort stumbled back a step, purely due to gravity, then fell to the ground in pieces.
Barlo still hadn’t moved. Samas joined him in his stillness but screamed. It was a high pitched shriek born of terror and dread and came to an abrupt halt as Jav drove his hands into Samas’s chest, one over the cockpit and one below as if to tear the machine’s heart out. But rather than tear it out, Jav initiated the Kaiser Claw, calculating almost instantly, torquing his hands, and reducing what lay between them with a dull, squelching pop that nevertheless shattered every intact window in a five kilometer radius. Brilliant green light flared from between his hands, but Samas and his Kossig Engine were gone. The crippled Godsort followed the motion of his hands as he freed them, but Jav stepped aside casually to allow the dead hulk to crash to the ground.
“Raohan La!” Barlo cried, finding his voice. “You must help us!”
Jav watched the dyna sore turn from what must have been some mental exertion upon the Palace. He grinned. “Yes, Raohan La,” he mocked, his voice booming out across the battlefield. “You must.”
Jav bent his knees slightly and leapt back diagonally, doing a tight flip and landing to put Barlo between him and Raohan La before planting a solid front kick in the former’s midsection. Barlo bent double and streaked like a projectile for Raohan La.
Raohan La, however, was having none of it. His proportionally small eyes narrowed malevolently and lines of visible force crisscrossed before him to batter, cut, and grind the giant machine to shrapnel, none of which was much larger than what Jav had left with his Kaiser Kick.
“Raohan La!” cried another of the dyna sores, one who seemed similarly engaged in a mindborne assault on the Palace. Its head jerked at the end of its long neck. Blood misted under high pressure from its eyes. “I cannot. . . It is too much!” Its head burst then, but the gray of its brain, exposed and awash with blood, began to expand and take on a fleshy pink hue. Several creases opened up, as if the mass were about to split severally, but these closed and opened again, snapping with long, sharp bone-shard teeth.
Jav watched the dyna sore turn and regard its fellow with rage and heartsickness—a combination he could appreciate perhaps better than any—and then with resolve. Something joined the two giant reptiles for an instant, some tether of psychic turbulence, and then the other’s head burst a second time, more spectacularly than the first, and the reptile fell over dead, making the ground shake with its mass.
The green light power lines upon Jav’s Godsort were beginning to darken. It had been three minutes, and while there were several systems within the cockpit to alert him to this, he had no need of their warning. The fading sense of all was sufficient. As he acknowledged this, he saw a glimmer of hope spark in Raohan La’s tiny eyes, but this only made him grin again.
“We are done playing, Raohan La,” Jav said over the Godsorts external speakers. “It’s not my blood this machine drinks, but the blood it wants is plentiful.” Almost in a whisper, Jav said, “High Formation.”
The pumps activated, the Kossig Engine responded, the green lights flared and Jav was a god again.
Raohan La dropped down to all fours, his bones shifting under thick, leathery skin to accommodate his original quadrupedal orientation once more, and charged Jav in the Godsort. Just before contact, Raohan La sprang cat-like, his bones shifting once again to make him bipedal, and he grappled with the Godsort. Genuine surprise at the dyna sore’s speed cost Jav his chance to evade. Carried by momentum and then by Raohan La’s substantial weight, they crashed to the ground, machine pinned by reptile.
Jav felt the probing fingers of Raohan La’s mind, but he felt them through the Godsort’s impregnable psychic defenses. Despite his powers, lack of leverage prevented him from altering his position. But only temporarily.
Letting Raohan La focus on a hopeless endeavor, Jav took advantage of his concentration, which amounted to distraction, and used Approaching Infinity to deliver a head butt, brow to brow. Raohan La’s eyes bugged from their sockets, then rolled up to whites. Jav could feel the other’s muscles go slack, slid out from under, and got to his feet in one swift, fluid motion, which finished with him gripping Raohan La’s head in one hand with vice-grip fingers.
Guilt began to bleed into his thoughts. High Formation took away all challenge, all sense of fairness. But then, there was no fairness, not anymore. They were dead now, like the rest. Somehow he sensed that the girl in the fortress had stopped breathing, had gone peacefully despite the assault upon her and her quarters. The girl with the red hair and eyes—they’d been so sad, those eyes—she’d gone less peacefully and the image blasted through the otherwise empty halls of his mind.
Jav squeezed, producing a sharp, echoing crack, released his grip only slightly for a split second to pair his hands for the Kaiser Claw, and then twisted his hands in a blur of motion so that left replaced right and nothing remained between them but the deafening sound of destruction.
The stalk of Raohan La’s neck fountained briefly to produce a red plume, then swayed along with the rest of his lifeless body to fall heavily to the ground.
Jav surveyed the scene. There were few dyna sores left, but they were mostly preoccupied with a variety of graphic maladies that made any action on his part moot. Most of his friends were accounted for. The man in the armor with the big ego was beginning to stir. The wooden man with the awful writhing thing in his back was still tending to some of the more resilient dyna sores with his puppets. The sickly giant was using his electricity to rebuild himself. He turned and stared at the fortress, which seemed to stare back with a single angry eye of green light. With his rage somewhat abated, he was overwhelmed once more by the profound sense of loss that had come to define him. He hadn’t forgotten his promise to the girl with the red hair, though. What was her name? Surely he’d known it.
He set off for the fortress, ready for one last sortie in his borrowed Godsort.
He paid no attention to the men swarming over the greensward towards the Palace, and many were crushed under foot or swept away bodily by his passage. Corpse and puppet soldiers could meet any threat they had to offer.
Upon reaching the fortress, Jav started pulling more concrete away from the rim of the hole he’d made earlier. He tried to be careful not to disturb the already ruined quarters where the body of the girl with the doorway eyes lay inert. He was pretty sure that her remains wouldn’t survive what he had in mind to do, but he couldn’t help himself. Chunks of concrete rained down all around him until he had a way into the structure. There were two more partial walls to contend with, but once through them, he found himself in an indoor garden, at the center of which was the source of the green light.
It was mesmerizing and, Jav realized in a moment of singular clarity, dangerous. The girl had said so, but now he understood. He felt a familiar gnawing sensation in his guts and knew that the light would kill him from the inside out if he didn’t do something about it soon. He vaguely wondered at how he’d managed to fend off its effects this long. Having a tiny version of the death generator at his back probably wasn’t helping, either, but it wouldn’t matter in a few moments.
Jav in the Godsort stood before the generator. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes in a vain effort to block the damnable vision of the exploding girl. When his eyes opened they were hard and cruel. He stretched his arms out before him at a slight downward angle so that his hands, fingers splayed, were one over the other, left over right. As he pushed, the ground beneath the generator broke apart as if tilled by an invisible plow. The apparatus canted slightly, but then rose into the air following the motion of Jav’s rising arms, until it hung suspended.
Jav looked down the barrel of his steely arms with the green light virtually between the palms of his hands. His calculations were brief, but sure. He pulled and pushed with explosive force, reversing the positions of his hands, and bringing blinding, white oblivion.



3.5 LOSS
10,900.097
Witchlan stood in the Emperor’s chambers. It was dark save for the holographic screen which hovered in the middle of the room between him and the great sallow visage of the Emperor.
“It is as anticipated, Minister,” the Territorial Planning Director said from the screen. “As previously discussed, the radiation was converted to a variety lethal to the native population, but one somewhat less so to Vine fiber. All survey teams report back the same. All indigenous life here on Planet 1607 has been extinguished and likely suffered instant death at the time of the pulse.”
“Thank you, Director.”
The screen went dark but was already flashing to indicate a pending connection.
“Yes?” Witchlan said, but he already knew what the Medical Director had to say.
“You wanted to be informed of any change in General Holson’s condition.”
“Yes, Director.”
“He’s awake, but only semi-lucid so far, as is consistent with cases like his.”
“And his physical condition?”
“The burns and lacerations have healed, but the latter have left a whole new map of scars over ninety percent of his body. His strength appears to be undiminished. He shattered the medical tank on waking.”
“Thank you, Director.”
The screen went dark again, but remained in place. Witchlan folded his arms and stared through it for a moment, lost in thought. Finally he reached out a spindly finger and worked the holographic controls at the bottom right of the screen.
A video recording began to play and then looped repeatedly. Witchlan folded his arms again and watched the Kaiser Bones run off Jav’s body like jelly, watched him erupt with and become enveloped in blue light—familiar blue light—just prior to the giant robot’s hands closing around him.
Jav Holson should have died then. It would have made things easier, poetic even.
This system was home to five other planets, all uninhabited. They could spend some time here, recover at their leisure. They could afford to do this and do this with no sense of urgency because The Place With Many Doors was now within reach. One more trip would bring them to their goal and true, unadulterated freedom. But a contingency for Jav Holson had to be established. The blue light signalled a return to what he was before the Empire, and they couldn’t have that.
The holographic screen went dark a third time and Witchlan’s body sagged. His hands dropped lifelessly to his sides, his head drooped. It was as if he were assaulted by a sudden onset of narcolepsy. In time with his abrupt slumber, though, was the kindling fire of life filling the space behind the Emperor’s carved features.
Now the holographic screen became active on its own. Several minutes passed before someone appeared upon it, facing the Emperor.
“Yes, Lord Emperor,” the man said.
“Cov Merasec. Your training roster is rather limited these days.”
“Lord Emperor?”
“I have a proposition for you. And perhaps a new trainee as well.”
TO BE CONTINUED. . .



SHADE DOSSIERS



Salton Stoakes
General, 19th Generation, Retired

Category: F-Gene Fighter
Discipline: The Longsword Knife, Secret Sword
Height: 165 cm
Weight: 70 kg
Gravity Rank: 25
RPP: 1,750
RMP: 100
Birthdate: 9,794.356
Artifact: Suicide Knife
Artifact Rank: 20
Dark RPP: 35,000
Dark RMP: 2,000
Active Dates: 9,850-10,350
Residence: 1026 
While Dark with the Suicide Knife, Stoakes is sheathed in shadow and seems to possess little substance; he is more like a dark, animate mist, though he is in fact solid at his core. In this state he weighs a single kilogram and can float given strong enough winds or thermals.
Though Stoakes is an accomplished, self-taught fighter, the Suicide Knife has the ability to capture the image of up to 20,000 individuals in the Midnight Mirror, the reflective surface of the dark blade, and subject them to mass suicide. When an image is recorded upon the Midnight Mirror, Stoakes stabs himself to have the effects dealt to the reflections’ owners.
The Knife provides other powers that, combined with Stoakes’s skill, have made him quite useful to the Emperor as a covert operator, even in his retirement.



Jav Holson
First General, 21st Generation

Category: F-Gene Fighter, Superior Grade
Discipline: 18 Heavenly Claws
Height: 172 cm
Weight: 73 kg
Gravity Rank: 30
RPP: 2,190
RMP: 500
Birthdate: ??,???.???
Artifact: Kaiser Bones
Artifact Rank: 20
Dark RPP: 43,800
Dark RMP: 10,000
Active Dates: 10,682.031-Current (replaced Karlan Farsal)
Residence: Root Palace
Jav was the Block 2 champion at the 10,688 Artifact Competition. He won the Kaiser Bones, and thus replaced the ailing Ritual Mask and removed the imminent death sentence that came along with it.
While Dark with the Kaiser Bones, Jav looks like a stylized skeleton, with the actual bones providing excellent protection. The space between the bones is inky black that seems like animate “nothing” and offers somewhat less protection. Besides the standard augmentation, the Bones enable Jav to animate and control up to 20,000 skeletons, making them rise from their graves and fight on his behalf. He can sense bone matter, “feeling” it as well as “seeing” it through earth or flesh and blood. The Bones also make Jav exceptionally resilient in that they respond quickly to physical damage, rebuilding and restoring tissue at a fantastic rate.
Though Jav’s original Artifact, the Ritual Mask, remains intact, it has not been accessible to him since the events on Planet 1406 involving Garlin Braams.



Raus Kapler
General, 21st Generation

Category: Psychic
Discipline: Electrokinesis
Height: 246 cm
Weight: 230 kg
Gravity Rank: 10
RPP: 2,300
RMP: 2,900
Birthdate: 10,533.124
Artifact: Resurrection Bolts
Artifact Rank: 20
Dark RPP: 46,000
Dark RMP: 58,000
Active Dates: 10,689-Current
Residence: Root Palace
On receipt of the Resurrection Bolts, Raus Kapler’s skin color underwent a permanent change. His skin is now pale and seemingly translucent, revealing a gray or even greenish hue beneath.  The Resurrection Bolts are visible as smooth metal circles on either side of his neck until he goes Dark, when the Bolts extend out beyond his skin. When Dark, his skin darkens further and more metal bolts rise up along the lengths of his arms and along his spine.
The Bolts enhance Raus physically, as is the case with all Artifacts, but they significantly increase his ability to produce electricity to both heal and destroy. His ability to stimulate regeneration of lost tissue makes him one of the most resilient Shades ever produced, though his power is not on par with that of Lor Kalkin. The Bolts also enable him to infuse the dead with a portion of his power, bringing up to 20,000 corpses back to a semblance of life, and which he alone can control.
While not as focused or well-developed as Jav Holson’s ability to sense bone, Kapler is able to “feel” the presence of likely raw materials for his power, if only vaguely.



Icsain
General, 21st Generation

Category: NA
Discipline: NA
Height: 190 cm
Weight: 140 kg
Gravity Rank: 50
RPP: 7,000
RMP: 7,000
Birthdate: Unknown
Artifact: Relic Cords
Artifact Rank: 20
Dark RPP: 140,000
Dark RMP: 140,000
Active Dates: 10,690-Current
Residence: Root Palace
Icsain does not undergo a physical change when he goes Dark. While not technically a psychic himself, his intellect and ability to simultaneously calculate multiple probabilities give him an exceptional defense against psychic assault. They also enable him to exploit the Relic Cords in a way that Karlan Farsal never could. With the Cords, Icsain can control up to 140,000 individuals and need not focus on any single one or group after a set of instructions has been given. With instructions, any being under the control of the Cords will complete assigned tasks, using limited critical thinking skills to accomplish the required goal or die in the attempt. Once the goal has been accomplished, the being under control will wait idle for further instructions.



Gilf Scanlan
General, 21st Generation

Category: NA
Discipline: NA
Height: 175 cm
Weight: 150 kg
Gravity Rank: 15
RPP: 2,250
RMP: 2,000
Birthdate: 10,624.060
Artifact: Creation Cogs
Artifact Rank: 20
Dark RPP: 45,000
Dark RMP: 40,000
Active Dates: 10,691-Current
Residence: Root Palace
Among Shades, Gilf Scanlan is perhaps unique. Though he is possessed of a vast and creative intellect, he has the RPP and PPP of a normal. Because of his inherent human weakness, the Creation Cogs have permanently altered Scanlan so that he is Dark at all times and cannot revert to his human form. He sees no downside to this and has already taken steps to further augment his physical form to close the gap that remains between himself and other Shades.
From the monocle covering his right eye, Scanlan can direct a beam of sorts, which gives rise to intricate clockwork machinery which adheres to any design principle he can imagine. He can create incredible volumes of this machinery, spraying it into place with the application of the beam. Even after the immediate influence of the beam has passed, the machinery continues to exhibit startling organic properties, growing to completion.



Forbis Vays
First Specialist, Titan Squad

Category: F-Gene Fighter / Psychic
Discipline: Single Element Ghost Sword / 20% Physical Augmentation
Height: 180 cm
Weight: 80 kg
Gravity Rank: 25
RPP: 2,000
RMP: 1,000
Birthdate: 10,663.015
Artifact: Titan Star
Artifact Rank: 22
Dark RPP: 44,000
Dark RMP: 22,000
Active Dates: 10,688-Current
Residence: Root Palace
While Dark, Forbis Vays is clad in a gleaming suit of angular armor that will conform, to some degree, to his will to temporarily adapt to circumstances. Along with its excellent defensive properties, the Titan Star also provides a potent weapon, the Titan Saber, which is housed within the helmet, its hilt forming the distinctive horn rising up from the forehead.
When Vays invokes his psychic ability to augment his physical characteristics by an additional 20%, his armor undergoes a physical change in order to release the power.
When sufficiently enraged while Dark, Vays gains access to the Grudge Star, a devastating attack that crucifies his opponents and subjects them to six explosions, the intensity of which are determined by a combination of the degree of his indignation and his composure in the face of that indignation.



Brin Karvasti
Specialist, Titan Squad

Category: Psychic
Discipline: Suggestion/Compulsion
Height: 157 cm
Weight: 45 kg
Gravity Rank: 5
RPP: 225
RMP: 4,200
Birthdate: 10,664.304
Artifact: Dharma Engine
Artifact Rank: 18
Dark RPP: 4,050
Dark RMP: 75,600
Active Dates: 10,688-Current
Residence: Root Palace
Brin’s Artifact becomes visible at her back when she goes Dark, but otherwise she doesn’t change physically. She has the innate ability to make people do what she says. In general, her victims must be able to hear her voice, but she is able to transmit her power, chaining it between minds when they are in close proximity to one another.
Of course her Artifact substantially increases this ability, but it also enables her to inflict the Dharma Clock on individual victims. This attack crucifies the victim and forces him or her submit to first psychological then physical trauma according to “guilt” they feel based on criteria—genuine, manufactured, or twisted—set by Brin.



Hilene Tanser
Specialist, Titan Squad

Category: F-Gene Fighter / Psychic
Discipline: Darkness Piercing Spear Hand / Intangibility
Height: 45 kg
Weight: 150 cm
Gravity Rank: 30
RPP: 1,350
RMP: 4,500
Birthdate: 10,676.304
Artifact: Attenuated Splitter
Artifact Rank: 20
Dark RPP: 27,000
Dark RMP: 90,000
Active Dates: 10,700-Current
Residence: Root Palace
When Dark, Hilene becomes sheathed in a perfect, flexible shell of silvery steel, with an oversized helmet that completely obscures her face. Some have speculated that the the predefined design was meant to emulate the look of the Gun Golems that so plagued the Empire years prior to Hilene’s inauguration as a Shade.
Hilene’s psychic ability to become intangible highly augments her RPP, making all of her physical attacks extremely potent since they can bypass any defense while transmitting maximum damage. Besides allowing Hilene to temporarily split into 10 independent duplicates, the Attenuated Splitter further adds to her deadly strikes by identifying structural weaknesses in any and all targets.
She is an expert with the Darkness Piercing Spear Hand, winning the Artifact Competition of 10,700, in which she voluntarily and under no obligation fought without the benefit of her psychic power. The nickname Secret Weapon fits her perfectly.



Nils Porta
Specialist, Titan Squad

Category: Psychic
Discipline: Juggernaut Form
Height: 175 cm
Weight: 70 kg
Gravity Rank: 30
RPP: 2,100 (7,100)
RMP: 5,000
Birthdate: 10,675.015
Artifact: Alloyed Splitter
Artifact Rank: 20
Dark RPP: 42,000 (142,000)
Dark RMP: 100,000
Active Dates: 10,700-Current
Residence: Root Palace
Nils Porta’s innate ability is to restructure his body into a single alternate form. The reconstruction, though painful, is essentially harmless to him, but results in an inhuman configuration, with bone piercing through the skin to form a dense carapace studded with sharp spurs. In this form, he gains free movement through limited telekinetic means and a kind of radar sense that allows him to sense his surroundings and navigate. The Alloyed Splitter has taken some of the horror—and all of the pain—out of the transformation and improved upon it substantially. He becomes a juggernaut of impossibly strong alloy able to break apart into smaller, identical versions of his larger self, which can swarm like insects and reform a single solid at will. Because his power is essentially physical Porta’s RMP is added to his RPP when transformed to give a more accurate reading of his actual strength and hardness.



AFTERWORD
This book has taken roughly fourteen months to write, which was longer than anticipated, especially when I had such a strong start. But here it is. It will essentially function as a bridge between trilogies, the first of which should already be known to you. The second trilogy is actually where I started fourteen years ago. It was a silly attempt to create buzz with a website for a completely fictional TV show I was selling as real: Skeleton General Skull Kaiser! Needless to say, the world is still ignorant of Skull Kaiser.
Starting in the middle can be very interesting, but we always have to go back and tell how everything started, right? Otherwise, where’s your investment? Anyway, while I’m very pleased to have this volume out (and you reading it), I can’t express enough how gratifying it is to have come this far with four novels versus numerous episode summaries of a nonexistent show. I still have the rest of the story to tell, at least in a proper format and in proper order, and I think that I’ve proven that I’m probably way more than ready to tell it, but that was a challenge for me for a long time (the first novel didn’t come out until 2011).
Life presents obstacles at every turn. There are countless reasons why I could have stopped writing, but never why I should have stopped writing. I don’t know how other writers work. I don’t know that I could emulate anyone else’s method, which is not to say that I have a method per se, but as haphazard as mine is, I was able to ride it to now. I guess what I’m trying to say is this: If there’s one person reading this who has the kernel of an idea that refuses to die, I urge you to nurture it and never give up on it. It may take fourteen years for it to bear fruit, but once it does it’ll be yours and no one else’s.
 
 Chris Eisenlauer
 March, 2014 
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