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ONE - THE CONVOY
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HISSED WHISPERS pulled me from my meditation, like dozens of angry cats advising caution in a cadence of illegible conversation.

What the–

As I snapped from my half-doze, the whispers faded, leaving a vague sense that I knew these sounds. They came and went in hardly a breath, a bad taste on my mental tongue.

With no waking memory of hearing such before, the familiarity must come from a time before the chains encircled my memories. Chains that squeezed when I tried to remember who and what I was, how I arrived on Earth, and when. Trouble was, what I recalled with any clarity went back little more than five years. Even then, my oldest memories fell into an obscuring mist.

There had to be a time when I knew. Had to. And there had to be a way to unwrap the chains and set my backmind free. Had to. Otherwise...what had I to hope for?

Boots scuffed through the grass.

My thoughts cleared and my pulse kicked. I rose onto an elbow and looked down the length of Captain Shever’s wagon. Medic, Slobber, and I lay on our bedrolls at the front, as we had for the bulk of our weeks-long journey, Medic snug beside me, and our giant friend a few feet farther along. Whoever approached came alone and tried to be quiet. By his steps, it was the captain himself, not some bandit or homesteader–or even one of the convoy’s mules–looking for easy pickings.

The captain emerged from the gloom and noticed me up on an elbow. He jerked but didn’t stop. “Oh. Uh, Miles.”

Relaxing, I waved him closer. “It’s okay. Must be important.”

“Ain’t anyone ever snuck up on you?” He crouched near Medic.

“Pretty sure, at some point,” I kept my voice as low as his. Dozens more of us mules working for the convoy slept all around on both sides of the road. No point in waking them on this, the final night of our journey. “There a problem?”

He grunted. “It’s Tommy. Rory’s boy. Hoping Medic could take a look, maybe assure us it’s not–” He clenched his jaw. “Not as bad as we...”

I shook Medic’s shoulder. She woke with a muffled grunt. “Hmph?”

“There’s a situation,” I whispered into her ear. “At the homestead.”

She wiped her eyes, looked at me, then noticed Shevers. “Someone hurt?”

He winced. “Might be dumbing-down disease. Rory’s boy, Tommy. Can you take a look? See if you might can help?”

I leaned back to let her wiggle out from beneath our blankets. She wiped her eyes again as she sat up. “Was there a fire?”

He nodded. “Our kids shared a small bonfire with the homesteaders’ kids. Cooked up some rabbits ’r something, maybe toked a little.” He shrugged. “Locals insist the wood was clean.”

Swatting at the tiny gnats flitting about, I stood and offered Medic a hand. Crickets chirruped all around and an owl hooted from a nearby copse, where the late-summer leaves rustled in the light, steady breeze.  Frogs along the creek threading through the copse added throaty croaks. Clouds hid most of the star-swept sky. When the breeze shifted, pines scented the air. An easy night.

So why the hissed whispers?

Straightening her linen shirt and brushing her pants, she asked, “Tommy’s the only one showing symptoms?”

“All the other kids check out. Some say Tommy got to coughing a bit after they ate. Maybe took in too much smoke catching back his breath.”

I grunted. The captain’s troublemaker son, Barton, had probably been at the bonfire. If anyone deserves the dumbing-down, it’s him. The thought provoked a sharp squeeze from the chains. Mustn’t think ill of humans, I reminded myself. Even if they deserve it. Another squeeze. My winces went unnoticed.

Medic slung on her pouches–our pillows while we slept. Though low on inventory, they still hung heavy off her shoulders. She laid a hand on my chest. “You don’t need to come, Miles. Get your sleep.”

I took her hand and kissed her palm. “Let’s go see Tommy.”

Hissed whispers haunted my foremind. As much as I might need it, no way was I falling back asleep.

Since our arrival late this afternoon, families from neighboring homesteads gathered at the one nearest our convoy, socializing with the wagon chiefs and their kin. Over dinner, they probably shared news and engaged in trade.

Farmhands later came to deliver or take away traded goods, then mingled with us mules hired to pull the ten wagons of our convoy. With nothing to offer, I mostly stayed out of sight in the copse. Once people noticed me, it usually meant an end to other business as they gawked and asked uncomfortable questions.

What are you? Where you from?

You an alien, like them cat-warriors from way long back?

I had no answers, thanks to the chains.

Shevers led the way, keeping to the spaces between the knee-high stalks poking from the ground. Tails wagging, convoy dogs followed. Candlelight in the windows and lanterns on the porch of the nearby two-story homestead guided our steps. Medic held my hand the entire walk.

A cluster of anxious women, some crying, escorted Medic up the front porch steps and inside the homestead. Shevers followed, joining the men–mostly wagon chiefs and their kin–crowding outside in the dim light. I retreated to the illumination’s edge. Lanterns in the barn about thirty yards away revealed younger children gathered near the open doors. Cows and goats complained from within. The smell of manure defied the breeze. On the porch, Lander, Shevers’s second, shared a skin with a solemn trio of homesteaders.

“You that strange fella,” one of them said from his perch on the railing. Others turned in my direction. “Heard the hands mention you. Worried ’bout a monster lurking in the trees. Other than them tree spiders, a’course.”

“He’s harmless,” Lander said. “A good, strong, smart mule if ever there was one.”

“Y’ain’t from around here,” someone else drawled, circling a fingertip in the air indicating from around Earth, like.

I exhaled. “No, sir, I am not.”

Several of them exchanged glances, perhaps surprised I spoke so well. Members of the convoy, who should’ve been used to me, exchanged looks as well. A murmur rambled across the porch.

“Miles, why don’t you head on back?” Lander nodded toward the distant convoy, out along the road. “I’ll escort Medic once we’re done.”

She’d been right–I should’ve stayed back. I wasn’t accomplishing anything except maybe rousing too many men unused to my appearance. I didn’t think the homesteaders or their kin would actually do anything, but I couldn’t rule it out.

I sighed. “Yeah. Sure.”

A pair of dogs followed me back.

“Miles?” Slobber sat up on his bedroll. “Ya’s right?” Tail wagging, one of the dogs tried to lick his face–or more likely, the drool in his beard. He gently batted it aside.

I settled onto my and Medic’s blankets, atop our bedrolls. “Tommy’s a little sick, is all. Go on back to sleep, big fella. Fair stretch of muling tomorrow.”

“Iffin ya says.” My giant friend settled back beneath his blanket.

I gazed at the passing clouds. Dumbing-down disease. Enfeeblement at its most basic. Many blamed the condition for the global collapse about a century ago. Wiped out billions, set human civilization back to hard times. Smoke from wood harvested in forests claimed by tree spiders seemed to trigger sporadic outbreaks in communities caught downwind. I glanced at the shadowy wall of pointed treetops and rounded edges about two hundred yards down the road. It’s why no one dares burn the tree spiders out.

The distinct certainty that I knew a lot more about the dumbing-down rose in my backmind. About the tree spiders, the whole collapse. That I’d lived through it. That wasn’t possible, given the time frame. I couldn’t have been on Earth that long and not remember.

If I could only un-kink the chains trapping my memories, even a tiny bit... 

Some time later, a trio of dogs bounded by. I stood as Lander and Medic emerged from the darkness. Lander handed her off and walked away, head down, shoulders slumped. I wrapped her in my arms. She hugged me back.

“It’s so sad,” she whispered, then sniffled.

“So it is?”

“Just enough. He can walk some, sit up. But no talking, no awareness. He even soiled himself. The homesteaders are already making plans to walk him into the forest. Rory’s leaving him behind.”

“Damn.”

“It’ll be a mercy, letting the spiders do their thing.”

I whispered, “Yeah, he’s pretty much dead already, terrible as it is.” No one recovered from dumbing-down.

“I know. Just... It’s so sad.”

I let her cry herself out, then we lay down, using her satchels as pillows.

“Just hold me, Miles.” She pressed her back against my belly. I reached over and found her hand. “So sad.”

“Yeah.” A lot of everything was sad these days.

* * *

Roused by a flurry of barking, I wiped the morning crud from my eyes, then shook Medic’s shoulder. “C’mon. Time to rise.”

Just as she’d done every morning for the past six weeks, she groaned and rolled away, pulling our thin shared blankets tighter over herself.

Despite my inhuman appearance, she’d snuggled close since the first night of the journey, saying she liked my warmth. I’d gone so long without such intimacy, I let her press against me as much as she wanted. She let me press back.

One of the other mules called it “spooning.” Innocent enough, just sleeping close with our clothes on–though our hands often strayed to the soft warm skin beneath. I considered it a balm for the headache-inducing squeezes from my damaged mind.

Behind us, Slobber yawned, then grunted as he stretched himself awake. “Mmm-wuh!” He scratched his sides, and I wondered if he suffered another flea infestation. “Go pee,” he mumbled.

“Mmph,” Medic said from beneath the blankets. A fly landed on the scar tissue marring the side of her face, damage from a fire she barely escaped in her youth. Had she been lying left-side down, she’d have felt the fly’s tickle. She felt my strokes there easily enough.

I flicked the fly away then sat up. “Let’s get this last morning started.”

She glowered at the edge of the blanket. “Every morning that big oaf wakes up and says, ‘Go pee.’ And next thing I know I have to go pee.” She rolled onto her back and threw our blankets off. Her frown softened when I bent and looked into her eyes. A slight puffiness below her lower lids gave away she’d been crying.

She reached up and combed her fingers through my cascade of feathery hair running from my forehead to the base of my neck, where it flared out to my shoulders; she repeated the touch before we went to sleep as well. “Good morning.”

“How’re you feeling?” I asked.

She placed her palms on my cheeks and, eyes closed, lowered my forehead onto hers. My beak-like snout bumped the tip of her perky little nose. Though middle-aged, she retained youthfulness in her face, with the barest of wrinkles at her lips and eyes. She often complained her scars more than made up for that. “Poor Tommy. Poor Rory,” she murmured. After holding me close for several breaths, she eased me away but kept her hands to my cheeks. “Is this really our last morning together?”

“Afraid so.”

“No chance you’ll stick around once we reach Basket City?”

“Afraid not.”

She held my gaze. We both knew why I had to leave. Humans couldn’t tolerate someone who looked so...alien. Large groups of humans, like those in a city, tended to react quicker and with more vehemence–strength in numbers or something. Eyes watering, she whispered, “I hate people sometimes.”

I said nothing, not wishing to risk a squeeze.

“Coming, Miles?” Slobber asked.

I smiled at Medic. “It’ll be okay,” I murmured. Then, louder, “You go ahead, big fella.” I looked down into my friend’s dark-brown eyes, brushed strands of her graying brown hair from her face and ran a finger over her lips. She kissed my fingertip. “I’ll stow the bedrolls.”

“Nobody’d be stupid to steal from us,” Slobber said, grunting his way to his feet. His knees popped and his back cracked. “Rr-aaah!” he said, stretching again.

“Works better if you don’t give them the chance,” I replied.

Medic’s gaze shifted toward Slobber. Her eyes widened. She sat up. “Use the trees over there, away from the forest!” she said, her voice sharp.

Slobber had turned toward the forest. He was still two hundred yards off–far enough to avoid the reach of even the most aggressive tree spider. They flung their web-like snares with uncanny accuracy, but fifty yards seemed to be their limit. They might charge from the trees to seize their prey, but they then couldn’t deploy their snares, and our dogs would alert us to their presence.

Get pegged by a snare, you ended up tree spider food. Simple as that. In the five years or so of memory I carried on this side of the chains, I couldn’t recall a single soul ever escaping once snared. The tree spiders were man-sized, quick, and always hungry. They took in dogs, sheep, pigs, goats, foals, calves, and even small bison. And far too often, humans.

“Oh. Uh.” Slobber jerked to a stop. His massive body, all muscle, wobbled in the early-morning light. As usual, he couldn’t seem to remember where he relieved himself the evening before. He wasn’t much for remembering.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Scowling, Medic rose and grabbed his sleeve. “This way, you muscle-head.”

Slobber towered over everyone, including me, and I usually stood taller than most humans. I remembered one of the other mules jokingly warning Medic to avoid Slobber when he got hungry. But those who came to know the big fella discovered the gentle giant within. Slobber wouldn’t hurt a fly, unless the fly hurt him first or threatened one of his friends. Then the fly became paste.

Still, his size had encouraged Medic to snuggle with me. She laughed and said she feared becoming paste if he accidentally rolled on her.

She led him away from the forest to the large copse across the road. Mules from other wagons headed in that general direction as well. Halfway there, Medic pointed to one end. She angled toward the other, where three other females disappeared into the brush. Slobber nodded and waved, then fumbled at the waist of his pants.

“Wait until you’re in the trees,” she said, her exasperation carrying on the still morning air.

I laughed. Just another morning. But... No. This would be our last together.

As jobs went, the past six weeks hadn’t been as bad as I feared when Slobber and I signed up. Our wagon chief, Shevers, who insisted we call him captain, had been so delighted to have us round out his twelve-person crew of mules that he threw in extra rations each day. He’d been prepared to leave with just the ten. His pull-T had room for sixteen. With me and Slobber on board, he said he could haul more for trade. “Means extra for everyone at the end!”

We struggled with the usual ups and downs of the landscape, but used the hard ground left by an unusually dry summer to our advantage to gain a day on the schedule. As mules for the lead wagon, we walked in no one’s dust. We also faced the greatest risks when we passed through tree spider-infested forests. But Shevers and his crew, armed with spears and flaming arrows, kept the fearsome beasts at bay. Out of the convoy’s ten wagons, only ours and one other hadn’t lost a mule to the tree spiders. I don’t think we killed any–damn things were as hard to kill as they were to spot, lurking in the branches–but so far, the damage remained manageable. The wagon chiefs thought so, anyway.

I imagined the eight mules snatched away thought otherwise.

Scratching away my morning itches, I stood, stretched, folded my blanket into my bedroll, then rolled it tight, cinching the strap at the end. After doing the same for Medic’s, I gathered up Slobber’s. A pair of dogs sniffing around let me scratch their heads then bounded off.

Through the rustle of people rising from sleep, dogs barking, sheep and goats bleating, cattle at the convoy’s rear lowing, and birds calling from all around, an adolescent’s chuckle from down the road caught my attention.

“Come on, they’re at this end.”

My shoulders sagged. God dammit! Not this morning. Not after what happened with Tommy.

I walked around the side of Shevers’s large wagon. Four wagons down, Barton and two of his teenage friends sauntered across the grass toward the ladies’ end of the copse. Jaw clenched, I shook my head and followed. We’d butted heads several times over the past few weeks. How he so consistently underestimated my hearing I’d never know. In almost every instance I overheard him and his buds hatching their juvenile schemes. I put a stop to nearly every one, either with direct confrontation or by warning others. He and his friends never made the connection. His father did, but never stood in my way.

“I hope that beauty from wagon six is taking a bath. Oh, momma,” Barton said. The others chuckled. A creek ran through the copse on its way into the forest. Yesterday had been long and hot and somewhat dusty for the wagons behind ours. Those who hadn’t washed the night before would likely do so this morning, despite the water’s chill.

“One mule I’d love to ride. Oh, yeah,” one said. I didn’t know his name–Luke or Drew or something. The other, carrying a staff, went by Chomps. All three wore the usual long-sleeved denim shirt with patches at the elbows and elsewhere, oft-mended pants, and scuffed, knee-high boots. Their hair sprung off their scalps in tangled curls, their scraggly beards equally knotty messes. They hadn’t bathed in a while.

From right behind them, I growled, “I’ll give you a ride, you get any closer.”

They whirled. Chomps raised his staff. He alone appeared ready for trouble. Who walked around without a weapon these days?

Admittedly, I did, though I wasn’t entirely unarmed. The dingy metal gauntlets over my hands and forearms served as sturdy shields in a pinch. But I intended to remedy my weaponlessness soon enough.

Barton pointed at the wagons. “Mind your place, freak-face, or we mess you up.”

I crossed my arms. “You can walk back to the wagons or be dragged. Your choice. But you will respect the ladies’ privacy.”

I focused on Barton, who usually led the troublemakers. I watched Chomps out of the corner of my eye. The boy slowly spun his staff. While he seemed familiar with his weapon, he really didn’t know how to use it. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have risked his grip by spinning it.

Barton and the other teen spread out.

“Oh yeah?” Barton sneered. “Whadya gonna do? Peck me?” His friends snickered.

“You know, back before the Collapse, there was a word for kids like you three.” I paused, making sure I had their attention. “Punks. That’s all you are. Punks.”

“Like you’d know, freak-face,” the third boy said.

I looked about thirty-five, maybe forty years old in human years. But I wasn’t human. The weight of age, mostly from hints of memories behind the chains wrapping my backmind, convinced me I was a lot older. The sense rose through dreams I remembered from time to time. Some left vivid images of a healed Earth vibrant with a human civilization populated by billions. I also remembered words and phrases that should’ve sounded familiar to the people around me but seemed lost to time. Words like punk. So, yeah, I could have known.

“I’d say it’s a damn near certainty, punk.”

Barton telegraphed his intentions by glancing toward Chomps. A moment later he charged at me. By then, I’d already dropped to a crouch, palms flat in the grass.

Chomps’s staff whooshed over my head, brushing my hair, and smacked hard against Barton’s chest. Close enough to swing a fist at me, Barton yelped as the blow sent him sprawling.

I rose, jerked the staff from Chomps, and drove the far end into the face of the third teen, who decided seconds too late to join the fight. He grunted and collapsed, blood pouring from between his fingers where they cradled his chin.

Chomps hesitated for the moment I needed to regain my balance, then lunged, reaching for the staff. I dipped the close end and drove it into his knee. His lunge became a face-plant into the brown grass.

Barton scrambled back to his feet. I spun and drove the staff into his gut. Gurgling, he doubled over. “You will respect–” Resisting the urge to swing at full strength, I smacked him hard between his shoulders, sending him to the ground again. “–the ladies’ privacy!”

Painful squeezing from my backmind warned me to stop. Self-defense was one thing. Beating a human while he was down something else entirely. Plus, Shevers would need Barton with a bow this morning as we braved the forest. I couldn’t incapacitate the little shit. Everyone depended on his deadly accuracy.

I stepped away from the groaning trio, spun the staff a couple times, and planted an end into the grass. It felt good in my hand–just the right size, not too heavy, well balanced. I decided to keep it. Like the odd, flexible gauntlets that encircled my palms and wrists and reached halfway up my forearms, the staff seemed made for me.

“Guess them lessons on fighting didn’t much take,” Captain Shevers said from behind me.

“Guess not,” Lander added. His lazy drawl sounded twice as bad as Shevers’s. Probably why he didn’t say much.

I turned. Shevers, Lander, and half a dozen other wagon chiefs watched from between the third and fourth wagons. Mules from practically all the wagons also watched, several with huge smiles. No one seemed concerned about the boys thrashing and bleeding in the grass.

“You up for giving lessons?” Shevers asked. “Once we set down in Basket City past yonder forest? I knows you plan to move along, but...”

“Moved smooth and quick, for sure,” Lander added, scratching at his bushy beard. “How’d you know Chomps there’d be swinging high?”

I shrugged. “Boys his age always swing for the home run.” I twitched. Home run. Another of those phrases lost to the Collapse. Even I didn’t know what it properly meant. But it sounded right.

Shevers and Lander glanced at each other, then back. “Home run,” Shevers drawled, stretching “run” out an entire breath. He placed hands on hips and nodded. “Figure I like that.”

“It’s all yours, Captain. As for lessons, let’s get through yonder forest first.”

He nodded again. “Figure that’s as good a plan as any.” He breathed deep then plucked an old pocket watch from his coat, glanced at it, and dropped it back out of sight. “Round ’em up! Leavin’ in forty-five!”

The crowd broke apart. The air filled with conversation and equipment banging together.

Returning to Shever’s wagon, I leaned my new staff against a wagon wheel, finished with Slobber’s bedroll, stowed all three with the others in a drawer beneath the wagon, then joined the line at the food wagon halfway down the convoy. I had to bull my way through a pack of the convoy’s large dogs, who took pleasure in playfully dodging into my path. They, at least, accepted my appearance and enjoyed my company.

I dug the three remaining ration chits from my pocket, Medic’s a dull brown, Slobber’s and mine a faded blue for the extra rations Shevers promised when we signed up. As he and his fellows had every morning and evening for the past six weeks, the cook scowled as he handed out the three meals but delivered the proper amounts.

“Thanks.” I said. He grunted in reply. I returned to Shevers’s wagon.

Reggie, the junior member of our wagon team, had opened a small barrel of fruit rum. “One mug per person,” he said as the bulk of my fellow mules gathered around. He grabbed a mug from a rack inside the wagon’s supply cabinet, filled it, passed it to a waiting hand, then grabbed another. I skipped around the cluster and joined Slobber, who sat in the grass past the pull-T hinged to the wagon’s front.

I handed him one of the three worn plastic bags of food. “Where’s Medic?” 

He pointed in the general direction of my tussle with Barton and his friends. A small crowd lingered. “Someone done got injured up.” He set his bag between his knees and dug out a fist-sized biscuit and a slab of ham–treats Shevers must’ve traded for the previous evening. A pair of dogs came sniffing. Slobber shooed them away. “She stopped to a’minister.”

“Oh.” She’d carried her packs when she went off. Of course she’d stop to help.

I sat in the dry grass beside my big friend and removed the rations from my bag. Like him, I had two huge biscuits, a slab of ham, a boiled egg, and a baggie of blueberries. Medic’s rations consisted of one biscuit, a smaller cut of meat, and a small apple. I usually gave her my egg and shared my berries.

That she would miss breakfast to render aid, even to punks like Barton, was typical for her. Though her stores of poultices, healing ointments, and bandages were running low, she seldom charged for her services, offering whatever she had on hand without reservation. More often than not her patients were dogs that tangled with porcupines or such, or other animals injured along the way, but she soothed a fair share of people hurts, too. She never wanted for extra food or drink and enjoyed sharing those as well.

She planned to stay with family in Basket City, working in their apothecary. She could’ve made her way from Wall Town, six weeks behind us, in some other capacity than wagon mule, but she said she needed the exercise and enjoyed the work.

Despite her size, my tough little friend more than held her own. I loved her for it. She encapsulated everything about humanity that shined.

She arrived as Slobber finished inhaling his meal. He wiped a forearm across his lips, smearing blueberry juice into his beard.

“I knew you should’ve waited until after you ate to wash up.” She smirked. “Now you’ll have bugs buzzing about your face all day.”

He smiled. “Eat ’em up, too.”

She rolled her eyes. “Knowing you...”

“Thirsty.” He tossed the empty blueberry baggie into his plastic bag, which he crumpled in his meaty hand to return it to the food wagon or give it to Reggie.

I said, “Reggie’s handing out mugs of fruit rum.”

“Oh! Grab us some,” Medic said. She sat as Slobber stood.

“Iffin he lets me.” He looked around then decided on the right direction and lumbered off.

I finished my biscuit and ham. “How’re Barton and his punk friends?” Like Slobber, I tended to eat fast. Rushed meals seemed the norm for me as far as I could remember. It was hard to slow down when the opportunity presented itself. I offered Medic my boiled egg.

She thumbed off the shell. “Lucien took a nasty cut to his chin. Andrea says she’ll sew it up. Other two will have to walk off their bruises.” She flicked eggshell into the grass and ate the egg in three happy bites. “What happened?”

Lucien. A name like that I should’ve remembered. Damn chains. I opened the baggie of blueberries. “They were trying to sneak a peek at you ladies. I thought that too disrespectful to let pass.”

She chuckled. “Such a sweetie.” She fished out a palmful of berries.

We ate in silence. She avoided looking at me. Tommy’s fate wasn’t all that left her sad this morning. But as much as I wanted to stick around in Basket City, my appearance simply made that impossible. If one lesson stuck with me past my five-year memory, it was that I’d never be safe living among too many humans.

I wouldn’t suggest she endure a nomadic lifestyle with Slobber and me. Basket City offered her more than I ever could–a roof over her head, a warm bed, freedom from hunger. She’d stay clean, enjoy good company, be able to relax, and not worry who might be creeping up behind her. I cared too much to even hint I’d welcome her along whatever paths Slobber and I would travel after Basket City. I couldn’t risk the chance she’d accept.

Slobber returned with the mugs. He managed to hand ours over without spilling any rum. “Drinky-drink!”

Everything fermented was a drinky-drink to him.

We raised our mugs. Slobber drained his in a single gulp. I polished mine off with a pair of easy swallows. Medic sipped hers, as usual. I stood, mug in hand, and handed her my plastic bag. “Better take care of business while I have the chance.”

“Don’t take too long,” she said. “We still have to put on our armor.”

It sounded ridiculous–armor against tree spiders. But...well, it had mostly worked so far.

“I’ll be right back.”











02




MEN AND women splashed in the creek, cleaning themselves. I found a private space farther down, unbelted and dropped my denims, and squatted to pee. Despite not knowing what I was, I considered myself male. I just didn’t have the same equipment as a human.

Other differences marked me. My tan skin with brown streaks matched nothing seen in my travels–at least in the past five years. Had I met others like myself, I was sure I’d have stayed with them. But my limited recollections told me I’d mostly wandered alone, doing odd jobs for food and shelter. I was definitely one of a kind.

For hair, I had a dark-brown, feathery wave from forehead to shoulder blades. I seemed thin for my height, and a bit off where my elbows and knees bent, but I was far stronger and faster than even Slobber.

Odd ridges beneath my skin ran along my shoulders, down my sides and the backs of my limbs. At times, they sent harsh zings up and down my spine.

When wounded, I healed with exceptional speed, quicker than any human. Unlike practically everyone around me, my flesh bore no scars. My healing ability drove me to eat as much as I could when I could. Sharing with Medic was an adjustment.

What really set me apart was my face. Clothing might hide the rest, but not the finger-length, face-wide snout that sharpened into something akin to a rounded beak. My cheeks and brow angled back, giving me a somewhat predatory look. My sharp teeth and powerful jaw let me bite through tough materials. My sight penetrated most dark nights. When the mood struck, I sang in the tongue of birds.

Only people in need, like Captain Shevers, let me find safe haven from time to time. But I never imposed. I preferred flight to fight. Causing harm to humans, even those who threatened my life, simply struck me as wrong.

If I had a home once, it was long in my past, tight behind the chains.

Even my name struck me as off. Miles. It sounded right, but not quite, though I hadn’t heard anything else closer. I did consider that since I wasn’t human, maybe my true name wasn’t, either. The chains prevented me from ruminating too deeply on it.

What I wouldn’t give to remember. For the weight of not knowing to lift from my shoulders.

What was I? Was Earth my original home? If so, where on it was I from? The same place as those cat-warriors from long ago?

Who put the gauntlets around my arms? Why? They were tight sometimes and I couldn’t slide them off. Small holes dotted their lengths. Though they flexed with my movements, they served no purpose I could see, other than offering a minimum protection to my hands and wrists.

So many unanswered questions... Explanations lay behind the chains wrapped around my backmind, where my past waited to be re-discovered. Who put those chains there and why? It felt like punishment, with the chains squeezing from time to time over thoughts not meant for pondering. How might I earn my freedom?

And, of course, those hissed whispers... Familiar, but not.

I shoved through the bushes at the creek’s edge, crouched, and splashed water over my face then swished a palmful in my mouth, gargled, and spat. After drinking a mugful, I rejoined my friends and the rest of my wagon’s mules.

By then, Reggie had passed out the leather breast- and backplates we mules wore when we dared travel through forests. Medic offered mine as I approached. To make it easier to cocoon their prey, tree spiders stung their victims with a paralyzing venom. That’s how it seemed, anyway. They acted much like their smaller cousins. The worn leather protected us from those stingers. Unfortunately, Shevers wasn’t able to offer more coverage.

I quickly slipped on and buckled my armor snug around me.

The wagon chiefs gathered on the road. Standing on the driver’s bench of his wagon, Captain Shevers cleared his throat in preparation for his final morning speech. The noise from chit-chat and equipment ebbed. Even the dogs quieted.

“Spoke to the homesteaders hereabouts,” he said, his voice booming. “What we knew before we set out sticks true. Bridge up north collapsed in the spring floods this year. Ain’t been fixed yet. Bridge to the south got burned by bandits. Ain’t been fixed, either.” He jerked a thumb at the forest. “That leaves the bridge down the road the nearest over the Sissippi. Makes it the one we need to use. Get us into Basket City by mid-day, I reckon.” He paused. “O’course, there’s the forest first.”

A murmur ran through the crowd.

“We all knew ’bout this when we signed on, now,” Shevers said. “We done well with the forests behind us. I’m sorry for the eight mules lost, but it could be worse. A few dogs, a calf. We done well. We can do this, too.” He placed hands on hips. “Still early morning, and we know them tree spiders like to sleep in.” People around me chuckled, none enthusiastically. “Road’s supposedly clean an’ smooth. We push our way through quick and tight, I reckon we do all right. Fifteen miles. Less’n three or four hours, good speed.”

Everyone around me shifted. Medic squeezed my hand. I squeezed back.

He looked over the gathered crowd. “We can do this. Trade from the west been slow, with the bridges down. So, when we’re the first to roll into Basket City this season, profits look to be plumb good. And everyone’ll get their shares.”

More murmurs rose from the crowd. Even the wagon chiefs beside Shevers smiled and nodded.

“Been a dry summer. Farmers say the forest’s bordering on tinderbox. To keep the peace, I promised spears first, arrows as fallback. Flaming arrows last. Can’t be starting fires now, ’less it can’t be helped.”

That drew concerned mumbles. Fire arrows were the most effective way of discouraging tree spiders from swarming. A couple into one of the beasts and they usually retreated. Of course, this happened after they snatched at least one victim. Spears worked if used in numbers. The only problem with those was allowing a tree spider to get close enough first–never a smart idea.

“So, spears and dogs at the flanks, arrows at height, flames only at my command. Anyone flaming before that gets chained to a tree. Am I clear? Flames mean smoke. Smoke means dumbing-down downwind. So no flames.” He articulated each word carefully so no one could later claim they misunderstood. He pulled his watch from his pocket again. “Wagon chiefs, see to your crews. We set out in fifteen.”

I grabbed Slobber’s sleeve. “Come on, big fella. Let’s finish getting ready.”

Though this was the first job I remembered having armor, wearing it felt familiar. I’d had no trouble buckling my two pieces together and knew how to fix the problems my fellow mules had with theirs. It seemed a remembered skill, my fingers moving on their own, like the way I handled knives, daggers, staffs, spears, bows, and arrows. At some point I’d become proficient with each.

Slobber made an effort to suit up during the speech, but as usual got his straps tangled on one side. I struggled with a buckle on his flank. “Breathe out, buds. Need a bit of room to work, here.” Where had Shevers found armor this big? It was hard to imagine another person as large as my friend. I imagined it had originally been meant for livestock.

He tried to look beneath his armpit, where I struggled. “Tangle-tied, Miles.”

“I know. Easy fix. Just need you to blow your breath out.”

He hunched forward and released a wet exhalation, his tongue drooping over his lower lip. It might’ve been for dramatic effect, but I didn’t think Slobber knew anything about that. He didn’t know much about much. Not dumbing-down, though. Simply...too much body for too little brain.

His wheeze gave me enough leverage to jerk the strap through the buckle properly and close the gap. I gave the rest of the buckles and straps another once-over as he recovered his breath then clapped him on the shoulder. “There, nice and tight. You’re in fine fighting form this morning, my friend.” I stepped back.

Slobber raised his arm again. “Tighty-tight,” he grumbled.

“Let’s call it safely snug, like mine. That’ll protect you from any tree spider stingers. Worth a bit of discomfort, eh?”

He wiped a forearm across glistening lips, leaving a streak of saliva in his beard. “Gonna be a long day,” he wheezed, “iffin we have to wear this all the way.”

“It’s a long day every day these days,” I replied, hoping I didn’t sound as exhausted as I felt. I’d enjoyed the journey so far. The weather helped by being unseasonably cool, which it promised again today. Palatable food, clean water, comfortable clothing–armor notwithstanding–new friends, fewer than usual bugs swarming about, no surprise raids from any of the local thug bands... If we made it through the forest, this might become one of my remembered memories.

Still, I suffered a grating weariness deep in my bones, one an easy night hadn’t touched.

The news of poor Tommy didn’t help, either.

I added, “We should be able to remove the armor once we’re clear of the forest. Push hard, my friend. We sleep in real beds this evening.” If only for a night. I retrieved my new staff from where it leaned against one of the wagon’s front wheels and laid it on the pull-T between the braces that held the control chains. There, it wouldn’t interfere with the T’s operation.

Armor settled over chest and back, Medic joined us at the front of the pull-T. She’d positioned her satchels over the leather plates in front and behind. Straps at her waist kept them from bouncing into her way. She spread her arms. “How’d I do?”

I spun her around, checked her buckles and straps, then tightened the satchel straps at her waist. “Shevers won’t want to stop, so let’s cinch these tight.” I hugged her from behind as I worked the buckles. “These gets loose, could be trouble.”

She smiled over her shoulder. “You just wanted an excuse to hold me close, you bugger.”

“Guilty as charged, madam.” I finished with her belt. “Still won’t let me carry one for you?”

“My burden to bear.”

The wagon’s other mules gathered around. “Miles? Can you check this?” the nearest asked, adjusting his breastplate. “It doesn’t feel right.”

I hugged Medic a moment longer. “Sure.”

The wagon rocked slightly as Shevers clambered onto the driving bench. The rest of his team pulled spears, bows, and quivers from shelves and drawers beneath the wagon. Bow in hand, Barton used decorative protrusions on the boxy wagon’s sides to climb on top. He tied himself down with a short rope, in case a spider got lucky with its snare. He glared at me, the corner of his lip pulled in a sneer.

I scowled back.

He looked away first.

His four wagon-mates appeared with spears. Lander leaned his against the wagon, settled onto the bench beside Shevers, and drew a bow and quiver from behind the bench.

“Everyone set?” Shevers called out. “Miles?”

“Almost, sir,” I said, checking the last of my fellow mules. They’d mostly done a good job. I closed a few gaps between the stiff plates, readjusting where necessary. Afterward, they moved to their positions within the pull-T. Medic, the shortest of our group, stood in the section nearest the wagon, a slightly taller but stocky older man in the space beside her.

“Everyone take a piss or drink up while you’ve the chance. We ain’t stopping ’til we’re done through the trees,” Shevers said, putting the brake handle mounted to the side of his bench through its motions. One of his sons crouched near the front wheel and glanced at the wagon’s broad underbelly.

“Brakes check out, Captain.”

“Very well.”

“Good plan,” one of the mules said. “Let’s get through this as fast as we can.”

“God, I hate forests,” his partner said.

“Just pull hard. We’ll make it,” the large woman behind him said. She was the tallest, most muscular of the three women in our group.

“Seems all set, Captain,” I said, looking up. “Guess we’re as ready as we’re going to get.”

He nodded and checked his watch again, always coordinating. Beside him, Lander finished readying the bow and quiver of arrows, then propped them where Shevers could grab them quickly. He jumped from the bench and grabbed his spear. A pair of throwing axes hung from his belt. He shouted and whistled. Tongues lolling, a quartet of big black mutts bounded up from behind the wagon.

Each wagon had five or six mutts. They made a lot of noise when they sniffed out a tree spider.

“Position up, people,” Shevers ordered.

Whistles sounded from the wagons behind us.

Shevers pulled on the chains hanging from the sunshade above the driver’s bench, and the tip of the pull-T rose from the grass. Normally, the pull-T allowed for three teams of horses to be hitched. Adjustments enabled humans to do the pulling. I joined Slobber at the front, the T’s center beam between us. Four mules filled the sections directly behind ours, two to a side. Another quartet filled the third. Medic and the stocky man pushed from the last.

Each wagon’s pull-T had room for sixteen mules. None of the wagons had a full complement. So far it hadn’t slowed us.

A large bracket mounted below the driver’s bench held the pull-T in place, letting it pivot side to side, up and down. The slight left-to-right pivot let us turn the heavy wagon. The up-and-down let taller mules like me and Slobber work up front. Shorter mules occupied the positions behind us, with the shortest nearest the wagon.

Shevers locked the chains holding up the central beam. He only involved himself on downhill slopes, when he used the brake to keep the wagon from overtaking his mules. If things got out of control, we could bail to the side, away from the wheels. That had only happened once. We were fortunate no mules got hurt.

Convoys still used animals when their routes avoided forests, but the smell of tree spiders sent the teams into a frenzy. Since our convoy’s planned route from Wall Town took it through nine infested forests, oxen and horses were ruled out from the start. The last wagon in our convoy did lead a small herd of nine cattle, destined for one of Basket City’s slaughterhouses. Nose plugs made of grass and sap deadened their sense of smell. Chains kept them together.

A final series of whistle blasts rolled up from behind us. Shevers answered with three strong blasts of his own, setting the convoy into motion.

Slobber and I leaned into our push-beams. With grunts and groans, the mules behind us did the same. The wagon creaked froward. Lander moved ahead of Slobber and made sure the dogs stayed out of our way as we pushed the wagon to a fast walk. Another spearman, a teen about Lander’s height–might’ve been his son–walked a pace ahead of me, spear held with the tip angled toward the looming trees. A third and fourth spearman strode along the back row of mules, weapons at the ready. Barton would be in a crouch, arrow nocked.

Slobber counted a cadence as we settled into a rhythm. He enjoyed it. Once the wagon rolled at a decent clip, Shevers blew a pair of quick blasts through his whistle. The wagon chief behind us replied in kind. His mules grunted and groaned their load into motion–Shevers wanted the spacing tight but not too tight.

With the morning sun low on the horizon ahead, little light penetrated to the forest floor. Gaps in the canopy allowed sunlight to graze the grass-and-dirt road weaving beneath the tall trees, some of which leaned precariously over our path. Saplings and small bushes pushed in from the shoulders but remained out of the way. At Shevers’s commands we steered to one side or the other to avoid dips or pocks. Otherwise, we kept to the center.

The forest remained quiet and still. No birds in the branches or critters in the brush–the world holding its breath.

Keeping in step with his cadence, Slobber and I leaned into our push-bars. Boots thumped in time with ours. Lander and the other spearmen kept the dogs out of our path, even through our slight turns.

Minutes into the forest we approached a wagon leaning into a low trench along the shoulder. The wheels in the trench were splintered and the driver’s bench bashed in, as was its boxy top. Vines grew over the damage and mushrooms dotted stretches of rotting wood. The dogs sniffed then bounded ahead.

Shevers said, “Ease over.”

Slobber and I angled our wagon away. I eyed the branches overhead until we were well past. If the tree spiders could set up an ambush, that might’ve been a good spot. Distract the prey with the damaged wagon...

Good thing the beasts were incapable of such planning.

Shevers guided us back to the center of the road.

A moment later a shrill cry pierced the gloomy silence–the sound a dog made when snagged by a tree spider’s snare. The cries intensified as the dog was dragged into the trees. A flurry of other dogs’ barking followed.

“Spider!” someone several wagons back shouted.

“There! There!” someone else cried.

“Spears up!” a third voice added. Three quick whistle blasts followed.

Whistles sounded from wagons more distant.

“Keep going!” Shevers shouted. “Eyes front!”

Our quartet of dogs turned back, but a sharp “Heel!” from Lander redirected their attention. “Point! Point!”

From deeper into the forest, the snared dog yelped one last time. The cry had a finality to it as the tree spider stung its helpless prey.

“Only a dog,” Shevers called out. “Why we brung ’em.”

Dogs continued barking.

“Spider!” someone new shouted. “Left side, behind the wagon!”

“There!”

“Git arrows into it!”

Another dog cried out.

The barking intensified.

“Heel! Heel, dammit!” someone shouted. “Point!”

“Fucking spiders!” a new voice cried.

More whistle blasts pierced the forest.

The second dog released a tortured cry, then fell silent.

“Miles?” Slobber asked.

“Just keep on,” I said, loud enough for my fellow mules to hear. “Keep going.”
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WE JOGGED beneath a large gap in the canopy. While I welcomed the sunlight, it offered only a false sense of warmth and security.

“Steady on,” Shevers said.

“An ambush,” Lander mumbled. “They set a goddamn ambush! Get us looking one way...”

“So we know what to watch for next time,” I said between breaths.

“What?” Slobber asked.

“Goddamn ambush,” Lander said.

“They’s animals,” Slobber said. He frowned at me. “How can they ambush?”

Lander said, “Maybe they’re learning.”

I bit an urge to tell him to shut the hell up. “More likely they got lucky there once and tried again.”

“How they be learning?” Slobber asked.

“Easy, big fella. Just keep going. Nothing to worry over.”

“Until the next time,” Lander said.

Slobber grunted. “Iffin there be a next time.”

Count on it.

We jogged on. Then our dogs bounded to Slobber’s side of the road and barked frantically at the trees ahead.

“Ease right, ease right!” Shevers called out. “Barton! Look sharp!”

Slobber and I steered away from where the barking dogs bunched together, hackles raised. The spearman behind Lander hurried up, weapon ready. With the road relatively straight and flat, I divided my attention between it and the approaching branches.

A tree spider uncoiled from its perch high against a tree trunk not more than fifty feet in front of us.

At first it seemed a portion of the trunk simply bubbled out. It quickly resolved into the spider’s lumpy, oblong, fur-covered body, larger than Slobber’s head and torso. Then its long, thin legs in the branches repositioned themselves, lowering it closer with alarming speed. Even in motion, the tans, grays, browns, and blacks of its hair camouflaged it frighteningly well. Two smaller, multi-jointed arms unfolded from the torso to reach forward and down. The claws at their tips, as big as my hands, spread wide as they angled toward the nearest dog. As one, the pack jerked back but continued to bark.

An arrow struck the spider’s forward lobe, just above where the arms emerged.

Warbling, the beast flinched back. An arm swiped the arrow loose. Just as quickly, another took its place. Then a third.

Lander and the second spearman drove their spears into the beast’s front lobe while it was distracted. It screeched again. Dark, syrupy fluid spilled down one of the spear shafts.

Shevers blasted his whistle three times in quick succession–the signal of engagement.

Frantic barking rose from dogs several wagons back.

“Spider!” someone cried out.

“There!”

“Spears! Quickly!”

Lander and the other spearman jerked their weapons back, dodged a sluggish swing by the tree spider’s front legs, and jammed their spears in again. As we jogged past, the beast released an ear-piercing howl that made even Slobber wince. One of the mules behind us stumbled and cursed but kept his feet. By then, a pair of spearmen from the wagon behind ours charged up. Before they could strike, though, the tree spider retreated, circling away before disappearing into the gloom. A shower of small branches and leaves marked its passage.

The dogs continued barking until Lander shouted, “Heel! Point!” He called thanks to the other spearmen then jogged back into position ahead of our wagon.

Having remained on guard, the spearman on my side exhaled. “Frick!”

“Good job,” I said. “Well done, all of you.”

“Well done!” Shevers said at the same time.

“Good shooting, Barton!” one of our spearmen sang out.

“Great!” a mule two sections behind me added. “Keep it up!”

I said, “See? Nothing out of sorts from that one.”

Lander glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah, great.”

“So they ain’t learning?” Slobber asked.

“Probably not.” I clapped his shoulder.

We jogged on. By my guess, thirty minutes passed.

Tree spiders snatched a pair of dogs from the rear of the convoy. The morning grew considerably brighter, the surrounding gloom shoved away from the gaps in the canopy. The cool forest air dried the sweat beading across my forehead. My fellow mules and I panted, collecting our first wind.

“Makin’ good time,” Shevers called out. “Keep it up.”

No one asked how much farther to go. Their thoughts probably matched mine: Keep going. Keep going.

We passed another damaged wagon, the growth over its splintered ruins at least five or six years old. I tensed as we approached, but the dogs gave no indication of trouble lurking in the branches. The entire convoy passed the ruined wagon without incident.

“That would’ve been another good ambush spot,” I said.

Lander grunted. “Maybe.”

We rounded one of the few bends in the road thus far.

“Oh, fuck me,” Lander moaned. “Captain!”

His son cursed as well.

“I see it! I see it!” Shevers shouted. “Mules, ease up!” He blew his whistle five times. Obstruction ahead!

Sunlight fell through the opening in the canopy created by the massive tree, its wide trunk supporting a sprawl of branches, leaning across our path from a rise along Slobber’s side of the road. Twisting roots covered in dark soil reached over the hole where they’d once burrowed into the forest floor, the ground in front crumpled. A puddle several feet long ran beside the road. Small flying insects swarmed. The air carried a damp, earthy smell. Nearby trees leaned as well but none as bad as the largest.

Lander turned. “Axes! We need axes!”

“Barton! Look sharp!” Shevers commanded. “Mules, get us close.”

Whistle blasts sounded up and down the convoy.

The dogs sniffed around the fallen tree.

We slowed our pace until Shevers used the brakes to stop the wagon about thirty feet from the obstructing tree. A dozen men rushed up, spears and axes in hand. “Point! Point!” several of them shouted, trying to keep the dogs from bounding ahead.

“Get some dogs on the other side of the goddamn tree!” Shevers shouted. “Spearmen, too!”

I glanced over my shoulder. For the first time since the journey began, he sounded worried. He waved at me. “Miles! Slobber! Everyone!”

I slapped Slobber’s arm. “Come on, bud. Grab an axe!” I turned and pointed. “Maggie! You stay here! Stay here!” I shouted, using Medic’s real name to show I meant it. She hated the name. That I dared use it told her not to come after me. “No matter what!”

I turned from her pale cheeks and wide-eyed stare.

“Miles! Here!” Lander shoved his spear into my hands. “You know how to use it better’n me.” He grabbed an axe from a man running up with two in hand.

“Here and here,” a burly wagon chief said, pointing at the trunk. “Cut it wide enough for the wagons to slip through. S’all we need. You two! Crawl under, start chopping on the other side!”

“Someone fetch rope!” another man shouted. “Lay it beneath here so when we cut through, we can pull it outta the way!”

“Reggie!” Shevers shouted.

“Rope! Yessir!” Still carrying his spear, he raced behind the wagon.

Three men and three women with spears joined me, our boots grazing the edge of the puddle. “Spread out, but keep shifting position,” I said. They shuffled apart but kept their spear tips trained at the leaves. “Don’t give the spiders an easy target.”

Dogs sniffed about, some past the tree. Axes thunked into the trunk. Bark flew.

I eyed the exposed roots. The soil looked damp. Hadn’t the farmers warned Shevers it’d been dry? Sure don’t look it, with how green and heavy all that brush looks. Must be a shallow aquifer or something not too far down.

The creek did run into the forest. Maybe it fed into an underground pool. This tree just chose a recent moment to topple over, without any help from a tree spider.

Maybe.

“Keep shifting your spear tips,” I peered into the gloom. “Easy sweeps, back and forth. Maybe block a snare.”

“Aye, and watch–” the man beside me said as a black-tipped, oval-shaped snare fell across his shoulder and flattened as it stuck. It came from the side of the road behind us.

The nearest dogs went into a frenzy.

“YAA!” The man dropped his spear as he was jerked backward and dragged through the grass in front of our wagon’s pull-T.

Another snare slapped onto a dog. Yelping, it tried to twist free. Man and dog vanished with sickening speed into the brush.

“There!” someone shouted.

“Don’t!” a woman cried. “It’s too late!”

People with spears positioned themselves along the road.

More barking erupted from down the convoy. Heavy thuds followed. Men and women cried out.

Breathing hard, one of the axemen turned, breaking the frantic rhythm they’d fallen into. “Jossie? Honey?”

“Tanner!” the wagon chief shouted. “Keep your place!”

Then branches flew from the trees near us. The first thudded into Shevers’s wagon, rocking it. Wood snapped. Splinters flew. Others struck a pair of spearmen in the chest. They fell with cries of pain.

“Holy shit!” another axemen shouted.

“They’re throwin’ shit!” Lander dropped to a crouch. “Tree spiders’re throwin’ shit at us!”

The steady thuds of axe to trunk stopped, replaced by branches slamming into wagons.

“From both sides!” a woman cried. “Look out!”

A man bellowed. “Oh shit, my side, my side, Jesus!”

“Miles!” Slobber cried, sounding near tears.

I ducked as a branch spun from the gloom. It brushed my sleeve as it passed. As I straightened, my grip on my spear tightening, a black oval slapped onto my boot.

A moment later my foot jerked forward. I crashed onto my back, my breath knocked clean away. Somehow, I kept hold of my spear.

“Miles!” Slobber shouted again.

“Miles!” Medic’s frantic scream cut through all other noise.

More frantic cries erupted from all around.

“Barton! Flame up!” Shevers screamed. “Flame up!”

Dragged, I splashed through the puddle first, then hit the low rise, my free leg twisting beneath me. Exposed roots from the leaning tree tore at my jeans. One caught on my backplate, halting me. The tree spider kept pulling, though, lifting my leg off the ground, threatening to jerk my hip clean out of its socket. Straps from my armor squeezed my sides. My backplate rode up the back of my neck, scraping skin and forcing my head forward. I screamed. It emerged as a breathless gasp.

“Miles!” Slobber sounded close.

Then the root snapped. I flew forward and slammed back to the ground as the violent dragging resumed. I lifted my free leg. The heavy brush lashed at my exposed skin. Pain tore me all over.

But its sharpness helped me maintain my situational awareness. I pointed my spear at the spider drawing me in. It hung maybe ten feet off the ground. I rested the butt of my weapon on my breastplate. As the spider dragged my snared boot up the trunk, my spear punched into the spider’s lumpy, furry body.

Body shaking, it shrieked with an intense high-pitched cry, then its mass of legs shifted in the branches as though to retain their grip.

Leaves and small branches shook in the trees all around as more of the beasts swarmed. In my peripheral vision I saw them racing toward the convoy. A pair of screaming spearmen slid through the grass. One tried to hold on to a sapling but quickly lost his grip. Thrown branches continued to sail toward the road. A quick glance around my trunk revealed tree spiders near the forest floor slinging two-foot-long branches from piles at the bases of trees.

Did they pile those? What the–

A small bright light from the convoy streaked into the gloom. Another quickly followed.

My tree spider’s claw-tipped front limbs swiped at my hands. Other legs grasped the shaft and tried to force it down. At the same time, it continued to pull me in, raising my snared boot halfway up the trunk so I hung near-upside-down. Any higher and it would deploy its stinger. My leg had no protection. Throughout, the beast screeched.

Both its claws struck my wrists. My odd gauntlets absorbed the blows, but my spear quivered in my grasp. I braced my free boot against the trunk and jammed my spear deeper into the beast. Its warble pitched higher, and claws again slammed my gauntlets. Zings shot up the ridges along my arms and shoulders. Despite the pain, I held on. Bracing my boot against a low branch, I drove my spear in even farther.

The spider’s shriek intensified. It released the shaft. With a spray of white, the snare detached from its body. I dropped back-first to the ground, crashing onto knobby roots, my backplate partially cushioning my landing. My spear slipped free. A viscous black fluid dribbled from the beast down the shaft. The beast pulled itself higher, then squeezed through the branches and around the tree.

Another streak of brightness whistled through the air.

I struggled for breath. As the tree spider retreated, more black fluid rained across my chest. I raised my arms, closed my eyes, and twisted away. For some reason, I thought, Watch the burn!

My spear toppled to the brush.

Before I could even think of recovering, another snare slapped my other ankle. I was jerked off the forest floor.

“Miles!” Medic’s frantic cry was closer than the barking, shouts, and screams from the convoy.

Jesus, shit, no!

The tree spider’s stinger punched my back. My armor deflected the blow–about the only thing going right at the moment. Pain burned where the beast’s claws pinched as it lifted me close.

Then my world spun violently, and the harsh pinching traveled up and down my body. A warm stickiness spread over me, pinning my arms. I breathed deep before the spray enveloped my face.

Cocoon!

Cocoons were usually the only remnants of a tree spider attack. After stinging its prey, the beast wrapped it in a grayish stringy thread, which it then left high in the trees or carried into the forest. Like their tiny brethren, tree spiders fed by liquefying their prey with digestive enzymes. They fed directly through the cocoon. Even bone dissolved.

My armor offered no protection against the beast simply picking me up and cocooning me.

The thick, sticky, stinky thread immobilized me.

Oh shit oh shit oh shit!

Nausea churned as the spinning suddenly stopped. My once-welcome breakfast burbled ominously. For shit’s sake, do not throw up! But my head hung below my waist–the spider had stuck me head-down on a tree trunk. Vomiting my potentially last meal became an all-too-real possibility.

Distant, frantic screams reached me through the still-wet, sticky-warm webbing.

Think! Cut your way free. You got this.

Hysterical laughter threatened. Even if I had a blade, one arm lay pinned against my side, the other across my breastplate. I was trapped, my situation more hopeless with each breath. Shit shit shit!

Something–a tree spider, probably–smashed my thighs in passing. The blow drove the breath from my lungs. Gasping, I wondered how long my air would last. My heart hammered. My skin grew clammy. I bucked against the webbing.

Shit shit sh–

Then my panic calmed. My thoughts settled. I floated in a moment of utter clarity.

Relax. Remember your training.

The voice wasn’t mine. It rose through the chains. With it came a face. Not human, but...familiar.

White hair in looped braids hid her forehead and ears. Freckles spotted her broad cheeks and flared nose. Wrinkles and age spots decorated her weathered cinnamon skin. Her wide eyes, bright and alive, held my gaze. I found comfort in her gaze, along with a sense of deep bonding and shared triumph over harsh struggles.

Her name, her identity, skittered at the edge of my awareness.

I knew her.

You’re never without hope, she said, directly into my mind. That, too, felt comfortingly familiar.

Sharing. The word popped into my consciousness. I knew it to be right. Speaking mind to mind. It’s sharing.

Yes. I knew her yet could not remember her name–no surprise when I couldn’t even remember my own. If I knew her, it followed she knew me.

Her face dissipated like a cold morning’s exhalation. Something in my backmind shifted. Chains un-kinked. Suddenly, a strange presence appeared in my foremind, behind and above my right eye. Like a blind spot abruptly becoming clear.

My gauntlets. I felt them. They felt me. We came together in that small part of my foremind with the oddest of sensations. I thought I should be frightened that this alien presence could’ve been inside me all this time, but it seemed...natural. Expected.

Memories sparked, burned hot, bright, and quick.

Ux-metal...

My gauntlets could do things–form various shapes, like sharp edges, extrude, retract. Protect me. Save me. All at the speed of thought.

With an unkinking of links, the memory spilled from behind the chains, freed by my panic and desperation.

But who–

Already, the recollection slipped away. I fought to remember, to reform the vision, the comfort in her gaze. It all turned to vapor the harder I tried, as though my awareness of it pushed it to dissipate.

Another heaviness slammed my side. I grunted at the pain. Shouts floated up.

I focused on my gauntlets. Carefully at first, I extruded small blades and moved them down the length of a gauntlet. Awareness of where they cut hung in my thoughts. Before I fully remembered how to do what I was doing, I freed my arm.

I sliced through the web pinning my other arm. The extrusions came and went with metallic sounds: Snik! Fwit! I swiped at the webbing over my face, then used extrusions to cut my hair where it stuck to the warm gooey strands. The itch of my healing ability spread beneath my pain.

I gasped for breath and glanced around. I’d been plastered head-down against a bent trunk, about twelve feet off the ground. The webbing left my skin slimy and my hair wet. Spiders prowled all around. The ground below, littered with leaves, branches, a broken spear shaft, and someone’s breastplate looked simultaneously far away and incredibly close. I couldn’t see the convoy, but the continued shouts and whistle blasts bespoke trouble. No barks sounded in the chaos.

Dark smoke rolled around my tree trunk. Brush crackled. Burning wood popped.

Shevers had ordered the use of flame-tipped arrows.

I looked up just as a tree spider came around the trunk near the boot-end of my cocoon. It cradled a cocoon on its back, between the bulges where its thin legs sprouted. As it moved, the fur on its lumpy body rippled and the colors shifted.

Then I noticed its legs. As the beast moved, those slender limbs slapped against branches, split, and reformed on the opposite side. Others held the pieces from falling until the split limb reformed. It had no solid leg, more like strands of rippling, liquid-like material able to break apart and reattach.

No wonder the beasts moved so quickly through dense canopies. They moved through the branches.

What the... That’s not...of Earth.

Then the beast warbled, the sound a slap.

Without thinking, I raised my gauntlets, extruded, and scissored my arms. Snik! Thak! The extrusions sliced through the front of the spider’s lumpy body and several of its legs.

Black fluid sprayed as the spider tumbled, smacking branches all the way down. The cocoon stayed on its back until the spider crashed, then fell off and rolled out of sight.

A pair of fire-tipped arrows shot into the forest directly below me. A third smacked my trunk and spun into the brush near the spider’s twitching legs. The flames hesitated then rooted. Dark smoke curled up.

“Ugh!” My backplate caught in the webbing, I cut the straps and bent at the waist. My breastplate fell aside, hanging from wet strands. I sliced the cocoon over my waist and legs, cutting through my denims along the way. At my boots I slashed and kicked and slashed again. Chunks of webbing ripped loose. Leaving most of my pants behind, I tore myself free. Only a grab at a nearby branch kept me from tumbling to the forest floor.

A snare looped around my wrist. Before the spider could pull me in, I slashed with an extrusion then raised my arm. Thak! The beast was on a tree several feet away, but my long thin edge stopped it cold. The spider’s legs quivered. It jerked to one side, then fell onto a branch that bent with its weight.

Fwit! Thok!

I punched extrusions with both arms this time. My entire assault lasted a breath. The spider sagged on the branch. Its legs snapped small branches and leaves as they fell limp. Black goo spilled from its wounds.

Using hooks formed from my gauntlets, I descended to the forest floor in a controlled fall. I landed awkwardly on the first spider’s body and tumbled into the brush, then scrambled to my feet and crouched behind the nearest tree. Branches and leaves stuck to my wet clothing and skin. By then, the flames beneath my tree were knee-high and spreading. More flames danced all around. Their heat pushed at me.

Several trees between me and the road burned. Their flames spread through the canopy above. Fire consumed the brush behind and to either side of me as well. The smoke spread in a thickening cloud. While it might drive the tree spiders back, it made spotting them impossible.

Worries of dumbing-down disease skittered through my thoughts.

The smoke wasn’t thick enough to obscure the many cocoons attached to upper trunks and branches. One even caught fire, the flames devouring the webbing. The poor soul inside might’ve been paralyzed, but I turned away rather than determine if the cocoon was indeed wriggling.

A trio of retreating spiders plucked cocoons from branches and carried them away.

“Damn,” I whispered.

Pops from burning wood turned me around. The flames claimed another trunk. Then I spied the boot end of a cocoon near the dead spider and scrambled through the grass and brush. Flames burned near the head. I grabbed and dragged the cocoon close to the trunk. It was small and light and slid easily enough. Leaves and tree spider fur stuck to the hardening, still-warm strands.

I crouched near the head, extruded an edge, and carefully cut the webbing.

Medic blinked slowly and her lips twitched. Tears leaked from her eyes. A small smear of blood soaked through the cocoon along her side, near her arm–probably where the stinger struck.

Oh, shit.

But just as quickly, my thoughts cleared.

“It’s okay,” I said, bending low. “I’ll get you out!”

The heat of the nearby flames stopped me from cutting her free–I had to move first. I worked my hands beneath her shoulders and dragged her cocoon toward the road. At the base of a flame-free tree, I checked above me. Smoke clouded the branches, but it looked safe enough.

Then I spotted a particularly massive cocoon halfway up a large tree leaning near the road. “Slobber?” 

The road lay about thirty feet away. About another thirty feet down the road, several archers clustered around Shevers’s wagon, shooting flaming arrows in every direction. A wagon farther back burned furiously–either an archer’s firepot had tipped or one of the tree spiders had slung a flaming branch. Smoke obscured the road beyond.

Men and women shouted. A lone whistle blasted. Flames roared. Leaves shook with the billows.

As I watched, a snare jerked an archer into the trees on the opposite side of the road, where another wall of flames formed.

“Dad! Watch out!” Barton’s cry was strident.

“There! Shoot it!” another teen shouted.

Captain Shevers cried out. “AH! IT’S GOT–” A scream of pain followed.

“Dad!” Barton shouted. “Grab him! Help! Dad! Someone help!”

“Captain!” the other teen cried. “Captain!”

The trunk bearing Slobber’s cocoon shielded it from the road–not that anyone would’ve gone after my big friend had they seen him. I’d have to save him.

“Help!” Barton sounded breathless. “Someone!”

“I’ll be right back!” I screamed at Medic.
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SPOTTING NO movement in the branches, I darted through the brush. A pair of arrows zipped past. I ducked but kept running. I used small spikes from my gauntlets to climb the trunk. Stepping on branches that held my weight, I cut the cocoon.

“Slobber!”

The webbing was warm, sticky, and unmoving. His boots bulged at the upper end. A red smear discolored his neck.

“Miles! They got Dad!” Barton shouted. “Miles! Help!”

I pushed his frantic cries away. If Shevers was got, I’d likely not be able to save him. The decision made me grimace, and pain roiled my gut. A human needs my help.

So does this one.

Careful slashes split the threads. Chunks of hair from his head, eyebrows, and beard ripped free as I exposed his face. The slack expression there never changed–eyes wide, mouth open, drool trickling through his moustache... It and the stinger gash in his neck told me all I needed to know.

“Oh, Slobber.” My breath rushed out. Sagging, I placed my hand on his still-warm forehead. “Buddy.”

“Miles! Damn you, freak!” Anger replaced Barton’s panic.

An arrow caught me just above my knee.

My leg buckled. I grabbed at the cocoon but too slow. My temple smacked a branch, I saw stars, then crashed to the forest floor.

The landing left me breathless. Paralyzing shocks jolted my spine. My limbs went numb. I flopped around, losing focus, only to be carried back by pain.

“You can die in the fire too, freak-face!”

Barton’s shout came from a distance. Jeering howls from his friends followed.

Then someone shouted, “Let’s get out of here!” followed by “Retreat!” “Fall back!” and finally, “Run!”

I struggled to sit up. Smoke swirled through the branches. The pops, snaps, and crackles of a growing fire spread all around. I rolled onto my side, toward the tree, and used it to worm to a sitting position with my back against it. The pain left me gasping but chased back my swirling dizziness.

I grabbed my thigh above where the arrow poked from my skin. It struck at an angle, the tip punching through the side of my leg. Its ferocious sting masked the pounding in my head. My arm throbbed from striking a branch and moved worryingly slow.

Goddamn!

Across the road, the fire had took hold, extending ahead and behind. The fallen tree burned along the trunk and branches. Behind and around me, flames continued to spread, the heat near suffocating.

I sensed rather than saw tree spiders lurking beyond the flames.

I slashed the arrow in half with a quick extrusion, then reached beneath my thigh and pulled the tip free. The pain left me gasping harder, as did the itch of healing. Using the trunk, I levered my way to my feet. My balance swirled, my body throbbed, and my hard landing still made deep breaths impossible. Blood dribbled from my wound. Though healing, my leg refused to support my weight.

“God dammit!”

I couldn’t have escaped the cocoon only to end up burned in the flames!

On the road, the grass smoked, then flames flickered and rose. All the visible wagons smoldered or burned. The inferno blocked the way back, the burning tree the way ahead.

Screams barely heard told me Barton and his friends probably had nowhere to run.

I twisted around and searched for a way through the flames behind me but scrambling deeper into the forest seemed a terrible idea. While my gauntlets gave me an advantage, a single stinger blow would finish me off. No telling how many of the beasts lurked beyond the billowing smoke.

Even if I found a way through the flames, I stood no chance of surviving the trek out, especially carrying Medic. The quickest way out–perhaps the only way–was up. But despite my beak, I was no bird.

“God dammit!”

The heat swelled. Smoke swirled and thickened. Breathing hurt. The roar overwhelmed. My leg still wouldn’t support my weight. Stumbling from tree to tree, I limped to Medic, dragged her to a nearby trunk, and sagged against it, smoke scratching my eyes and throat. I smacked embers from her damp hair and the webbing over her shoulders. Others singed my skin.

She shook with coughs.

No!

I looked up. A sliver of blue sky momentarily beckoned through the swirling smoke and burning leaves.

So close...

Calm suffused me. My breathing slowed.

Her face appeared again. I caught only a brief glimpse, but she was younger this time, with fewer wrinkles and freckles not so dark or widespread. The braids coiled about her face looked whiter. Cleaner. Her soft inviting look remained just as potent.

You’re never without hope.

As her words reverberated across my thoughts, links un-kinked. A strange yet familiar zing traveled through the ridges across my back and limbs, jerking me to my feet. From my backmind poured recollections of an ability that came as naturally as moving a limb or taking a breath. I wobbled until the memories settled.

They can’t be true, these thoughts. I can’t...

I bent, scooped up Medic...and puushed.

We rocketed from the forest floor.

Branches scratched and burned my face. Some tried to pull Medic from my grasp. Splinters gouged my legs. But my puush carried us above the fire, into clean air.

I puushed feet-first, leaning back to support Medic’s weight, and quickly left the billowing smoke behind. Miles of forest stretched ahead, then patches of farmland cut by hedges, streams, and rows of trees. The road meandered among them. In the distance, sunlight sparkled off a wide river’s rippling surface. Birds fleeing the smoke twisted from my path as I overtook them.

I shouted, “Look! I’m flying too!” and laughed as I sailed past the forest’s edge and over the heads of the men and women working in the fields. Even the cattle, sheep, and dogs in their midst looked up. I angled toward the still-distant river–the Sissippi–but away from the lone bridge.

Medic blinked continuously, eyes leaking tears.

How could this’ve been locked away from me? How could I have ever forgotten being able to puush? The sun in my face, the wind against my skin and tugging my hair, the sound of my cut clothes flapping as I zipped along conspired to keep me laughing and shouting in pure joy until I landed with a running stop–well, more of a tumbling stop–at the river’s near bank.

“Medic! I can fly!” I set her cocoon in the tall grass, then jumped around, fists in the air, whooping. My aches and healing leg made my celebration awkward, but I couldn’t stop. “I can fly!”

Eventually I ran out of breath. I crouched beside the cocoon, my hands on the webbing around her chest. Gasping for air, I stared at my gauntlets, particularly where they flexed to accommodate my wrists. Slowly but with growing conviction, I realized they didn’t simply protect my hands and wrists. They did something else, too, something also hard to believe.

They... I simply have to think... To...think...

What little memory I had of...of...what they could do fragmented to nothing.

“No,” I whispered. My fingers dug at the webbing, now stiff. I touched the cut edges around her face. “I... I just...”

What? What had I done? What was I thinking?

Links in the chains tightened. A distant voice whispered, Stop thinking about it.

I stood and faced the forest. A giant column of smoke rose into the morning sky.

Fire!

I’d been a part of it. The smell hung heavy on my remaining clothes–

My clothes!

I looked down. What the hell? My ratty shirt was blood-stained, torn, and cut in places. My denims were slashed at the hips, leaving me bare to my boots. Scabs snaked about my legs. Blood seeped from fresher wounds. Splinters poked from my tan skin. I plucked them free.

In my weak leg, a knot of pain throbbed above my knee around a small circular scab. The itchy swelling circled around to the side of my leg where I found another scab.

Puncture wounds? The angle suggested an arrow...

Chaotic thoughts swirled. Fire. Shouting. Bedlam. Medic. Slobber!

I stepped through the grass. “Slobber!” Dread detonated through me. He was in trouble. Hurt bad. I knew so. We’d both been in the forest–the fire!

Had we been fighting the fire?

No, convoy. We were mules in a convoy. Pulling...

Confused, I glanced around. How’d I end up out here? Lack of road or path through the knee-high grass said I sure as hell hadn’t walked. I was sore, especially my leg and back, but I wasn’t tired. My healing itched throughout my body. Something...happened.

A squeezing in my backmind sent my thoughts spinning.

I stomped back to Medic.

What the hell happened to her? Is... Is that a tree spider cocoon?

The thought stole my breath.

The cocoon stank of smoke.

When..? How..? Had I carried her here?

That didn’t make any sense. Last I recollected I was in the forest, muling, Slobber beside me. Dogs barked at a tree spider. Lander and another spearman stuck it with their spears. Drove it off...

I’d been in the forest. Not too long back, too–it was morning. I remembered it was morning.

To have gotten here so quickly, I must’ve... Must’ve...

A flock of small birds wheeling overhead caught my eye.

Well, the only way was for me to have puushed–

Pain stabbed from my backmind. Eyes watering, I blinked.

I puushed. It’s the only way.

Memories clarified.

Oh. Yes. I puushed.

A savage mental squeezing dropped me to my knees. “No!” I pressed hands to head against the pressure driving the sides of my skull apart. “No! I puushed here! I puushed here!”

I clung to the thought. I puushed here. Here!

The pressure intensified. Convinced I was right, that I had to remember this, I resisted. I fought with every ounce of mental strength I could muster.

I puushed!

I puushed!

This was important. I had to resist! The pain bent me forehead to grass.

The thought felt right. Given my recollections, it fit. I’d been in the forest. I carried the stink of the fire. At the front of the pull-T, Slobber and I rounded a bend and–

The convoy! Shevers! Lander! Barton! I inhaled. That punk shot me!

I toppled onto my back and howled at the pain pulling my brain. My forehead felt ready to burst. I tasted blood at the back of my throat. Electric pulses jolted up and down the ridges under my skin. The sensations stung so bad my palms stayed pressed to my temples and my legs quit kicking the dirt.

I puushed I puushed I puushed!

I wanted to shout it aloud but lacked the breath.

A chain around my backmind snapped with a harsh metallic sound felt more than heard. My entire body shook. Splashes of light washed across the insides of my eyelids. My thoughts left me.

I roused to find I’d rolled to my side and vomited. I stared at the half-digested mess through an open eye as my thoughts re-formed. Breakfast. Before we went into the forest.

Groaning, I sat up. Insects swarmed around my head. I spat to clear my mouth, then turned toward the burbling river. Water sounded like a pretty good idea.

Moving gingerly, my leg tender, I descended the steep riverbank and kneeled on wet pebbles. The water was blissfully cold. I swished a mouthful, spat, gargled, spat, then drank. “Oh.”

I splashed another palmful over my face then turned back to the riverbank. Deciding the climb was too daunting, I puushed to the field. The moment I landed I spun back toward the river.

“I– I just– Just puushed.” A twinge of mental squeezing drew a wince, but the pain stopped there. “Puushing. The ridges under my skin are my puushers. They let me fly.” Experimenting, I puushed off the grass, then relaxed and settled. The urge to laugh nearly overtook me again.

Memories slammed home: the convoy, the journey, the fallen tree. I’d been caught, cocooned...but somehow slipped free. Fire, smoke. Finding Medic–

“Oh, shit!” I ran to her, crouched, and placed a hand on her damp forehead. She felt cold. Her eyes continued to leak tears, but her gaze never moved. Even when I leaned close.

“It’s okay. You’re safe now.” I searched for a sign she’d heard. Her breath came in rasps. But her gaze remained...empty.

I remembered the smoke. The choking smoke. Burning wood, in a forest swarming with tree spiders.

“Oh, no. No no no no!”

I shook the cocoon. Pinched her cheeks. Poked her eyes–the lids closed, then slowly reopened. Her expression remained slack.

“No, oh god no!” I scooped the cocoon into a hug. “Medic! No!”

A full-blown case of dumbing-down disease struck quick.

It could’ve been the tree spider venom, paralyzing her. But she’d blinked before. And the smoke... So much smoke...

Kneeling, I held her close, crying as hard as I ever remembered, my body shaking with sobs. “No! Not you! No!”

I don’t know how long I rocked her in my arms, but the sun was noticeably higher when I finally set her cocoon to the grass. I wiped my eyes and caught my breath. Her eyelids had closed. I thought that for the best. “Damn it.”

Why wasn’t I affected? I gasped at the ache spreading through my chest, a pain my healing ability couldn’t soothe. I breathed the same choking air.

The answer came and felt utterly right.

Dumbing-down is a human disease.

I’m not human.

Eventually, I stood and faced the distant hills. The rising smoke said the fire ate the forest uncontrolled. Memories of a huge cocoon slapped head-down to a tree flashed through my thoughts.

Slobber.

My body sagged. I really hoped my initial assessment had been correct, that the stinger had punched into the wrong damn spot, and my big friend hadn’t merely been paralyzed. He deserved better than to burn to death. “Oh, bud. I’m so sorry,” I swiped at my falling tears. A harder aching pounded in my chest. “So sorry.”

I lost and left behind many human friends in my travels, from what I remembered. Brief experiences, most measured in days. But Slobber watched my back for months. We traveled from his family’s farm to Wall Town together over a great few months. His family was too happy to see him go, in my opinion. One less mouth to feed, that kind of thing–and his was a large one. But Slobber was all good inside. Eager. Helpful.

Scum like Barton made for bad days.

My better, memorable days with Slobber outnumbered them by far.

My weeks with Medic had been even better.

I blinked my vision clear and saw four people on horseback racing toward me. They were still distant specks, but clearly I was their destination.

No. Not...now.

My weariness weighed on me.

But I didn’t have to wait.

It was time to move on, just as I’d planned after we reached Basket City.

“You were a dear friend.” I touched fingertips to Medic’s scar. A light breeze blew strands of her dark hair across her face. I brushed them back and thumbed the tears from her cheeks. “I’m going to miss you.”

I lowered my forehead to hers one last time, then walked away.

At the Sissippi’s steep bank, I puushed into the morning sky.

West. Been west before. Not too bad. Better than the coasts, or the lakes up north. With the sun at my back, I puushed on.

The temperature dipped. A headache thumped at my temples. My molars ached as well, but that pain faded every time I landed to walk for a spell. I paused often to drink from the many small rivers and streams crossing the land. When I came to a long stretch of forest, I rested until I could puush over it in a single burst.

West tugged at me.

My thoughts wandered. I could fly, thanks to my ridges, which I remembered now were puushers. But only that. I couldn’t recall my species, where I was from, or even how my puushers worked. That knowledge lurked behind the chains–of that I felt certain.

They squeezed constantly, warning me. And in the distance, hissed whispers–though that might’ve been entirely my imagination.

At times, I caught myself studying my gauntlets. Gaps in my memory convinced me they were far more than they appeared. My pants, the dead tree spider, the cut part of Medic’s webbing... Answers skittered just beyond reach.

Day surrendered to evening.

In my growing exhaustion, I veered into a northwesterly direction. Clouds built across the horizon, where a grand line of mountains laid claim. Roads, some grassed over, others with exposed patches of smooth rock, scarred the landscape. Abandoned cars, houses, entire towns pocked the hills, all fallen into ruin. The plains below rose into forested foothills. A vast herd of bison darkened the ground near the tree line.

I stumbled to a landing near a peanut-shaped lake bordered by forest and rocky scrub. Shivering in my sweat-damp rags, I knelt for a long drink. Dizziness made everything tip unpredictably. My hands shook. I closed my eyes to rest for a moment, just a moment–and roused to an enormous bear huffing warm wet breaths on me.

“Holy shit!”

 The bear chuffed and roared through a mouth full of long yellow teeth.

Despite the futility, I jammed a forearm beneath its jaw. Sunlight flashed off my gauntlet. I heard a metallic fwit!

Blood splashed. The bear’s roar changed in pitch as it lunged, pushing me in a bumpy, bruising ride along the rocks. Lying flat now, the beast’s paws to either side, I swung my other arm.

Snik!

The bear lay dead at my feet before I stopped screaming, its severed head in my lap, my body drenched in warm blood.

I scrambled backward on elbows and heels, further bruising myself. The head tumbled from my lap to land near the severed jaw, cut free in that first metallic sound. A boot snagged beneath the animal’s carcass. In a frenzy, I kicked and twisted free, then resumed my escape on hands and knees. Without bothering to fully regain my feet, I puushed into the late evening sky.

The sun had fallen behind the mountains looming ahead.

How long had I been asleep?

Christ, that was one big-ass bear! Forests around here must not be infested.

Where the blood soaked my clothing, I was somewhat warm. Otherwise, the night’s growing chill nipped at me.

How the frick had I cut it apart like that?

My flight carried me over the lake, in pretty much the same direction as earlier. I spied campfires burning in clearings large enough to be safe from lurking tree spiders. Hunger tugged at me. What did I have for trade? My boots? My shirt? I’d have to wash the cooling, sticky blood off first.

Thoughts of dropping in unannounced and simply taking what I needed crossed my mind. The resulting squeezes moved them along.

I puushed on.

A single thought, compelling in its simplicity, echoed in my foremind: keep going.

I arced over lakes, meadows, valleys, stretches of forest, very few dotted with fires or signs of habitation. I suddenly felt like I had a destination in mind. Somewhere just ahead, maybe just into the mountains. Close.

I puushed on.

Night claimed the sky. Exhaustion numbed me. A cold wind left me shaking. I lost track of my altitude more than once, snapping awake when my boots clipped treetops. Sporadic campfires came and went.

Keep going!

I puushed on.

Eventually, I simply fell from the sky. By then I was barely skimming above the tall bushes in a narrow gorge into which I’d inadvertently descended. Water rushed between the rock walls to either side, the sound increasing as I sped toward an opening. Then the water and land fell away. I fell with them.

I landed in water with a slap that jolted me from my stupor. After a furious struggle with the pain, the weight of my water-filled boots, and utter exhaustion, I broke the surface, coughed out the water in my lungs, and inhaled.

Oh Jesus, this shit is freezing!

I searched for shore. A burst of lightning revealed the way, which was surprisingly close. A peal of thunder shook me as I crawled over rocks, collapsing only after my hands no longer squelched in mud.

“Ih! Ke anwui ja-tlod.”

The voice belonged to a female. A series of tongue clicks mixed with the words. They had an echo I couldn’t remember hearing before. Still, from my backmind came a dim certainty the accent and click-talk were familiar.

“Brada twee. Ke anwui jo tollo-tlod,” a second female replied, this one sounding younger and farther away. I enjoyed the sound of her voice.

“T’reth! Twan tollo en bann wa-kontu.” The first speaker sounded at my side now. A moment later, firm hands rolled me onto my back. She leaned over, gasped, and snatched her hands back.

Another flash of lightning revealed a second figure crouched over me, on the opposite side. The ensuing thunder rumbled incredibly loud.

My eyelids closed all on their own.

“Brada, brada,” said the younger speaker, still a bit distant.

Fingers poked my chest, prodded my cheeks, and brushed my hair. “Ih! Ingo twan rukuku jo yim-tlod,” the first female click-whispered.

“Ih indeed, Witchen M’ringen,” said the second figure, who’d been silent thus far. She crouched over me now and spoke in a tongue I recognized as one of the many I’d encountered in my travels. Not within the past five years, though. Somehow, I was pretty sure I’d last heard this one, with its heavy accent and misplaced stresses, decades ago and halfway around the world.

“This one,” she added, “is definitely not of Earth.”

I rode her laughter into oblivion.
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 AGAIN, HISSED whispers drew me to consciousness. These were more distant, at the edge of awareness. Initially, I confused them with the waterfall and imagined myself still sprawled on the rocky shore. Then the sponginess beneath me transported me back to the Sissippi’s grassy riverbank, where the whispers became the river’s gentle flow.

Medic’s empty, glassy stare heaved into my thoughts.

Medic! Slobber!

My whole body twitched. Sleep left me in an instant. I opened my eyes, wide awake and tense.

I faced a rock wall and lay on a rather comfortable spongy chrome mattress.

“Ih, the sleeper wakes. Finally,” the human female of the night before said from behind me. Again she spoke in that distantly familiar language.

“It has been but a half day, Bawz. And the precipitation prohibits our outside labors. What do you always advise? ‘Enjoy the quiet?’ Little of it we will have soon enough, I imagine.”

I recognized her voice as well—the other non-human female. Lighter and younger than the voice of the one who’d rolled me over. Though I understood her now, her clicks and odd echo left me feeling I knew her alien language from...somewhere.

Bawz said, “Establishing the perimeter is going to be a wet, muddy affair that’ll take hours. I knew we should’ve brought more personal gear. At least another change of clothes.”

“We will receive our gear when E’sis stabilizes the portal.”

At portal, the chains squeezed. I groaned. 

“Hmph.”

The alien laughed. “For one not born of this world, you sure seem to have embraced its charms.”

What? An alien telling a human she’s not born of Earth? I rolled over.

The mattress felt silky-soft, like the plain white sheet covering me to my chest. The plush pillow invited me back to slumber.

Out of habit, I reached for Medic. Memory slapped my hand still and I closed my eyes. An ache sparked in my chest. I’d never spoon with her again. Nor would I enjoy Slobber’s entertaining morning routine.

I inhaled and exhaled slowly, composing myself. Had we made it to Basket City, I would’ve been without Medic anyway. But she’d have been alive and safe.

Not hearing Slobber’s grunts and groans, his joints cracking and popping, made it worse.

Later. Grieve later. Deal with now.

I opened my eyes and blinked at the light. My vision cleared.

The two females sat in rounded-edge recliners molded from a chrome floor. A table similarly molded rose beside the alien’s chair. On it rested a bowl full of egg-sized, milky-blue orbs—enough light snuck in through the window in the rock above the alien to reveal the color.

The oval room was about twenty feet across, twelve feet high. The walls and ceiling were a patchwork of alternating smooth and craggy rock. Directly above, a shallow, oddly straight scoop cut half the width of the bed. The chrome floor ran flush against the wall. Behind the human’s recliner, a rectangular chrome fold served as a smooth featureless door.

The window drew my attention. From the light filtering through gray rolling clouds, it looked to be mid-morning. Closer scrutiny revealed it wasn’t a window but a shimmering screen, its corners sinking into the smooth rock. The steady patter of falling rain floated through it—the hissed whispered that roused me.

The window-screen flickered with the thrum of sensation in my puushers.

“Puushers,” I whispered.

I remembered.

The previous day’s turmoil hadn’t all been a waste.

Both females looked at me with eyes wide. “Said you?” the human asked. Fine wrinkles lined her dark-olive skin. Gray streaked her shoulder-length black hair. She wore a simple faded-green, long-sleeved shirt with odd clasps in lieu of buttons and slits down the length of her forearms, and brown pants of a burlap-like fabric. Her knees were crossed and her calloused bare feet hung off the edge of the recliner’s footrest. I pegged her somewhere in her mid-fifties.

The alien had an oddly shaped head. No snout—though her features pinched forward a little—but a rounded central groove starting mid-forehead split her scalp. Not much, maybe a finger’s width at the apex, but enough to clearly mark her as alien. Golden hair cascaded from each bulge, sweeping over flattish ears to disappear behind her shoulders. Round green-gold eyes, as wide as they were tall, sat to either side of a triangular nose, which flared up and out just above her upper lip. Gold down on her milky skin softened cheeks, jaw, and chin, traveled down her neck, and vanished beneath the collar of a simple maroon shirt with a row of small symbols embroidered into the fabric across her left shoulder. In her lap she held a milky-blue orb. Like Bawz, her feet were bare, revealing toes as long as my pinkie finger, with nails curling over the tips.

Both wore an assortment of jewelry—earrings, necklaces, bracelets, and toe rings. Jewel-studded piercings glinted in Bawz’s eyebrow, nostril, and upper lip. Paw-print tattoos tracked down the right side of her face and neck.

Tiny lines and swirls decorated the alien’s right cheek and temple, glossy black against her eggshell skin.

Her appearance felt as familiar as Bawz’s, provoking a none-too-gentle squeeze from my mental chains. When I decided not to dwell on why she looked familiar, the squeeze relented.

The pain helped drive away my grief.

“Are you hurt?” the alien asked.

I cleared my scratchy throat. “No, I’m fine. Just a problem up here.” I rubbed fingertips against my temple.

“Puushers,” Bawz said. “What mean you by that?”

I rolled my arm. “These ridges are puushers. I have them all over and use them to fly.” I sat and squirmed back to rest against the cool rock, and drew the sheet around my waist. I glanced around for my clothes. “Where...uh, where are we?”

The golden-haired alien smiled. “This was to be a storeroom. We decided you needed it more.” Her melodic voice, alive with those odd clicks and echoes, pulled me. The way her throat moved hinted she had two voice boxes. “Does it trouble you?”

“A little bit.” I glanced around again. “I’m leery about caves. Don’t remember why, though.”

Bawz said, “It’s here or outside in the wet.”

“The wet? You mean the rain?”

They exchanged looks. “Rain,” Bawz said. “Yes.”

The alien blinked. “We stay dry inside. Our complex is almost complete.”

“Complex?”

The alien waved her fingers, which, like her toes, were abnormally long. The nails also curved over the tips. “The rooms, the inner and outer rings. Sections of the mountain interior were denser than expected. It has taken little more than a—” She said a completely unintelligible word of clicks and echoes.

I raised my eyebrows. “Sorry, but I didn’t quite get that last bit.”

The two exchanged glances again. “She meant an... Ih, sixth-day,” Bawz said as though searching for the right words herself. “That translates to about a little more than, ih, maybe four hours.” 

“I apologize for the gaps in the translation spells,” the alien said. “We had few Earth languages to call upon. Just what Bawz and her tribe speaks, and the few others from the Archives. We are certain to experience more blanks. Just say when they happen and we will reach understanding together.”

Mention of translation spells brought a warning squeeze. I must’ve winced.

The alien sat forward. “You seem in pain,” she said with concern recognizable in any language. “Are you hurt?”

I shook my head. “I have...something wrong with my thoughts. When I try to remember things, my backmind hurts. Your mention of translation spells triggered a squeeze.”

The alien placed her orb on the table then pulled her recliner forward. The footrest folded down. “It affects your memory?” She sounded more concerned.

“My past is locked away. But I think I can force some of it out. Only yesterday did I remember these are puushers and they let me fly.”

“Ih!” Bawz said. “I’d love to be able to fly.”

“How far back do you remember?” the alien asked.

“About five years.” It felt safe to reveal this about myself. If they wished me harm, they’d have inflicted it while I was unconscious. Instead, I was warm and rested. “I know stuff from instinct, stuff I don’t remember learning. As for who I am, where I’m from...” I shrugged.

“How you got here?” Bawz asked. “When?”

I shook my head.

The alien asked, “Do you remember your name?”

“I go by Miles. It’s not right, but sounds closest.”

At that, Bawz sat forward. “Oh, my manners! Speaking of names, I’m Bawzon-Ella Tarim. Call me Bawz. This is Witchen Treanarah Fel-An Reth. T’reth for short.”

Witchen. The chains squeezed.

T’reth laughed. “When people deign to address me.”

“Oh, stop.” Bawz lightly swatted T’reth’s forearm. “You know everyone loves you to death.”

“Witchen Treanarah?” I asked. A tighter squeeze, relenting a breath later.

“Of the Witchen Guild,” T’reth said. “I am a practitioner at my eighth ascen—”

Her words nearly sent me in spasms to the floor.

“Miles!” She rushed to my side and pushed me from the edge of the bed with surprising strength. By then, the chains were relaxing. I centered myself on my own, lying on my side, both hands at my temples.

“God dammit!” I breathed.

Bawz stood. “Shall I fetch M’ringen?”

“Please.” T’reth sat on the edge of the bed and placed a hand on my forehead. I fought hard against the urge to flinch.

Bawz moved to the rectangular fold. “T’reth?”

T’reth waved a finger. The fold dropped into the floor with a metallic snik! Bawz stepped through into a brighter corridor beyond. Fwit! The fold snapped back into place.

I was too entranced with the speed and liquidity of it all to really feel the sharp squeeze in my mind. Again, I knew what had just happened with the fold, but knew not of how or why.

“Are you well?” T’reth asked.

“Getting there.” The last of the violent squeezing dissipated. “I don’t know what you said to cause it, but please, don’t say it again.”

“Can you relate what you feel when it happens?”

I sat again with my back to the rock. T’reth withdrew her hand and leaned away. The rainfall diminished. “It’s like chains wrap around parts of my mind. They squeeze when I think certain things. Fighting to remember my puushers nearly made my brain explode.”

“May I?” She raised a hand toward my head. Her voice held the same mix of worry and concern.

“What do you mean to do?”

“You describe most likely a spell over your memories, preventing you from recollections beyond a past point. A—” Her word consisted of more clicks than echoes. In my mind I heard chainwall. “I desire to look within. I do sense the residue of... Well, I feel recognition. I will not repeat the word.”

I instantly thought it—ux—and suffered a light squeeze. “Can you help me?”

She hesitated, which triggered my suspicions. Dare I trust her?

“I know not until I examine you thoroughly. I need to understand why it is in place, if it is a chainwall. It may be for you to forget something important, or to keep you from remembering.”

I frowned. “Is there a difference?”

Eyebrows raised, she leaned away. “Of course. If it is from remembering, it may be to shield you from your past. Thus aimed at your self-interest. Otherwise, it might be a compulsion to forget. To hide your past. That could aim at your expense.”

“Huh. Where would a spell like this have come from?”

“Do you really want to me say it?”

“No, I guess that wouldn’t be a good idea.” A quick thought of witchens and a Witchen Guild triggered a sharp squeeze. Forget it, the chainwall suggested. I refused. Witchen. Guild.

The squeezing relented.

“You just thought it.”

I nodded. “And got warning squeezes.”

“It reached me as well.”

I glanced at her hands. “But you weren’t touching me.”

“Miles, this chainwall constraining your thoughts is very...loud for someone like me, when I am this close.” Her green-gold eyes held my gaze. “I feel that was with purpose. Whoever had the knowledge to do this would certainly have known it would be sensed.”

“Whoever put it in place wanted it to be found?”

“By those able to look. That is my contention.”

“If they wanted it to be found...” My thoughts jumbled, but I suffered no squeezing. I just couldn’t think through the implications.

“They expected sensitivity like mine to find you.”

The realization left me reeling. A warmth flushed my cheeks. “You can give me my memories back?” I whispered, my throat suddenly dry—or, well, drier. “You can give me my life back?”

“Perhaps.” She drew away. “Not before knowing more.”

“But the only way to know more is to break down the chainwall! I don’t remember anything!” I looked at her hands again. “Please. Do it.”

“Miles, do not raise your excitement.” She moved her hands to her lap. “Whoever did this carried a reason. Lowering the chainwall may be unsafe.”

“T’reth, you don’t understand.” I resisted the urge to slap her hands to my forehead. “You don’t know what it’s been like. I—I just want...at least let me know my name.”

Snik! The fold dropped.

“Do not touch him, chen,” a tall, gold-haired female in the doorway snapped. “As a matter of protocol, back away.”

I recognized her voice as the first alien speaker from the night before. And I knew authority when I heard it. She wore the same style of simple clothing but just seemed more...regal. Her jewelry was all white save for a single blue gem in her necklace. Her skin leaned more to apricot than milky. The wrinkles in her face and the way she carried herself spoke of age and experience. She might’ve been T’reth’s mother. The clicks and echo behind her words sounded sharper, but no less distantly recognizable.

T’reth immediately retreated behind Bawz’s recliner. “Chen M’ringen, I assure you, I would try nothing without your permission. I only meant to look.”

“We will explore after our work is done,” the elder commanded. “The mission takes priority. Distractions are not permitted.”

I shifted uncomfortably at her scowl. “Well, then, whatever I can do to help—”

“Best help is by staying in here without causing trouble.”

I knew better than to try anything, even without that steely look. Warnings floated from the chainwall, let through without squeezing.

She raised a hand. “Chen, come.” 

T’reth moved to the table, pulled a leather pouch from a lower shelf, and dumped the orbs into it.

“We will explore for you when our tasks permit,” M’ringen said, her tone softening. “Do not try to leave this room until then. For the good of yourself.” As she spoke, she stepped aside to let T’reth exit.

“Wait!” I kicked my sheet off and bounced from the bed.

Fwit!

“Wait!”

But I was alone.

When my feet touched the chrome floor, an electric jolt traveled up my puushers. Sparks danced in my mind. Above and behind my right eye, something awoke. The suddenness of the presence and the odd awareness of feeling my weight on the floor nearly made me jump back onto the bed. My knees wobbled. But the same moment the presence appeared in my mind, I knew what to do.

Everything felt different. Based on what I remembered in that instant, I expected the presence to have a certain strength. Instead, it felt both stronger and more nebulous. Stronger in that it weighed in my mind, which struck me as new, though I couldn’t say why. More nebulous in that several minds seemed to be floating in it, reducing an expected sense of...intimacy.

I found my balance, rushed to the fold, and slapped both palms against it. “Wait!” Then I noticed my gauntlets were missing. Pale tan skin on my wrists and forearms now lay bare. Exposed. I stared.

The last time I’d felt this odd presence was during the tree spider attack, and it had come from my gauntlets. Now it came from the floor.

Were they the same? Had whoever put the gauntlets on me made the floor? They had to be connected in some way.

Later. I pushed my distracting thoughts aside. If they behave the same way...

With a thought, I sank the fold into the floor.

Snik!

Several steps away, T’reth, Bawz, and M’ringen stopped and turned. Each wore wide-eyed, open-mouthed expressions. The chrome floor continued on beneath them, stretching down the rocky corridor. I felt it spread out, branching, a vast ring-shaped buffer over a rough rock floor. I saw where it stopped at an edge here, a wall there, where blank voids pocked the whole. T’reth had called it a complex. The word felt appropriate. And now that I saw them standing there, I felt them in the chrome, M’ringen more so than T’reth, with Bawz a grazing touch.

“Wait!” I lowered my hands. “Please.”

“Ih!” Bawz said.

T’reth’s laugh was melodic. “See? I told you! He is of the blood.”

M’ringen’s expression darkened. “Well. Blood or not, we clearly need to strengthen our muxal safeguards.” She glared at T’reth. “He is your responsibility. Do not let him prevent you from completing your tasks. I expect the perimeter orbs in place before nightfall.” Her scowl returned to me. “And return his clothing.” She marched away, turning right outside the short corridor. In my mind, I followed her presence until she skirted around a void. While her footsteps echoed, her presence in the muxal disappeared.

My cheeks and neck warmed. “Oh. Um, sorry.”

Smiling, T’reth walked to me. “I warned her of your potential to the muxal. She said the batches on your arms were so ancient, your thoughts would be unable to influence ours.” She adjusted the pouch over her shoulders. “But blood is blood. And you have the blood.”

“Muxal?” I looked down at my feet. “Is that what you call this stuff? And where are my gauntlets?”

She placed a hand on my forearm. “Return to your room with me, and we will converse.”

“I’d rather not.”

We stood at roughly the same height, so her gaze met mine. My heart still beat fast at the prospect of her repairing my mind.

“Well, at least until Bawz fetches your clothing, and maybe finds you more, then. Please. It is rather cold in the complex. Colder still outside.”

Bawz said, “We didn’t come with any extra clothing up front, you understand. I’ll see if the Kerkuud have something they can spare.” She departed, turning left at the corridor.

T’reth escorted me back into my small room. As I walked toward it, I noticed my bed, too, extruded up from the floor. The mattress was made of the same chrome. What? Why hadn’t I felt what I did when I stood?

Maybe I had but just didn’t recognize it.

“There’s a lot here that feels familiar, but nothing’s completely clear.” I sat on the bed, facing her as she settled onto her recliner. I gathered the white sheet over my shoulders and lap. Now that she’d mentioned it, I was cold. “I’m afraid of lifting my feet because I’m worried I’ll forget about the presence of the...muxal.” A different word sat at the tip of my tongue, but wouldn’t come clear. Mexal? Uxamal?

The muxal wrinkled beneath her like a cushion. She dropped her pouch on the table. “So being able to manipulate your gauntlets leaves your memory? They were made of a very primitive form of muxal.”

“Where are they? I feel kind of exposed without them.”

She glanced at the floor. “In there, somewhere. We blended them with our muxal. We did not know your abilities or intentions.” The tone in her voice changed.

Is she suspicious of me?

She gestured at my forearms. “It presents you have worn them for a considerable duration.”

I raised my arms, bringing the lighter skin on the backs of my hands into the light. “I can’t remember ever having them off. Or where they came from, who put them on.”

“That must have grown...tiresome.”

“I just...stopped noticing them. They didn’t interfere with anything. Any chance I could get them back?”

“I am not sure it would help. Memory of how to use them, even while you had them on, failed you. Here, you merely stepped on our stronger muxal and the memory broke through. Would you rather risk forgetting again when you put your footwear back on?”

“Good point.” I bobbed my chin toward the floor. “Would I be able to use some of that instead, then?”

T’reth moved her bare feet as she glanced down. “You could. We brought twenty blocks of it. Enough for now.”

I pointed at her toes. “That’s why you’re barefoot, too, huh?”

Laughing, she wiggled her toes. “No. The precipitation drenched my boots when we were setting up the temporary barricades. I am sure they are dry by now. I just have not put them back on.” She lifted her feet, then gestured over the chrome. Strange wave-like sensations rippled through my awareness, emanating from behind my right eye. A moment later, a cylindrical chrome post rose from the floor, coming to a stop where her palm hovered in the air. “Our muxal is much more sensitive. Unlike yours, we can manipulate it from a distance if our thoughts are focused enough.”

“But you’re sitting on it. Your hand there, on the armrest—you’re touching it.”

“This is a different batch. It touches the batch on the floor. Like your mattress. That batch is less pliable than my recliner, though. It does little more than be a mattress.”

I slapped a palm to the mattress. “Is that why I never felt it like I do when I step on the floor?”

“Likely. We limit how it changes shape. The net-weave is meant to flex and be comfortable, like my recliner cushion. It can flatten into the floor batch, but when re-formed, takes only the shape of the mattress. It would feel different than the floor.”

I leaned back. “Different batches. Different uses. Okay.” Hazy recollections swirled. My backmind throbbed. I placed a palm to my temple. “I feel it’s...familiar. Not all of it, but...”

She gestured and the cylinder settled back into the floor. “Miles, I know you want those memories unchained. I feel your frustration. But caution remains necessary. There are unknown risks, to yourself and us. Please believe this.”

“I do, T’reth, I do. But you can’t know how important this is to me. Despite the risks, I feel I have to know.”

“A witchen does not weave such a crafting without good reason. We must explore further.” Again, her tone spoke of unvoiced suspicions.

She leaned forward and raised her hands. “I can peek, for an initial impression. I doubt I will learn much, but it should start us along.”

An urge to pull back flitted through my mind. Part of me didn’t want T’reth to probe, that maybe I was better off with my past chained tight. Reflex. No, I have to let this happen. My need to know burned bright. “A start would be good.”

But we both sensed Bawz returning. T’reth leaned away and lowered her hands. “I would rather not be interrupted,” she said, too low for Bawz to hear.

I sagged in frustration.

Bawz entered the room. “Your friend Awdoo came through. They brought extra blankets. Here.” She tossed me my shirt and what remained of my pants, along with a folded blanket. A residual warmth rose from the fabrics, as though they’d been placed in a heater. “Leave it to them to come here better prepared.”

T’reth turned. “We will receive our gear soon enough.”

Bawz smiled.

T’reth pursed her lips. “You are teasing me.” She turned to me. “She is teasing me, yes?”

“Sounds like it.”

Bawz laughed.

I dressed, saving the blanket for last. It was made of a denser material than the sheet but felt no less silky. I folded and wrapped it around my waist so the bottom hem dangled at my ankles, then tucked the upper hem into my jeans. I cinched my belt tight to keep it in place. My shirt, as torn and ratty as my pants, hung atop the blanket. “For what it’s worth.”

“Well functional,” Bawz said. “Awdoo says the rain ends. We should be able to work outside soon. Good news, ih?”

“Ih. Fabulous.” I tried to keep the sarcasm from my voice. While leaving the cave sounded appealing, getting T’reth to unravel the chains meant more.

T’reth stood. “Our explorations will commence later. Are you hungry, Miles?”

“Very! And thirsty.” And I had to go to the bathroom.

Bawz laughed again. “Ih, I know that look. Hang around children long enough and anyone can recognize it.”

T’reth laughed. “Miles, allow Bawz to see to your needs for now. I must finish preparing the perimeter orbs. Must not risk further angering Chen M’ringen, else we will both be in trouble.” She placed a hand on my arm. “Please, be patient. We have much to do for the mission but should soon have time to ourselves.”

Bawz chuckled. “Sounds like the two of you are getting sweet on each other.”

T’reth laughed again, lightly slapped Bawz’s shoulder, then picked up her pouch. Her laugh pulled a smile from me.

“I’ve waited this long,” I said, “however long it’s been. One more day shouldn’t matter.”

T’reth stared at me, her fingers fiddling with the pouch strap. “We will venture outside soon.” Then she crouched and pinched at the floor. In my puushers, I felt another ripple, tinier this time. When she stood, she held a sliver of muxal.  She raised my palm with her free hand. “Here. Maybe this will help anchor your memories. It may feel funny, but it is not to hurt.”

I glanced down at the sliver. “Um...okay.”

She rested the tip to my palm. Her grip kept me from jerking back. A moment later, the muxal stabbed into and disappeared beneath my skin. Then she released me. “It is done. It is in.”

I looked at my palm. A drop of blood marked where the muxal had needled in. “What did you do?”

“Now you will never forget. Even if you walk outside, or wear footwear inside.” She smiled. “I have such slivers all over inside me. From different batches. All of us do.”

I made a fist and wiggled my hand. The sliver offered no impedance, like my gauntlets. The muxal presence hung in my mind. “That’s interesting. As long as it doesn’t hurt, I guess I’m good with it.”

“You will not notice anything until you venture off the muxal. Then feel it you will, in here.” She tapped her temple, then waved at the floor. “And if you still desire gauntlets, feel free. It is of no bother, I assure you.”

Bawz stood with hands on hips. “I wish to ih-ro I could manipulate the muxal, or work spells. Or fly.”

Walking by, T’reth patted her shoulder. “Takes but a bit of witchblood. Wait for me at the entrance?” Bawz nodded. T’reth smiled over her shoulder as she left.

Bawz snorted. “And either you’re born with it or you’re not.”

Her words provoked a squeeze.

She noticed. “Ih, sorry. Cleaning room is this way.”
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I FOLLOWED her down the corridor. At the end, T’reth headed left while Bawz and I turned right.

We passed the void I’d sensed earlier. I scrutinized the base of a slender muxal column rising to the rocky ceiling but saw no reason for the void. The muxal beneath my feet felt more solid, however, as if rendered immutable. Maybe this...void prevented anyone from tampering with the column. Above, the column spread out in a wide fan shape that spanned the ceiling, as though in support.

I asked, “Didn’t you lower the fold earlier?”

Bawz sighed. “No. T’reth did it. But you lowered the fold. So you’ve witchblood, yes? That’s how it works.”

I searched for familiarity in her words. Nothing she said provoked a squeeze. “I honestly don’t remember. I guess so.”

“Ih. Well, this. Take your time.” She gestured at an opening cleaved into the rock wall. At the top, a plain white curtain hung from a rod braced against the sides. I entered the small room and slid the curtain across.

The toilet was little more than a knee-high seat over a hole, from which rose the sound of rushing water–likely an underground stream. After relieving myself, I paused at the “sink.” It puzzled me until I tapped the dull, plastic-looking spigot. Water poured out, falling between two rectangular planks serving as counters, into another hole in the floor. Towels hung from racks drilled into the rock. Soaps and lotions sat on similarly mounted plates and trays. Small wooden crates stretched along the floor, the open ones revealing more supplies.

The smell from one of the lotions hit me hard, as it reminded me of Medic–a hint of flowers in the crook of her neck and shoulders. I’d never seen her dab it on, but it had remained fresh for most of the convoy’s six-week journey.

My eyes watered. I choked back a sob. Palms to the wall, I leaned forward, touched my forehead to the cool rock, and closed my eyes. No. Later. There will be time later.

I straightened, swiped at my eyes, and breathed slow and deep. Later.

When I emerged, Bawz said, “Let’s nourish ourselves, then check the weather.” We returned the way we’d come.

“These halls are curved,” I said.

“Yes. Both the inner and outer rings were carved based on the quarters-three layout.” At my raised eyebrow, she laughed. “Ih, yes. We’re in the outer ring. There’s an inner ring. Each is divided into quarters. Each quarter is split into thirds. We’re in the outer ring’s first quarter, third. O-1Q-3.”

I tried to picture her description and vividly recalled Shever’s pocket watch. “You mean like a clock face.”

Her turn to raise an eyebrow. “Hmm?”

“A mechanical device used to track the passage of time. The numbers one through twelve arranged in a circle around the edge.” I raised my hands to help her visualize. “Twelve is at the top. Then one, two, three...” With each number, I moved a hand. “All the way back to the top.”

She nodded. “Yes, yes. I see. Similar. Except we start the count at the top.” She raised her hands like mine. “One at the very top. 1Q-1. Then 1Q-2, 1Q-3...” She counted out each quarter and the thirds within. “This is where we entered the ring. 2Q-1.”

“My room’s there at the end.”

“Yes.”

I nodded. 2Q-1. The three o’clock position on the inside wall of the outer ring.

Bawz said, “There are also inner and outer ring designations, and inner wall and outer wall designations. The full name for your corridor is O-2Q-1-I. Outer ring, second quarter, first third, inner wall. Then, if there’s more than one room in the corridor, we count off from ring to end, odd on the left, even on the right.”

“Wow.” I blinked and shook my head. “I’m sure I can figure it out, given time.”

She laughed. “Get lost often and you figure it out.”

The temperature dropped as we continued down the long, curving second quarter corridor. While not exactly warm, the muxal wasn’t cold, either. A cool draft brushed my hair. Window-screens provided illumination. Each caused twinges in my puushers as we passed beneath them. Three slender columns braced the ceiling along the outer wall, their fan shapes reaching across the ceiling’s width. Each had a void at its base.

While I didn’t remember being in a cave before, the enclosing rock left me distantly unsettled. Maybe I’d had a bad experience at some point. Getting outside sooner rather than later seemed like a good idea.

The last third of the second quarter opened into a vast, mostly empty chamber about fifty yards across. Columns rose along the sides. Window-screens in between brightened the space. At the five o’clock position, a large rectangular space opened in the ring’s outer wall. The curving rock hid its deep end. A wide corridor at what I designated the six o’clock position led to the outside. Our feet slapped lightly on the smooth muxal over rock below.

“Geez, how big is this place?” My words echoed.

“This is the central gathering hall. It spans O-2Q-3 to O-3Q-1. The way outside is there.” She pointed.

“I meant the whole ring. This one hall is huge.”

She chuckled. “Large. T’reth and E’sis ground it out. M’ringen thought they got carried away, but A’nartha said to let them have their fun. They stuck to the standard design, so why not?”

“We haven’t passed a single soul. How many of you are here?”

“Six witchen and two support staff, including me. With the Kerkuud, the total rises to eighteen. When we’re at full operation, we’ll be above two hundred.”

“Who or what are the Kerkuud?”

“The Kerkuud are...hard to explain. They’re primarily observers. But they enjoy physical labor. M’ringen invited them for any heavy work we might need outside. They’re setting up their own living space. But as for why we’re here, they’re non-committal. If we run into trouble, they may help. Or not.”

The panoramic view from the screens revealed the rain had shifted a misty drizzle. Looking around, I spied the corridor leading back into the ring at the seven o’clock position.

Let’s see. That’d be at about O-Q3-2. I snorted mentally. Probably be simpler to just stick with a clock face. Figure out inner and outer walls as needed. So, that’s seven o’clock.

As we approached the ten-yard exit corridor leading outside, my claustrophobia diminished. I welcomed the incoming draft, which carried the scent of rain. “I figure this is where everyone will eat.”

Bawz nodded. “Serving hall, kitchen, congregation chamber, storage area...”

The rectangular space at five o’clock turned out to be a cooking and storage area and was the second largest space thus far. Racks and shelves mounted into the rock held a variety of cooking implements and tools, from large bowls to pots and pans both round and rectangular, spatulas and tongs and whisks of various sizes. And knives–lots of knives.

Food in baskets, bags, and crates sat on tables spaced between the racks and on the floor beneath. About ten yards in, a fire burned in the belly of a large stove. A pipe angled into the rock carried away the smoke. A stack by the stove looked like a wood pile, but the rectangular logs were too evenly cut to be from Earth–likely brought along in case the arrivals failed to find anything equivalent. I wondered if they’d risk using trees from the surrounding forests–dumbing-down would certainly hit them as hard as any human. Except...how many humans would actually be here?

A counter divided the cooking area from the rest of the hall. Behind it, an older human male, dressed much like Bawz but wearing a simple gray apron, was hard at work assembling a number of dishes. Steam rose from pots on the stove. Pans held meals in various stages of preparation.

A handful of tables extruded from the floor stood in the open space between us and the counter.

After taking it all in, I asked, “Why are you here?”

She angled us toward where the man shredded leafy vegetables with a long knife. “Basically, to kill the chorloch before the Nassara corral them.”

Chorloch provoked a sharp stab. Recognition boiled at the edge of my consciousness. “Chorloch,” I mumbled and received another stab. “Chorloch.” Repetition didn’t ease the pain. Repeated provocations did not confer immunity, but I could grow tolerant. Unless I really pushed, like I had the previous afternoon. But this wasn’t worth the struggle.

Bawz asked, “You know the word?”

“I think. But I need more information to break the memory free.” I rubbed a temple. “What is a chorloch?”

“A fearsome beast. They live in forests and hunt in packs. They’ve got man-sized, hairy bodies, long legs, claws, and stingers they use to paralyze their prey before wrapping them in cocoons. Vicious and hard to eradicate.”

I inhaled. “Tree spiders! You’re describing tree spiders!” The squeezes and stabs relented. Chorloch! Yes, that was their proper name. I should’ve known that. But where and when had I learned the word? I clenched my jaw. This remembering in dribs and drabs left me feeling more helpless and angry than enlightened.

Bawz considered. “Tree spiders. Yes, that translates well. If that’s how they’re known here, then our objective is to eradicate the tree spiders.”

A frisson of excitement burned through me. “All of them?”

“Every last one.”

Without looking up from his cutting board, where his knife danced through leaves with definitive shik-shik-shiks, the man said, “If you’re here to chitter-chatter, take it elsewhere.”

His blade appeared to be of the same material as the bathroom spigot. I looked, and practically all the racks, tools, pots, pans, and implements were made of the same material. Probably not plastic.

“Oh, stop being turdy,” Bawz said, resting her hip against the counter. “Miles, this is my lifemate, Boon. The second support staff member. Boon, Miles, the non-human who found us last night.”

“Pardon me for not sharing palms.”

I said, “Oh, no, keep doing what you’re doing.”

Bawz asked, “What’s ready for the taking?”

“For a full meal or something to hold you over until late-day?”

“In between.”

Boon nodded at a large cabinet at the end of the counter opposite the stove. “Bars of–” His word didn’t translate, but in my mind, I heard granola. “–in the coldbox.” He used the knife to brush the shredded leaves from his cutting board to the counter, then positioned small, round, pepper-like things in their place. Shik-shik-shik! The peppers lost their stemmed tops.

“Sweet of you. Give us a kiss.” Bawz leaned over the counter. Without looking up, his knife shikking away, Boon planted a kiss on his lifemate’s cheek. He whispered into her ear, eliciting a giggle.

She kissed him back, then walked to the coldbox. “Come,” she told me. “We’ll grab some–” She repeated Boon’s word. “–and water and wait for T’reth. I think Awdoo’s right. The wet–uh, rain’s tapering off.”

I glanced at the window-screens. Blue sky showed through gaps in the cloud cover. “Just so you know, that word you used for whatever’s in the coldbox didn’t translate.”

“It’s nuts, berries, dried fruit, and crunchies all mixed together. Nothing from Earth, but I can eat it all right. Should be safe for you.” She opened the coldbox. A cloud of frost billowed out. She removed two bars wrapped in brown paper then let the door slam shut. “Grab those skins of water.”

“Sure.” I looped the strap of a skin over my shoulder, offered her the other, and took the offered bar in return.

“It’ll be nice to have you along,” she said, “if you’re up to a bit of walking.”

“I think I’ll enjoy being outside–as long as I have my boots on. I may need to do something about this blanket. Maybe cut it down the middle or something.”

“Not sure Awdoo would like that. Maybe if we just loosen it a little.” I raised my arms to let her adjust the blanket. Though she looked nothing like Medic, I imagined my friend standing there, fussing. I breathed through clenched teeth to maintain my composure.

She asked, “How’s that?”

“Feels loose and tight at the same time. Thank you.”

We walked to the opening and surveyed the wet landscape beyond. Along a wall, a number of boots sat on racks mounted against the rock. The racks radiated warmth. More crates of supplies, some opened, stretched along the floor.

My stomach growling, I bit into my bar. Once in my mouth, the mushy stuff warmed quickly. Flavors washed over my tongue.

She said, “Witchen M’ringen wants us to establish a perimeter of some distance around the cave. So we’ll walk around in a big circle planting orbs. The witchen can monitor what’s happening outside through them.”

“How big of a perimeter? And this bar is delicious, by the way.”

She said a word that failed to translate.

“What?”

“Ih, it’s hard to translate equivalent metrics. Maybe a thousand paces in each direction? M’ringen will guide us once we’re outside.”

“The ground’s going to be muddy. And slippery if we have to climb.”

“If we reach an area we cannot traverse, I’ll have you puush to the right place and plant the orbs.” She laughed. “Yes, you’ll come in handy!”

“Where are these orbs?”

“Here.” She led me to an opened crate. Inside, a pair of leather pouches held dozens of milky-blue orbs. “We have enough for a perimeter twice the size needed, so we can be generous in their placement. But T’reth wants to spell the last batch first.” She dropped a small shovel-like tool into each of the pouches, lifted a pouch strap over her shoulder, then offered me the other. A strap at the bottom allowed us to cinch the pouch to our waist. The design left it hanging against our bellies, with the opening easily accessible. A flap prevented the orbs from spilling out if we bent over. I spent a moment adjusting the balance between the pouch and my bulging skin of water, then joined her at the rack of shoes. Heat rose from a mat beneath the rack.

“Hey, my boots.” I held my bar between my teeth as I stepped into a boot. Its warmth massaged my bare skin. I crouched and tied the laces. “Is this where you warmed my clothes?”

“We left them to dry after we moved you inside.”

A gust blew through the opening.

I asked, “Aren’t you worried about anything trying to sneak in? A bear? Wolves? The smells could draw them in.”

“We’re safe. Unless there’re animals out there no one warned us about.”

When I lifted my bare foot off the muxal, its presence remained in my mind. It felt odd, like I was floating. The sense of detachment wobbled as I moved my hand with the muxal sliver inside. “Whoa. That feels weird.”

“What?” Tucking her pant legs inside, she stepped into a pair of shin-high boots and tightened the straps at the top of each.

“The muxal. T’reth said it would feel funny when I put on my boots.” I laughed. “I feel like I’m tipping.”

“Are you well enough to walk?”

“Yeah, sure. It’s settling down.” The floating sensation faded to a distant tingle in my puushers. I grabbed my half-eaten bar. “Just took some getting used to.”

“Are you warm enough?”

“I’ll be all right. Especially after we start walking around.” I studied the area in front of us. “T’reth said she got her shoes wet erecting some sort of barricade. Where is it?”

Bawz waved. “There. More a spell than actual barricade.”

“Oh.” Then, from the right of the entrance, a hairy brown beast too large to be a bear lumbered into view. I jerked back. “What the frick! That’s a-a-an elephant!”

On second glance, though, I realized the shaggy beast sauntering past the opening was not an elephant. It had a similar trunk, but small, multi-jointed arms poked out in place of tusks. It used all three to carry a large rock. It had smaller ears, hind legs about half as large as its front legs, giving it a humpbacked appearance, and a long tail, bushy at the tip. It turned its wide head on a flexible neck to look at me as it meandered away, tail swishing. A pair of gems, one blue, the other green, hung from necklaces that tinkled with its movements.

Bawz said, “That’s a Kerkuud. Gaulthrus, I think. They all look alike to me.”

“Shit, that thing looks strange as...well, anything I’ve seen in a while.”

“They’re quite docile. I doubt you’ll be able to talk to any of them. Their translation spells are hit and miss. Mostly miss.” She turned around. “Where’s–”

“I am coming, I am coming!” T’reth shouted from across the hall.

I turned. The young witchen hurried as she draped a poncho the same maroon as her shirt over her shoulders. On it another row of embroidered symbols ran across her shoulder. She’d tied back her thick golden mane. A pouch like ours made a bulge beneath the poncho. “E’sis moved everything around. Took forever to find my orbs.” She used Bawz for support as she stepped into her boots. “Are you sure you are going to be warm enough? Remember the illness you caught last time we did this?”

“I’ll be fine. If anything, I think you’ll get too warm.”

T’reth laughed. “I can always remove gear. By then I should have these orbs spelled.” She stood straight, and her arms moved beneath the poncho as she adjusted things. “I am ready. Are you taken care of, Miles?”

I waggled my bar. Only a quarter remained. “This’ll keep me going. It’s delicious.”

“Boon says the late-day meal should be ready on time,” Bawz said. “Maybe when we’re halfway through with the perimeter.”

“Good!” T’reth glanced down. “Miles, did you want to grab muxal?”

I looked down at my wrists, which still felt exposed. “Better to have it and not need it...” I crouched and placed my hand flat. Fwik! With a thought, I formed a thick chrome gauntlet over my hand, wrist, and forearm. “That’s bet–”

I gritted my teeth at the resulting squeezes. As they faded, though, memories washed from the chainwall.

Cocoon! Cut yourself free! Snik! Fwik!

Tree spider! FWAK!

Slobber. Oh, buddy.

The memories settled.

I raised my wrist to see myself reflected in the smooth shiny muxal.

T’reth asked, “Miles?”

“Just...remembering,” I whispered. After a breath, I stood. My balance swirled momentarily, then settled. “I’m fine.” And I remember how to use this...muxal.

My mind had reached for another word, one more familiar.

“Hmph. Witchblood,” Bawz murmured.

Snik! I extruded a thin, flat, foot-long edge from the back of my hand, then retracted. Fwit! “Holy crap! You were right. This stuff feels...cleaner.”

T’reth smiled. “Muxal has come a long way since those first batches.” She walked from the complex. “Come, let us get this done.”

I followed, Bawz a step behind. A buzz rippled through my puushers as we passed through the opening. I looked at the bare rock. The barricade spell? Well, no animal’s gonna want to get close to that.

The complex opened to a huge valley that gently sloped up to our right. Behind us, the mountain rose in a series of jagged steps covered in trees and dense, weedy brush. Rocky debris from a long-ago avalanche littered the area a fair distance on either side. I hoped the trees and brush would prevent any more from tumbling down. Are earthquakes a problem around here?

The mountain joined with those off to our left, curving out to the gorge through which I’d puushed the night before. In the daylight, the span of my plummet looked impressive–the waterfall stood maybe fifty feet high. Water misted where it crashed into the lake, which followed the wall of rock making up the rest of the gorge. Half-buried boulders from our mountain’s rockslide reached all the way to the shore. Ducks and geese bobbed on the water’s surface. More birds, large and small, crisscrossed the air.

Straight ahead, a meadow green with grass dotted with bright flowers ran for hundreds of yards before yielding to a dense forest spread across a horizon full of distant mountains. Copses sprouted in random areas, some dozens of trees large.

The tree-covered mountain behind us didn’t concern me. Tree spiders–or chorloch–seldom hunted on such sloped ground. I didn’t like what I saw from the tree line ahead, though. While chorloch didn’t favor pines, with their flatter branches and flimsier canopies, there were more than enough other trees to worry me.

To the right of the cave entrance, the brown, shaggy, humpbacked Kerkuud were clearing a large area. A pair moved rocks to a pile near the lake directly ahead, forming a low rough wall. Others uprooted brush and trees, which they placed in orderly piles off to the right before filling the holes with smaller rocks and dirt they then tramped down beneath their wide round feet. The remaining beasts focused on large crates with hinged openings, removing supplies and using disassembled crates to create scaffolding. The smallest of the beasts spread rough-looking carpets over the cleared ground within the scaffolding. They all moved with purpose and efficiency, untroubled by the mud.

I asked, “What’re they building?”

“A kuuddin,” T’reth said. “Like a multi-story tent.”

“Ah. I look forward to seeing the results.”

T’reth stopped, raised her chin, then pointed. “Chen M’ringen wants us to start walking toward the trees. Maybe nine hundred paces out.”

“She’s talking to you?” I asked. A sense of familiarity pulled at me. Sharing. The word popped into my mind.

“It is sharing,” T’reth said. “One of the first and easiest skills a witchen learns. In my mind, it is like she stands beside you. She sees and hears what I do, and I am there in the complex with her.”

“Yes. It just came clear.” I tapped my temple. “Don’t know how I know, but I do.”

“Good, Miles. That is good. Maybe the chainwall is coming apart on its own.”

“If it is, it’s happening damn slowly.”

Bawz snickered. “I’ll count the paces out.” She marched straight ahead.

T’reth and I followed. I breathed the cool mountain air. Everything looked clean and smelled fresh. I finished my bar and drank from my skin.

Medic would have loved this valley.

Just then, the clouds broke apart, and sunlight beamed down. Was it only yesterday? Deep pangs of sadness hit hard. Did anyone escape?

I wondered about the chorloch tactics, using the wagons as distractions, throwing the branches. A primitive but effective ambush, like nothing we encountered in the other eight forests along our route. Clearly the chorloch in that last were smarter. Evolved.

If T’reth and Bawz and the rest were here to rid Earth of this menace, they arrived at a good time.

A slight tingle buzzed in my puush organs. I emerged from my thoughts as the orb in T’reth’s hand turned a milky blue. She looked it over, returned it to the pouch at her waist, then withdrew a transparent orb. She tucked her poncho behind the pouch.

I asked, “What are you doing?”

“Pushing the perimeter spell into these.” She raised the orb. “Right now, this is a simple receptacle. It can hold any number of spells. I am using this–” She touched a symbol on her poncho. “–to fill it with the perimeter spell.” She rubbed the symbol with her fingertips. Another slight zing pulsed through my puush organs. The orb in her hand turned milky blue. “See?”

“I felt you do that. In my puushers.”

“Really? They must be sensitive to ux work.”

The chainwall squeezed. “Probably.”

She blinked, then smiled. “I felt that. Do you remember anything more about yourself?”

“Just what little I managed to remember since yesterday.” She pulled out another clear orb and touched the symbol on her poncho. Another zing raced down the puushers along my back. “What exactly is ux, anyway?”

Eyebrow arched, she glanced at me. “Are you sure you want to discuss this?” She produced another clear orb.

“Maybe we can talk the chainwall down.”

Her laughter made me smile. We marched past the Kerkuud’s wall and the rock-carrying trio and skirted around the lakeshore as it curved into our path.

“Stop me if this becomes painful. Simply put, ux is what separates our reality here–” She waved her hands. “–from unreality. Just like reality, unreality is everywhere. It has its own varied sets of forces. Anyone sensitive to ux can shift the influence of one force over the other. That’s the primary definition of ux. It has others.”

“That...makes sense.”

She laughed again. “I know, not very helpful. Take this rock.” She stopped near a round weathered boulder in the mud along the lake’s edge. It was about an arm’s length at its widest. I stepped past her, putting it between us. “Gravity is part of our reality. Here, back home, everywhere. It is an essential construct of our existence. It holds this boulder down.”

“I remember gravity.”

“I am not particularly good with air arts, like Sister A’nartha, but I can manipulate the ux to allow a force of unreality greater than gravity to push the boulder up.” She positioned a hand above the rock and breathed deep. The boulder trembled, then rose from the mud with a watery squelch.

Zings flew through my puush organs. I jerked back several steps. “Whoa!”

The boulder rose to knee height. Water dripped from its mud-darkened underside. “All I have done is weakened our reality above the boulder and called on a force within unreality to push it up.” She breathed slow and steady as she lowered the boulder back into the mud. Muddy water slurched from the sides. The tingle in my puushers disappeared. After the rock settled, she squared her shoulders and stepped beside me. “Ux is the balance between opposing forces. Too many forces for a witchen to understand, really. But adjusting the ux one way or the other causes things to happen.” She continued after Bawz, many steps ahead now.

I touched the boulder, then followed. “What if you’d increased our reality’s influence over the boulder?”

She raised a finger. “That is an incorrect way of thinking of it. If I wished to sink the rock deeper into the mud, I must adjust the ux to allow the unreal force I drew forth to push down. But the dense earth below makes that difficult. I must also shift ux to allow a force to weaken the binding within that muddy ground.” She sighed and plucked another clear orb from her pouch. “Manipulating ux gets extremely complicated. And dangerous. It takes years of training to learn the right control. And one must start from birth.”

Warnings squeezed from my chainwall. I’ve been exposed to this before. Is working the ux, being a witchen, part of my past? According to T’reth, I was of the blood. I could manipulate muxal, as my shiny new gauntlet proved. Still, me being a witchen didn’t feel right.

Hungry for more answers, I asked, “What are those symbols on your poncho?”

“They are glyphs. They store ux influences so witchen do not have to remember spells all the time. We still must know how to evoke the spells. I could not use this glyph to push a perimeter spell into that boulder, for example.”

“You mentioned arts.”

She nodded. “A witchen can do so many different things, it helps to identify talents in one particular field and master those. I am very good with straight ux manipulation. E’sis is best manipulating portals. I mentioned air arts–that is Sister A’nartha’s specialty. She could throw that boulder and hit a specific branch in a specific tree without looking. M’ringen is skilled in earth arts. She is responsible for the complex.”

Mention of earth arts caused a potent squeeze. I winced.

So did T’reth. “Ih, that was a bite. Familiar with the earth arts, are you?”

I rubbed my temple. “That doesn’t feel right. Maybe I knew a witchen good at earth arts.”

“Hmph.” Her grunt was rich with melodic echoes.

“Bawz said you and E’sis carved out the complex.”

“Under M’ringen’s guidance. She kept watch over the rock and positioned support columns as needed.” She giggled. “It was quite fun, really, grinding the muxal like that.” She spelled an orb, dropped it into her pouch, and withdrew a clear one.

The sound of her giggle again made me smile. Then I noticed how close we’d come to the tree line. Bawz had stopped.

“Nine hundred,” she said, looking back. I glanced over my shoulder. The complex entrance looked distant.

“We might want to be careful here,” I said, studying the trees. “Those chorloch can be anywhere.” Maybe I should have grabbed more muxal. Formed a breast- and backplate.

My eyebrows rose. Why stop there? Why not a full suit of armor?

Geez, how much would something like that weigh? This stuff on my arm’s kinda heavy enough. Dense, anyway.

Hopefully, I’d never have to find out.
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BAWZ AND T’reth glanced at the trees. “Do not worry,” T’reth said. “M’ringen says there are no chorloch within a quarter-day. It is safe. She is our chorloch expert.” She raised her chin again. “She says this is good. We are to create a circle of orbs around the complex entrance. Concentrate on the area in front of the mountain.”

“Let’s start right here, then,” Bawz said. She crouched and dug a hole in the wet ground with her spade. After depositing in a blue orb, she filled the hole. Standing, she looked along the tree line toward the mountains to the left of the complex entrance. “I think that flat outcropping of rock up there will be a good place to mark the boundary on that side.”

T’reth and I turned.

“I see it,” I said. “Looks far enough away from the entrance. What about this side?”

Bawz pointed to the waterfall. “See that little dip by the waterfall? Let’s make that the boundary point.” It looked twice as far from the cave entrance as where we stood, but according to her we had plenty of orbs.

“Sure.”

T’reth asked, “Can you fly over the lake, in that general direction, and drop orbs? We will circle along the trees toward the outcropping.”

I forced down worries of lurking chorlochs. They believed it was safe. “No problem.” I looked at the sloping mountain above the cave entrance. “It’s going to be rough getting across all that.”

Bawz said, “If we take our time, we’ll get it done. I walked across worse back home. Meet us below the outcropping when you finish. There on the slope.”

“Got it.” Then movement in the corner of my eye snagged my attention. I jerked around, looking down the tree line at the moment a small, shadowy figure darted into the trees. “Who was that?”

They followed my gaze. Bawz asked, “What?”

I pointed at a cluster of evergreens maybe three hundred yards away. “I saw someone run into the trees there.”

“Really?”

“Who?” T’reth asked.

“Well, I think I did.”

“What’d they look like?” Bawz asked.

I hesitated. “Um... Might’ve been a child. It was short and small, anyway. But kinda fast.”

Bawz grunted. “Well, it couldn’t have been any of us. We weren’t crazy enough to bring a child along. And I’m sure it wasn’t one of the Kerkuud. Are you sure it wasn’t an animal?”

I remembered the giant bear from the afternoon before. “It didn’t look like an animal, and it moved quick. I didn’t really get a good look.”

T’reth turned to me. “Did you see where it came from?” She sounded skeptical.

I stepped toward the evergreens, then glanced at T’reth. “The entrance, maybe?”

“Hmm.” She placed a hand on my arm. “We will watch. We have our spades if danger threatens.”

I looked at my bare forearm. “Maybe I should’ve grabbed more muxal.”

“You can always fly out of danger,” Bawz said, “and there’re plenty of rocks for throwing scattered about.” She laughed and waved her spade. “Relax. We’ll yell if anything comes at us.” She walked along the tree line, away from the lake.

T’reth squeezed my arm. “Take your time, but not too long.” She hurried after Bawz.

“Okay. Just...stay alert.” I eyed the evergreens, then grabbed an orb. I’d seen someone, but... Well, if it was a child, what harm could it cause?

Maybe the Kerkuud saw it too. I could ask later. Later.

I buried a dozen orbs as I worked toward the lake, stopping when the holes filled with water. A small flock of ducks eyeballed me from where they floated. “Don’t worry, quackers. I’m not looking for trouble. But hey! I can fly too.”

I double-checked the straps of my pouch and water skin and the flap keeping the orbs from falling out–wouldn’t do to have them spill into the lake. Confident all was ready, I puushed.

Quacking in alarm, the ducks scattered.

Using landmarks behind me, along the rock ahead, and the mountain, I puushed in a general arc between my starting point and the dip near the waterfall, dropping orbs in evenly spaced intervals. Bawz was right–the number of orbs in my pouch never seemed to go down. I watched them disappear beneath the lake’s placid surface after they plunked into the water, gentle rings rippling away.

A light breeze carried mist over me as I neared the waterfall. The clouds had broken up, allowing through the sun’s warmth. Insects skittered across the water, attracting the attention of fish darting below. Large geese honked their irritation when I puushed close.

Throughout, my joy at puushing left me giddy. I experimented with my legs beneath me, my legs above, forward, backward. My confidence grew. No doubt I’d puushed a lot before the chainwall. Of course I would have! Bawz was right–puushing felt marvelous!

I scattered a half-dozen orbs around the waterfall, throwing them out to avoid being drenched in the mist. I still got soaked, but not enough to leave me shivering. I decided if Bawz wanted to traverse the mountain from the dip, we could place orbs on the way down to the waterfall then enjoy a leisurely walk along the lakeshore back to the entrance. By then, it’d be late afternoon, and if the weather held, we’d enjoy ourselves. The rocky shore didn’t look any more treacherous than the walk from the cave.

Medic would’ve loved this. My grief stormed forward. This time, as it stole my strength and choked my breath, I fell into it. She would’ve so enjoyed being outside, creating the perimeter. Would’ve looked for plants to replenish her stores. And Slobber! Hell, he’d have stripped down and gone swimming! Probably catch a goose for dinner. Tears streaming down my cheeks, I laughed.

I puushed to a ledge a short distance from the waterfall. Shaking with grief, I collapsed as hard sobs worked themselves free. I reached for Medic when I first woke today, and the jolt upon realizing she’d never be there again...

Goddamn!

My anguish rolled over me in waves. I pounded my fists against the cold wet rock. It hurt to breathe. Lights sparkled at the corners of my vision. My teeth ached from clenching my jaw–better to keep my screams back lest they erupt in uncontrolled fury.

Somehow, I removed the pouches without spilling any orbs or losing the spade.

Goddamn it all!

Thoughts of chorloch burning in white-hot fire filled my grief.

I’ll see them all dead. All of them. Even if it kills me.

* * *

My anguish spent, I puushed near the waterfall and thoroughly doused my head and shoulders. The cool water pounded the back of my neck.

The sun stood visibly higher in the sky. Wispy clouds kissed its edges but dared not cross its path.

Satisfied with my work, I puushed across the lake toward the plant-free outcropping halfway up the mountain to rendezvous with T’reth and Bawz. The Kerkuud looked up as I passed. I waved. Several replied with ear flapping and trumpets through raised trunks. They’d cleared away a considerable space, and the scaffolding, draped by a dark-tan fabric decorated with red and brown swirly patterns, said their boxy kuuddin might have a second story.

I scanned the forest for my two companions. If they followed the intended curve toward the outcropping, they’d be into the tree line. Spying movement, I dipped to treetop level. “Bawz? T’reth?”

Birds chirped and trilled and flew about, bugs brizzed, and squirrels sped acrobatically through the branches. Certain I’d seen movement, I descended to the forest floor. “Ladies?”

In the shaded grass, I crouched, slowed my breathing, and tuned in to my surroundings.

The forest grew still. Birdsong floated from a distance. Insects stayed away when usually they’d swarm. Even the dust motes in the shafts of sunlight through the canopy floated in place. After a minute, though nothing moved, I knew I wasn’t alone.

Slowly, I looked around with fractional movements of my head. I spied nothing out of the ordinary–no branch swinging as though recently hit, no brush or dead pine needles disturbed by a careless step, no broken spider webs. But the longer I crouched, the more I sensed someone was watching me.

“Hello? If anyone’s there, it’s okay. I won’t hurt you.”

Nothing. Thoughts of a chorloch motionless in the branches stilled my movements. My heart thumped. But certainly, a chorloch would’ve struck by now.

Then I remembered the child-sized shadow ducking into the trees.

I know I saw someone. Whoever it was, they’re here. Close.

They remained hidden, though.

If it was a child, what could it do?

But...if it wasn’t...

I kept an extrusion ready in my thoughts.

I remained motionless for so long a squirrel bounded down a nearby trunk and crossed within grabbing distance in front of me.

If a squirrel thinks it’s safe...

I relaxed to a kneeling position. The squirrel exploded off on an abrupt angle, jumped halfway up a different tree, and disappeared around the opposite side, only to reappear on a branch higher up to scold me.

Whatever the other presence was that I sensed, it had since disappeared.

Not a chorloch, then. What else was there? A fox? Raccoon? Maybe a shy badger. I’d have seen any bear or wolf. Cougar? Likely not a coyote–it would’ve skittered away. Anything smaller wouldn’t be a threat.

I wondered if losing Medic and Slobber weighed too hard on me. Nothing I can do about that until time blunts the pain.

“Frick it.” I puushed above the treetops then headed toward the outcropping, figuring Bawz and T’reth were ahead of me. Searching in a lazy zig-zag, I finally found them where the ground gradually sloped up the mountainside. They’d traveled farther than I anticipated–or I spent more time by the waterfall than I thought.

I dropped a short distance behind them. “There you are.”

With a gasp, T’reth whirled, arm raised, fingers curled claw-like. “Ih. Miles, you scared me!” She blinked. “That is...unwise.”

Kneeling in pine needles, her spade digging into the soft ground, Bawz guffawed. “Got the lake orbed up?” She wiped a forearm across her sweaty brow.

“All the way around to the waterfall. Everything okay here?”

They exchanged glances. Bawz said, “Fine.”

“We have seen nothing except small animals,” T’reth added.

“Good, good.” I pointed at the spade. “Want help with that?”

“No, I’m set.” Bawz dug a final scoop of earth from the hole then grabbed an orb. “I enjoy this. Reminds me of my gardens back home.” She covered the orb, then slapped the ground flat with the spade. I helped her to her feet.

T’reth laughed. “She plays in the dirt when she can.”

“I remember you getting all muddied up, too, youngster.”

“What’s home like?” I asked as we started up the slope through a clearing of knee-high grass and small bushes. The ground beneath wasn’t quite dry, making the grass somewhat slippery.

Bawz said, “Kind of like here. A bit hotter. Where we lived, anyway.”

A third of the way across the clearing, T’reth pointed. “Here.” She dug a clear orb from her pouch and touched the glyph at her shoulder. The orb filled with a milky blue.

Bawz crouched and dug.

I asked, “You’re human, but you’re not from Earth?”

Swatting away a large fly, she looked at me. “According to my parents, a long time ago, Hissers–mean, cat-like aliens–came to Earth and rounded up thousands of people. My parents were small children then and have only vague memories of it.” She dug a hole with quick, efficient thrusts. “My mom came from a city called Mumbay. My dad doesn’t remember his hometown but is sure he came from an area called Perza. They ended up together after the Hissers put them in with dozens of other people.”

I crouched beside her, the squeezing in my brain swirling my balance and shaking my legs. Cat-like aliens. I know that. I’ve seen the skins, the rusting technology...

T’reth said, “Miles?”

“What she says... The chainwall doesn’t like it. But the cat-aliens... I’ve seen proof. Skins. Strange machines.” I waved. “Go on, go on.”

She looked at T’reth, then back. “Is it good?”

I rubbed my temple. “Yes. Like T’reth said, all this talk may loosen the chains.”

“It really might help,” T’reth added, more to Bawz than me.

“As long as.” She hesitated, then took the orb T’reth offered. “My parents. They worked fields in one hot dry place for a while, then cleaned inside in another place, ended up bounced here and there. Of all the people taken from Earth, they somehow remained together. Their masters were harsh, beating them at times, cutting and clawing them other times. Eventually they ended up on Crulk.”

She dropped and covered the orb. “Their new owners, more human-like than the Hissers, already had a group of humans working in the fields. My parents got separated then, but only until T’reth’s people, the Oladi, arrived and freed everyone. They let the humans stay together, form their own tribes. My parents reunited and eventually, I was born.”

I placed my hands on the ground, breathing deep against my dizziness. Oladi. That word had weight. I looked up. T’reth. And M’ringen. Oladi. They’re Oladi. That feels right. They’re Oladi. But that was all I remembered.

T’reth crouched beside me, a hand on my shoulder. “Are you well?”

“Yeah.” Hands shaking, I raised my skin and sucked down a mouthful of water. “It’s just... The Hissers. The Oladi. Humans forced into slavery.” I looked at Bawz. “Everything you said just...pulled at my backmind.”

She frowned. “That didn’t translate. Your what?”

I tapped the back of my head. “Humans call it the subconscious, I think.”

“Ih, yes, that translated. Your dream mind. You think you know about the Hissers? Or my birth world?” She wiped dirt and blades of grass from her spade.

“The cat-aliens and the Oladi, definitely. Your home world, not as much.”

T’reth said, “But... Miles, according to Bawz, those events happened decades ago, Earth time. Are you saying you were here for that?”

I clenched my jaw on a groan of frustration. “I don’t know. But I’m sure I have been here a long time.”

“You did not arrive when we did?” Suspicion filled T’reth’s tone again.

“What? No. I’ve been here for at least five years. That much I do remember.” I drank more water. “But I feel like it’s been a lot longer.”

Bawz said, “You don’t look that old.”

“Compared to you. But I’m not human. I could be twice your age, for all I know.”

“I wonder of your race,” T’reth said. “I have not seen or heard of your kind. We would know, especially since you are of the blood.”

“We? Who’s ‘we’?”

“The Witchen Guild.”

As before, that drew a sharp squeeze. She winced too.

“If we can determine your race,” Bawz said, “it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out how you ended up here, and when.” She stood and brushed the dirt from her knees. T’reth and I followed.

I smoothed out my blanket. “How?”

Bawz waggled a finger at my head. “By poking around in there, of course. T’reth’s quite skilled in that regard.”

“But we are not to rush anything,” T’reth said, searching through the orbs in her pouch.

I sighed. “I hope you can help. I really do.” We resumed our walk.

“If she can, she will,” Bawz said. “But the mission takes priority.”

“Once we start with the chorloch extermination, I may not have time to devote to you,” T’reth said. “Bawz, there.” She pointed. At the clearing’s edge, Bawz attacked the ground again with her spade. 

I asked, “You mentioned there’re eight of you, besides the Kerkuud. Where are the others?”

T’reth laughed. “Deeper inside the complex, preparing things. Well, except for A’nartha. She is up there, somewhere.” She waved at the sky. “We expect her back at the fall of dark.”

“One of you is just out walking around?”

“Walking?” T’reth laughed again. I smiled with her. “No. Flying around. She is looking at this world from up high. It is the best way to assess a chorloch infestation.”

I glanced at the few clouds lingering from the morning’s storm. “How high?”

“Very high. But do not worry. She does it all the time. She is proficient with the air arts.” T’reth searched her half-full pouch again. “Ih, looks like I spelled them all, finally.” She untucked her poncho, drew it over her head, then folded it into a tight square.

“Who’s the fourth witchen?”

“E’sis. She and M’ringen have the same father. Right now they are stabilizing the complex. When A’nartha returns, we will decide the next course of action regarding the chorloch.”

“And you’re going to get them all?”

“That is the intent. But it will be nowhere as easy as it sounds. Each world is different. Spells that work on one usually do not function the same on another. The chorloch, too. On each world, they evolve in unique ways.” She tucked the poncho beneath her remaining orbs. Afterward, eyes closed, she raised her face to the sun. The breeze played with loose strands of her golden hair. “Ih, this feels wonderful.”

Bawz buried another orb.

I said, “Sounds like you’ve done this before.”

“This will be my third expedition,” Bawz said, standing. “Me and Boon. Shardel and Tridell are with M’ringen and E’sis. They’re witchen, too. Lucky bits.”

T’reth said, “Yes. Human witchen are rare still.”

I asked, “Human witchen?”

“Is that something you remember? That would certainly tell us about your past.”

The thought failed to produce a squeeze. “Doesn’t feel familiar.”

“They were found to have witchblood on Crulk, where we were all born,” Bawz said, tromping the dirt with her boot.

The clearing gave way to trees. Soon the land sloped up sharply, and the trees, mostly pines, thinned out, replaced by thicker brush over rockier ground. “Makes sense, I guess.” I helped them through a particularly rough patch of brush.

“Ih. Take this.” Bawz offered her spade then plucked at the burrs up and down her pants. Looking down, I found my blanket burr-free.

T’reth pointed. “Put one here, Miles.”

I knelt and stabbed the spade into the dark grainy dirt. It penetrated with less resistance than I expected. “You mentioned something earlier, back in the cave. The...uh, Nesser?”

Bawz laughed. “The Nassara. Yes.”

“Who’re they?”

Still pinching burrs from her pants, she sat on a nearby rock. “The Nassara are a group of non-aligned worlds trying to claim important strands of the Skein. The Oladi are bottling them up. It’s a huge fight, been going on for decades.”

Her revelations left me trembling. I dropped the spade and, both palms to the grass, breathed deep. My heart thudded. Sweat wet my brow.

T’reth laid a hand on my shoulder. “You remembered something about that. Are you going to pass out? You are pale and shaking.”

After catching my breath, I straightened, palms on my thighs. “That hurt less than before. Maybe it does get easier. This is the most remembering I’ve ever done, I think. What else?”

Bawz shrugged. “I don’t really know a lot, to be honest. It’s more T’reth’s arena.”

“Well, more the arena of the Witchen Guild,” T’reth said.

I finished the hole, then drank from my skin as Bawz dropped in an orb. I filled the hole and patted the mound flat. My knees popped when I stood. “How does the Witchen Guild fit into this? What is the Witchen Guild?”

With a brush of her fingertips, T’reth removed the last of the burrs on her pants. “The Guild is the guidelight for all witchen. It spans the three anchor-worlds and all their mid- and low-worlds and provides a foundation for all learning and spell-crafting. Punishes troublemakers for breaking long-established rules and causing harm.”

I wiped the spade in the grass as squeezes pulsed from the chainwall. “Must be something big and powerful.”

“It is. But it is necessary. Manipulating ux without training is dangerous. The Nassara use weavers, who have not worked the ux from birth. They have impure witchblood, if any at all. Without that lifelong familiarity, using ux can drive a person...unstable.” She smiled. “The Guild crafts its spells and tools, like muxal, so only those with witchblood can easily use them.”

My head pounded and my thoughts swirled with the revelations. I didn’t want her to stop. The more she revealed, the less the chains squeezed–though the squeezes were harsher. I sensed I was coming close to a word or phrase that might snap the chainwall altogether. “Sounds...clever,” I wheezed, chest tight again.

“It has crimped the Nassara’s plans. That is why they are intent on the chorloch here,” T’reth said. “Are you well enough to continue?”

I nodded and we trudged up the mountainside. The rocks provided firm ground.

T’reth said, “Sadly, the chorloch store witchblood in a way that allows weavers to use the Guild’s magic. So I have been told. The Nassara have found some way to use our tools and spells, anyway.”

I glanced at her. “Really?”

She shrugged. “When the beasts devour a witchen, they absorb everything, including the witchblood. Feed a chorloch enough witchen...”

Eyes wide, Bawz burst out laughing. “T’reth! E’sis was tickle-talking with that!”

T’reth stopped, a pink flush spreading beneath the golden down across her cheeks. “What?”

“She made that up to scare you!” Bawz nearly bent double from laughing. “I can’t believe you fell for that!”

The young witchen frowned. “What! Why did you not tell me!”

I smiled at Bawz’s continued laughter.

She gasped, “She’ll have a fit when she hears this!”

“The Nassara are capturing witchen for their blood!” T’reth said. “We know this! How else can they harvest witchblood?”

Bawz wiped her eyes. “The chorloch are only watchdogs,” she said to me. “Very good watchdogs, but just that. They free weavers from having to guard Nassara facilities.” She turned back to T’reth. “But they don’t harvest witchblood, child.” She wiped her eyes again. “Weavers do that with machines. E’sis knows how.”

Scowling, T’reth marched several steps up-slope and pointed. “Miles, here.”

Bawz and I followed. “The Oladi want to smash the Nassara, and the Nassara are smashing back,” she said. “There’s a lot of hatred there.”

“Must be a nasty war.”

“I hear the witchen talking about it from time to time.” Since she didn’t ask for the spade back, I dug a hole. T’reth walked a few paces ahead.

“Sorry, dear,” Bawz said. “I thought you knew E’sis was tickle-talking.” She handed me an orb, then drank from her skin. “The Guild is mad about what happened to something called the League of Cells.”

A chain snapped. Light blasted across my closing eyelids. The spade slipped from my hands. I fell to the dirt with it.

“Miles!” Bawz’s shout came from far away. It echoed. Miles! Miles...

My world turned a dizzying, blinding white.

* * *

A female face appeared–or part of one. “Hello.”

She stood or sat across from me, her cinnamon skin and dark eyes the only visible color. The white braids falling across her skin merged into the surrounding white as they curled out. Her irises floated in whites that matched the background, like the back of her head didn’t exist. The inside of her mouth was a glistening darkness behind small teeth. She appeared younger than when I saw her in the forest, but older when I fought against her after puushing to the Sissippi.

I couldn’t tell the distance between us. We might’ve been sitting or standing. All I knew for certain was her within the cloudy white. “Who are you?”

“That will be revealed in time. Right now, I am here because one of the chainwall’s triggers has been tripped, but not in the order we’d hoped.”

“We?”

She smiled. “We constructed the chainwall together. To protect you from...something inside you. Something you had to forget for a while, until help arrived.”

T’reth! “Someone has come along. I’m hoping this can be resolved soon.”

Her smile disappeared. “That’s great news. But caution. You’ll have to make a decision, and it’ll involve great risk. Unfortunately, this could not be avoided.”

“I feel I’ve made enough sacrifice. I’m tired. I just want it to end.”

“I know. Please. Persevere. That we’re speaking now indicates you are approaching resolution. We both decided on this course of action for just this very occasion. You’ve come this far. Please, continue to be patient.”

Had I been certain I was sitting, I might’ve leaned back. “What choice do I have?”

She bobbed her head. “You can break the chainwall if you fight hard enough. We did include that option. You’ve already tested the spell and found success.”

“Puushing?”

“You have free and clear memories of your puush ability. But forcing memories carries risk.”

“Remembering is extremely painful. I suppose we built that in together, too.”

“Yes. You’d be too tempted, otherwise.” Her lips pinched as though she fought not to laugh.

I shifted–or thought I did. The white murk made it hard to tell. “What about this trigger?”

She stared, unblinking.

“No. Wait,” I said. “Are you... Is this some sort of thought implant?”

“This is far beyond that. A part of who I was resides in your mind. By necessity, this is an organic process, taking place in real time. We could not anticipate the events that would break the chainwall. As it falls, I have to be here, in you, with you, to guide you.” She leaned forward. “The situation that required the chains is critical. You cannot remember too fast or remember too far out of order. You are in great danger from...it. Who you are, your essence, might be entirely lost. So, while some messages from me to you might feel pre-planned, the vast majority of our interaction will be as if we are talking.”

“Who are you?”

“That must remain chained for now. But what I can talk about is the trigger that brought you here. The League of Cells.”

The white swirled.

I said, “I know that. It’s...familiar.”

“Left on your own, you would eventually remember. This is too specific a phrase, and it was too much a part of your life, for you to let it go. We hoped you would remember who you are before you heard this trigger, so the recollections would flow together seamlessly. But that has not happened. I’m here to give you information to help you process what the League of Cells meant to you.”

“Too much a part of my life... I was a member of this...League?”

“Yes. It was a powerful organization, stretching across countless worlds, made strong by the quality of people within. Membership was difficult. Only the most dedicated made the required sacrifices to join. Once in, you remained a member for life. That, too, provided great strength.”

“What did this League do?”

“They maintained order and stability within their spheres of influence. They did so with honor for centuries.”

“The Witchen Guild. They worked with the Witchen Guild, didn’t they?”

She smiled. “Yes. They worked in tandem to keep chaos and anarchy at bay.”

“And I was a part of that.”

“Yes.”

My thoughts swirled. Hints of memories brushed my awareness: almost-seen faces, barely heard voices and sounds, more light–a bubbling white froth alive with untold power and oblique menace. The ux.

Deep in my backmind, behind the chainwall, connections came together. Gaps in my memory closed. Kinks in the chains straightened. Twists relaxed.

I also sensed danger–memories piled high, threatening to inundate me. So much locked away! Things I perhaps did not want to or simply could not face. The all-too-real threat of being washed hopelessly away if the chains unraveled all at once...

“Something happened, didn’t it? Something terrible.”

“We suspect, based on sources who had no reason to lie, that the League suffered devastation. The others might not have survived.”

My stomach churned. Dark recollections skittered at the edges of my awareness. “That sounds...right.”

“Until certain conditions are met, we won’t know for sure. There’s a chance it’s not as bad as we fear.”

“But not likely.”

She shook her head. “No.”

“Were the Nassara involved?”

“That word has no meaning for me. It was not a part of our vocabulary when we chained your thoughts.”

“It’s something new, then.”

“I would agree.”

“The person who spoke of the League of Cells said the Oladi and the Witchen Guild were intent on smashing the Nassara over what happened to the League.”

Her eyes widened and her forehead wrinkled. “This person mentioned the Oladi?”

“She’s one of them! Four of them are here. They hope to kill all the chorloch.”

Her face wrinkled, then relaxed in a smile. “That’s very good news. I think you’re in capable hands, then. I can’t say more, but... Trust them. If you have any misgivings, put them aside. Trust them to do what’s right. Even if you must wait longer than you like.”

I almost laughed. “Believe me, they’re in no hurry.”

“That’s good. It really is.” She breathed deep. “Matters may not be as bad as I worried, then, if the Oladi have come. Still, I urge great patience. They can and will help you. Just let them work at their own pace. It has to happen that way.” Her hand appeared. Fingers, palm, wrist, and forearm all visible as though a sleeve of white had fallen back with the raising of her arm. She reached for me. Her eyes watered. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t be here with you.”

It sounded like a dismissal.

My throat constricted and breathing became difficult. I raised my arm but the white was already dissolving. “No! Wait!”

She fell away, lost in the swirling cloud of a dream breaking apart.
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I ROUSED to find myself face-to-face with an expanse of shaggy brown head. Eyes as large as my fists stared at me, the chocolate brown irises surrounded by glossy black. The Kerkuud’s ears flapped, perhaps in surprise at my sudden sitting straight. Insects brizzed around, none brave enough to land on the wrinkled skin. A wet leather smell poked my nostrils.

“Whoa!” I jerked back in my own surprise.

“Miles!” Bawz cried from somewhere behind me.

“Ih, thank the Light,” T’reth said.

The Kerkuud honked through its trunk, which pressed against my back.

I sat on the hump where its trunk poked from its head. My legs hung in the spaces between the trunk and its arms. My chest lay against its forehead, its arms against my shoulderblades. Its slight sway as it walked said it was confidently in control.

T’reth moved into my field of view. The top of her head came to my shoulders. “Miles, are you all right?”

Bawz appeared on my other side, her head at my waist.

My wits returned. “Um, yeah. Yeah.”

“Can you walk?” T’reth asked.

“I think so.”

Bawz put a hand on the Kerkuud’s shoulder. “Awdoo, you can put him down.”

Awdoo honked, sort of a too-toot. Its eye twitched to her, then refocused on me.

I patted it mid-forehead. “I’m fine. I can walk.”

Awdoo stopped, whooted, then lowered its head so my my feet touched the ground at the same time. Its trunk curled out from between my legs. Its arms touched my back until I stood straight, then it stepped away and tooted again.

My balance settled. Someone had removed my pouch of orbs and water skin. T’reth’s poncho draped my shoulders.

Awdoo studied me, arms poised as though to catch me. Its head bobbed slightly, and its trunk curled up, the tip pinching open and closed. This close, I appreciated for the first time the Kerkuud’s size and strength.

I smiled at the unexpected sight of small orange gems hanging like pendants from a chain around its neck. “It’s wearing a necklace!” For some reason, that struck me as funny.

T’reth placed a hand on my shoulder. “Miles! What happened? One minute you were fine, the next you were out cold on the ground. Scared us frantic!”

“Sorry about that.” I ran a hand through my hair. “When Bawz said ‘League of Cells,’ it triggered a visit from the lady responsible for erecting the chainwall. That’s never happened before.” I looked around. Awdoo had carried me down the slope and nearly a quarter of the way back to the entrance. “How long was I out?”

“Long enough to worry us to death,” Bawz replied. “I really thought you’d burst a blood vessel in your brain.”

“Well, I’m fine now. Really.” I exhaled as I looked at them, then Awdoo. “Thanks for coming to get me.”

It hooted softly.

“Yes, thank you, old friend.” T’reth rubbed the beast’s shaggy cheek, right above where the arm poked out. It hooted again, the sound like a purr.

I laughed. “You’re something else.” In that moment, I likened the big shaggy giant to another shaggy giant who’d have carried me off the mountain as well. I swallowed a surge of emotion. “Do you want to finish the perimeter? I feel up to it.”

Bawz shook her head. “You might, but I don’t. Let’s see if the late-day meal is ready.”

“Yes,” T’reth said. “I am hungry myself.”

“All right.”

Awdoo lumbered along beside us as we returned to the entrance. I ran a hand through its fur, reaching up to scratch the thatch near its hump. Though it looked ponderous, I didn’t doubt the beast could keep up with us if we ran. Its broad flat feet landed gently with each step, but those legs could just as easily stomp through a downed tree trunk or deliver a bone-breaking kick.

I said, “You’re quite an impressive beast, Awdoo.”

It whooted, ears flapping, its trunk curling in my direction.

T’reth, walking with a hand to Awdoo’s cheek, said, “The Kerkuud are wonderful friends. I have known Awdoo for over ten years.”

It whoot-tooted. T’reth laughed.

“Miles, what happened?” Bawz asked. “Are you okay?”

I nodded. “Someone with me on Earth erected the chainwall around part of my backmind. Someone I knew very well, and who knew me.”

Bawz raised a hand. “Just as long as you’re okay, that’s enough for now. You can tell the rest later.” She offered my skin of water, which she’d slung over her shoulder. “Thirsty?”

“Thanks.” I swallowed a mouthful of the sweet water, then hung the skin off my shoulder.

Halfway to the entrance, we passed a trio of Kerkuud working on the trees they’d removed from their clearing to the right of the main entrance. Using tools, they were cutting branches and stripping bark, keeping everything tidy along the way. Awdoo tooted, then joined them.

I waved. “Thanks again.”

Nearer the entrance, I examined the kuuddin. Only a back corner of the scaffolding lay exposed. Tan fabric draped the rest. The front opening confirmed the structure had a second story, accessed by a wide ramp across the back wall. What supplies they’d brought lay in orderly stacks beneath the second floor walkway. Globes casting orange glows brightened the corners.

“They erected all this since we started?” I said. “Wow.”

Bawz laughed. “They’re an industrious bunch.”

“They usually finish sooner,” T’reth said.

At the entrance, the ground now smooth and rock-free thanks to the Kerkuud, we removed our boots and stowed our pouches in an open crate. I felt another slight disorientation when my bare feet touched the muxal, then crouched and let my gauntlet melt into the floor.

Boon was cleaning in the serving hall when we arrived. Three plates of food sat on the stove. Wearing mitts, he brought them to our table. “Beginning to think you skipped out.” He bent and pecked both Bawz and T’reth on their cheeks.

Bawz kissed his cheek in return. “You know I’d never miss one of your meals. Did the others already eat?”

“Tridel came for their plates. Must be busy back there. Careful. Everything’s hot.”

“This phase of the mission is usually busy,” T’reth said.

“Night meal’s set for after Chen A’nartha returns. Try not to be tardy.” He returned behind the large counter and resumed cleaning.

Though delicious, the bar I’d enjoyed earlier had nothing on the plate of food. I recognized none of the chunks of red-and-white potato bits or the green tubes full of ground meat, but it all tasted wonderful, and I devoured everything with enthusiasm. Bawz looked just as content. T’reth ate with small bites, each thoroughly chewed. We finished in silence, Bawz with a smile on her face as she watched her lifemate work.

“Are you sure you are all right?” T’reth asked as we slipped into our boots again. The afternoon’s rising warmth seeped through the main entrance.

I patted my belly. “I’m more inclined to take a nap than go walking.” I stomped my foot into my boot, then adjusted my refilled pouch of orbs and the replenished skin across my back. The dizziness from stepping off the muxal came and went with hardly a notice. I drew another gauntlet onto my arm.

Bawz laughed. “A nap sounds delicious. Maybe after we finish the perimeter.”

As we stepped outside, I asked, “Think the Kerkuud would build us a porch with a swing?”

T’reth giggled. “If we asked nicely, they might.”

We walked past their structure. I saw now why they’d been working on the trees they’d torn out—they were using the stripped trunks and cut branches to support a tank they’d attached to the side of the exposed scaffolding. “They’re installing running water?”

“They’re nothing if not clean,” Bawz said.

“Damn. That’s one hell of a little tent.”

“Their home away from home,” T’reth said. “They have such wondrous tents back on Kerkuu. Cities of them, hundreds of levels high, or deep into the ground.” She sighed, the sound melodic with echoes.

“Sounds like you spent a lot of time among the Kerkuud,” I said.

“My parents were ambassadors. I practically lived in Awdoo’s tent until I was fourteen years, when I was not at the Guild Congregation Hall for lessons. Then I went to Crulk, for deeper training in the Guild.”

Bawz one-arm hugged T’reth. “That’s where I took this shy young girl under my wing. She’d spent so much time with the Kerkuud, she forgot how to speak without hooting every other word.” She chuckled. “And manners. That was one tough first year, teaching her etiquette.”

“You were so patient,” T’reth said.

I said, “To me, you did a good job.”

“Thank you, Miles,” they said together, then laughed.

Taking our time, we spent the afternoon finishing the perimeter’s back quarter. At the highest point, we sat and enjoyed the view, watching birds of prey circle in the rising heat. Our conversations stuck mostly to their life back on Crulk. I didn’t blame them for not wanting to discuss other topics, for fear of triggering another fugue. This high on the mountain would be a hard ascent for a Kerkuud.

Once ready to continue, Bawz said, “Let’s climb the rest of the way and see what’s on the other side.”

T’reth looked up the slope. “Yes.”

“May as well.”

A larger valley spread to the northeast. The mountains to either side of us served as its southwestern rim. A wide river snaked across the valley floor, flanked at times by trees but mostly open to grass-covered hills and dips.

I pointed to the grander, snow-capped mountains across the distance. “That river must come from those higher elevations.”

“What’s that?” Bawz asked, pointing.

I followed her finger to where a spume of white erupted from the ground. The earth around the spume was muddy and dark, like a scab in the grass. “Steam? Could be a geyser.”

“There are more,” T’reth said. “All up the eastern edge.”

I counted another five billows and an additional dozen dark patches. Rainbow smears surrounded ponds of muddy water. I felt a tug in my memory. “Those might be hot springs. Water in the ground being heated from below by magma. Those colors are minerals in the water.”

“You mean volcanic activity?” Bawz asked.

“Yeah.”

Water and steam erupted from a more distant geyser. The circling birds avoided the area, as though they knew no prey scurried across the ground below.

T’reth said, “Like the Styvers on Crulk.”

Bawz grunted. “That’s dangerous land, though, not like this. Then again, this might be a dangerous place, for Earth.”

“I think we might want to keep an eye on it. I mean, look at what happened to our mountain.” I indicated the ancient rockslide.

“Hate to be inside the complex if that were to happen again,” T’reth murmured. “Even with M’ringen’s fortifications.”

Three dozen buried orbs later, we reached the dip in the mountain near the gorge. By then my pouch was empty, as was Bawz’s. T’reth’s supply was low. The ground had dried and digging the holes required more effort.

We were all hot and sweaty as we made our way down the slope toward the lake’s edge, planting the last of the perimeter orbs. Mist from the waterfall washed over us with the breeze and we paused to enjoy it. My muscles ached and swarming insects increased in annoyance, but still, I looked forward to the easy walk back. For the first time in a long while, the mantle of worry and weariness over my shoulders lifted. I could safely lower my guard.

Bawz tapped the dirt flat over our final orb. “There. That completes the perimeter. M’ringen will be quite pleased.”

“Hope so.” I sighed. “I’d like to get into her good graces.”

T’reth raised her chin. “M’ringen says we did a commendable job. She is going to activate the perimeter now.” She lowered her chin and indicated we should step away.

“Will we see anything?” Bawz asked.

“Maybe a flash of—”

A kick in my puushers sprawled me into the weeds. “Ow! Shit!” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a milky-blue flash of light spread across the lake, about where I’d dropped my orbs, curving into the forest beyond. It disappeared before I could focus on it.

“Miles!” both ladies shouted.

T’reth helped me stand. “Are you all right? What happened?”

I shook my head. “It felt like something popped me in my puushers, all at once.”

Laughing, Bawz brushed dirt and leaves from my shirt. “Sorry, but that was funny!”

T’reth joined in her laughter. “Must have been the perimeter spell. Miles, your puushers seem really sensitive to spell-casting.”

“Now we know. Maybe next time you can warn me when you’re about to let something pop?” I adjusted my skin and exhaled again. “Wow. I’m pretty beat about now.”

“That nap is sounding better and better,” Bawz said with a final laugh. She crouched and cleaned the spade in lakewater before slipping it into her pouch. “We should have time to rest before A’nartha drops in, right?”

T’reth looked up. “Very likely.”

We resumed walking, again taking our time over the rocks strewn across the ground.

About halfway to the entrance, a loud buzzing from nearby trees drew my attention. “What’s that about?”

Bawz peered into the gloom. “Sounds like a swarm. Pollinators, perhaps.”

I stepped beneath the branches. The ladies joined me. “Maybe it’s a hive, and we can harvest the honey. It’s pretty good, but you’ve got to protect yourself from the bees.”

The sound intensified the deeper we went. A sickening smell hovered in the still air. I gasped and turned my head. “Ugh! Something might’ve died back here.”

T’reth wrinkled her nose. “Ih! Ew!”

We rounded a cluster of trees and stopped short.

“Or was slaughtered,” Bawz whispered before hurrying away. T’reth followed without a sound.

I studied the scene before retreating. “That was one huge bear,” I said once we recovered our breaths. I remembered the bear that had roused me the afternoon before. The one in the woods was larger. A old grizzly, perhaps.

“You could tell what that was?” T’reth asked quietly.

Very little of it had remained. Whatever had killed it had apparently not liked the insides, though, which struck me as unusual. I’d have thought they’d be eaten first, not strewn about into the brush and branches like some macabre art display. “I recognized the head and snout—what little was left.”

Bawz shivered. “Talk about ruining the mood.”

We finished our walk in silence. I revisited the scene in my mind almost the entire way. Something struck me as out of place. Why hadn’t the wolves—had to be wolves, for what else would take on a bear that size?—devoured the innards? They’d cleaned the limbs of muscle, chewed away the neck and shoulders. Odd that they’d not splintered the long bones to get at the marrow inside, either. I glanced up at the circling birds. Why weren’t the buzzards finishing off what was left?

Something else tugged at the edge of my thoughts, but I couldn’t pinpoint what.

“Something’s not right about that,” I said finally as we entered the clearing around the entrance.

“You’re welcome to return and investigate,” Bawz said without stopping. “I’m going to put it out of my mind and take a nap.”

T’reth shrugged as she followed Bawz inside.

I sighed. “Maybe tomorrow. A nap sounds like a much better idea.”

We dropped our empty pouches into the crate before removing our boots. I sucked the last of the sweet water from my skin as Bawz emptied hers, too. I said, “I can drop these off with Boon if you want.”

“I’ll go. Remember where your room is?”

“Um, that way.” I surrendered my skin.

T’reth said to Bawz, “I will come for you once we know with more certainty when A’nartha will return. Afterward, we will have a meeting over night meal. Enjoy your nap.”

“You too,” Bawz said. “And Miles? Thanks for the help today.”

“Glad to be of service.”

We parted company.

T’reth guided me to my oval room. I stretched out on my bed. The slaughtered bear wouldn’t leave my mind for a while. But when sleep came, it was untroubled.

* * *

T’reth and I walked in the clearing before the main entrance. A skin hung from her shoulder.

The sun had long since set. Stars dazzled in the clear night sky. Insects brizzed, animals foraged in the brush, and from far away wolves lent their voices to the night’s symphony. Globes hanging from the cave entrance and strung along the ground cast warm light. Holding hands, M’ringen and E’sis sat in silence as we awaited A’nartha’s descent. Near the lake, Bawz, Shardel, and Tridel conversed in quiet tones as they shared a skin of some fermented drink. Boon remained inside preparing the late meal.

The Kerkuud had disappeared into their structure and dropped a flap over the entrance. T’reth warned me not to disturb them, saying they were celebrating the successful erection of their kuuddin. The carpets and tan tent fabric were imbued with the spirit of their home world or some such thing, and this evening’s blessing completed its construction.

“I know of the League of Cells,” she said. “And your white-haired friend is correct. About one hundred three years ago, the League suffered a series of devastating attacks across several worlds. Tens of thousands died. It turned out to be the opening salvo in the current conflict raging across the Skein.”

“Bawz mentioned the Witchen Guild is still angry about that.” I walked at her side as we paced, positioning myself on the outside of our loop in case anything came at us from the darkness. It felt natural for me to do so, though I suspected she could handle any intruder better than me. “And a long time ago, an event called the Collapse devastated this world. I’m sure these events are connected.”

“I am not a student of history. I do not know much of this Earth. We ended up here by chance, actually.”

“You didn’t know Earth was infested with chorloch?”

“Not initially. Our spies dug this world from the Nassara archives—this and four others where they hoped to find pure chorloch breeds. Our mission came together only two days ago. Fortunately, we have done this before, so it is not unknown to us.”

“Yes, Bawz mentioned this wasn’t the first time. How’d those previous missions go?”

She shrugged. “Some won, some lost. We purged two worlds before the Nassara could harvest the chorloch. Another we had to...cleanse. Our enemy was too close.”

I suffered a squeeze in my thoughts and a clench in my guts. “Cleanse. That sounds bad.”

“It is our last choice. It cinders the chorloch, but everything else as well.”

“Oh. Yeah, that’s bad.” The squeezing tightened before relenting. I almost warned her cleansing was not an option here, that it might be something I’d fight. But I held back. We walked on. “You don’t think you’ll have to do that to Earth, do you?”

“We do not think the Nassara knows we are here, so they should not be trying to hijack our strand home. But what spells we use depends on the level of infestation. Some take days to craft, time we may not have. We will not know what is needed until A’nartha returns.” Her clicks and echoes floated into the forest. “But Earth has to be really infested, the chorloch evolving, and the Nassara closing before we fall to cleansing.”

I considered the chorloch tactics in the forest the morning before. Better to hear what A’nartha has to say before speaking of that.

“Let us worry about that later,” T’reth said, clasping her hands together in front. “Right now, I have questions for you.”

“About what happened this afternoon, I imagine.” I rolled a finger near my temple. I’d already recounted my conversation with the white-haired woman. T’reth seemed fascinated by the revelations triggered by Bawz’s utterance. She said it was a good sign but again held back from rushing. She’d even held off taking the closer look she’d intended earlier, saying it’d be better to wait until after A’nartha’s return. I wasn’t surprised.

“That, and other things,” she said. “For starters, how did you happen to come upon us last night?” She waved toward the lake, a smoothness in the dark. The waterfall’s soft susurration helped orient us. “You splashed into the water less than a day after we arrived. M’ringen and E’sis both think it too coincidental to have happened naturally.”

I glanced into the darkness. “To be honest, I’m not sure. Once I started puushing away from where I was, I found myself drawn in this direction. I rested once, and nearly got eaten by a bear—that’s how tired I was. I didn’t even bother to clean up. Until I fell in the lake, I was covered in bear blood. Normally, I’d take the time.” I ran fingers through my hair. “I felt compelled to keep puushing. As exhausted as I was, I couldn’t stop until I fell.”

Those hissed whispers brushed my thoughts, but I refrained from mentioning them. I didn’t see a connection.

She asked, “You were drawn here?”

“In this direction. And like I said, I puushed until I dropped. You’re right. That does seem odd that I’d end up here so soon after you arrived.”

“Unless that was meant to happen. I think something inside of you felt the portal opening. That drew you like a susii to innatru.”

In my mind I heard moth to flame. I also suffered a squeeze at the word portal. T’reth must have felt it too, for she turned to me.

“Was there a tightening?”

“When you said portal. I think that’s important. I don’t think ‘portal’ ever caused a squeeze before. Of course, I only remember about five years back.” I laughed. “In this context, what’s a portal?”

“In simplest terms, an opening to a strand of the Skein. Ih. That caused a squeeze, too, didn’t it?”

“It’s been happening practically since we started talking.” I rubbed my temples. “I think all of our conversations from here on out will cause squeezes. I’m just going to have to deal with it.”

She laughed her delightful laugh. The two by the cave entrance glanced our way. “Hopefully, that won’t happen much longer. But I think the portal is the only thing that makes sense. It took hours to anchor, and more time for us to carve our way from inside the mountain. Long enough for you to arrive. E’sis closed the portal around the time you fell into the lake.”

I grunted. “One mystery solved.”

“Probably. Let us not assume anything.”

“Might be wise.”

“Back to the League of Cells.” She placed a hand on my arm. “This may cause discomfort.”

I laughed. “I’m ready.”

She squeezed my arm then lowered her hand. “If you were a member, you must have been a warden, or in train—ih! I felt that.”

“What you said sounds right. ‘Warden’ gave me a pretty good kick.” My pulse quickened. A distant churning pushed at the chainwall. Maybe I didn’t know who I was so long ago, but now I knew what I was. Warden.

I expected to soon have another conversation with the white-haired woman.

T’reth said, “And if you are here on Earth, it is likely you were a member of this world’s cell. Earth Ce—ih!”

Gasping, I stumbled at the resulting squeeze. “Shit! That one hit hard.”

She exhaled. “We should stop for now.”

“It didn’t hurt you, did it?”

“No, but as you said, that was sharp. I would hate for A’nartha to drop in just as you suffer another blackout.”

I placed a hand to my forehead. “I was actually thinking the same thing. Let’s resume this conversation in my room, so if I do pass out again, I’ll be safely in bed.”

“I would agr—” She stopped and looked up. M’ringen and E’sis stood and walked into the clearing, looking up as well. T’reth grabbed my forearm. “A’nartha descends.”

I peered into the overhead night. “Should we move?”

“No, she sees us. Better to stay where we are.” Breaths quick, she pulled me close.

Despite close scrutiny, I noticed nothing until A’nartha was practically on the ground. Only the glow of the globes reflecting off the sphere around her gave her away. Her sphere touched down before I got a good look inside.

The globelight revealed an old Oladi floating in the sphere’s center, legs crossed. The top half of the sphere steamed as though extremely hot—or cold, given the altitudes it must have ascended. It bounced lightly, then squashed and stretched out of proportion to the hardness of the landing. A’nartha straightened her legs and stood. With a hiss, the sphere vanished. Dirt from the dry ground swirled away from A’nartha’s clogs.

M’ringen and E’sis rushed forward, catching her beneath her arms. She collapsed against them. T’reth stepped close, raised the skin to A’nartha’s lips, and held it steady. The older Oladi slurped at first, then drank with slow, measured swallows. Finally, she waved, and T’reth lowered the skin and stepped back.

The old witchen said, “Chen, how good to see you again.”

“And you, A’nartha,” E’sis said.

A’nartha pecked each of their downy cheeks. “I have seen a great sweep of this wonderful world, but the sight of you three remains more beautiful than all else.” She waved toward T’reth for another drink. “Ah, thank you, child.”

M’ringen said, “Boon has prepared a meal.”

“Yes, yes, of course, and it will be delicious.” She straightened and held her own weight. “Let me breathe this sweet, sweet air a moment longer.”

“Of course.”

A’nartha breathed deeply through her nose and exhaled through her mouth. Her hair, braided as it swept down her back, bobbed with the effort. “I shall enjoy it while I can,” she said finally, “for soon, it will be burning.”

M’ringen gasped.

E’sis raised hands to her mouth. “Oh, no.”

T’reth nearly dropped the skin. “Is—is it that bad?”

“Worse, I fear,” A’nartha said. “Beyond saving. We are too late. We must burn it all, and soon, for the chorloch have evolved.” She waved again.

T’reth’s hands shook as she raised the skin. In the light, her face seemed drained of color.

I eyed the skin, thinking to take a drink myself. My pulse thrummed. A’nartha wanted to burn the Earth. No doubt the rest would go along.

I couldn’t allow that.

I wouldn’t allow that.

But I didn’t think I had any chance of stopping them.
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I PACED the interior of my oval room. What little I’d eaten at night meal burbled in my stomach. Pressure weighed on me, made worse by the low ceiling.

I hate being in this room. These caves!

Frustrated, pent-up energy uncoiled from an unlimited source in my gut and shivered down my limbs.

T’reth sat silently in her recliner.

“They won’t even listen to me.” I smacked my fist against the wall. The pain helped me focus. My body immediately began repairing the damage. “I’ve been here since the Collapse, at least. You stumble in less than a day ago and already you’re deciding to torch it all. That’s not right.”

“Miles, we will have the opportunity to plead against a full cleansing. Time permitting, there are alternatives,” she said calmly. A pile of clear, gem-shaped objects lay in her lap, smaller and flatter than the perimeter orbs. Tingles brushed my puushers as she worked a spell into each, fingertips tapping a glyph on her robe to guide her. “But we need to determine why you feel so opposed to this. Why this is so important.”

“It doesn’t matter how I feel.” I grimaced, sounding more strident than intended. I didn’t wish to anger my only ally in this. She was a lot more patient than her fellows. Maybe because she was so much younger. “A’nartha and E’sis hardly gave me notice at dinner. They’ve already decided to burn this world, humanity be damned.”

“They do not make the final decision. M’ringen will speak our recommendation.” T’reth focused on another clear gem. “We will debate more fully later. But all decisions will be approved by the Guild.”

“But their opinions hold greater sway than yours, and for all we know, she wants to burn this world too.” I smacked a small jut of rock. A shock of pain jolted to my elbow. I shook my hand and curled my fingers into and out of a fist. Drops of blood pattered to the floor.

“In this case, you present an additional element for consideration. Your presence here changes matters considerably. As a representative of the League of Cells, your opinion will likely hold just as much weight as any other.”

I scoffed. “What weight? According to you, the League of Cells is long dead. Who knows, I’m probably its final representative.”

“Which is why you may have a lot more sway than you realize. The League remains an important symbol in our fight. And quite a few members of the Guild remember working alongside wardens. Whatever you have to say about this will not be ignored. That I can guarantee.” She set her gem with the others. “This is why we need to determine why you are so adamantly opposed to burning Earth. If you were a warden, your goal was the protection of this world. Destroying the chorloch would be your primary objective now. We can do that without burning the Earth, if we have the time. We need to give the Guild a compelling reason to risk that time.”

I clenched my jaw at the squeezing in my thoughts. The pain relented quicker than I was used to. Maybe the chainwall was unraveling. But I had no idea which of T’reth’s words sparked the warning. I stopped at the foot of her recliner. “So why aren’t you probing my mind instead of fiddling with those...things?”

She smiled up at me. “Because you are too upset right now. Once you have run out of steam, I will be more than happy to peek.” She offered a gem. “As for these, they are keeping the integrity of our complex in place, so we do not have to worry about the rock over our heads collapsing.”

I took the gem. My fingers went numb, like they’d been enveloped in a cloud of ice. The sensation reminded me of the voids I’d discovered throughout the complex. “Whoa! What is this?”

“It is called a null. Place it by the fold.”

I set the null on the muxal by my room’s entrance. Had I not just done so, I would never have known it was there. It sank slightly into the muxal, altering how the muxal felt in my mind. “There’s a void like this at the end of the corridor. It’s like a blank spot in the muxal.”

“Yes, right. Now try raising the fold.”

“Raising the fold?”

“From the floor.”

In my mind I reached for the muxal. The sliver inside my hand twinged. I could orient myself to the muxal floor on either side of the fold, but the area around the null failed to coalesce. I couldn’t push or poke any closer to the fold’s base than maybe half a foot in every direction, the null deflecting my efforts. I finally placed a palm to the top of the fold. With contact reestablished, I thought the muxal up.

The lower third split, part of it oozing up with strands of muxal stretching across the gap until the upper portion rose over halfway. The broken strands sagged back onto the bottom third like wet noodles. “Ugh.” I lowered my hand. The raised muxal remained in place, wedged against the rock. A breeze played through the opening. “That felt terrible. Like the muxal was diseased.”

She considered my words, then laughed. “Some do say the muxal feels alive.”

The chainwall squeezed. “That sounds familiar. Maybe something to do with my gauntlets.”

“Maybe. That older version was more imbued with ux to work, so it may have exhibited life-like qualities. I assure you, though, muxal does not possess any hint of life.”

Raising my hand, I thought the muxal near the top back down. The two ends oozed together with reluctance. When I decided I’d done what I could, I stepped back. A jagged, bubbly delineation stretched where the muxal joined. “Huh. So that’s what a null does. Ruins the muxal.”

She laughed again. “Only until it itself is nullified or removed.”

I bent and fumbled for the null, then returned to the recliner. “You say there’s a way to rid Earth of chorloch without burning it?”

“Provided the Nassara give us the time to craft our spells.”

“Do you think you have that time?”

“The Guild and the Oladi have engaged the Nassara on several fronts. We stole about a dozen locations from their archives. The odds seem in our favor.”

“I hear a hesitation.”

“I hesitate, yes. The Nassara have their own agents. The Guild has been penetrated before. They could discover our expedition.” She breathed deep and raised a null. “And if they come, they would come with force. We have little to stand in their way.”

I studied the gem in her hand. Realization finally came to me. “You’ve placed those throughout the complex. In the columns meant to keep the chambers stable. But...”

“I can bring it all down.” She lowered the null. “That is my primary duty on this mission.”

“How do nulls at the bases of the columns allow you to bring it all down?”

She waved at the fold. “I think the muxal apart, like you did. Without support from the bottom, the supported chambers will collapse. The rest would follow. We designed them to do so.”

“Oh. Shit. Then placing the nulls in the bases...does what?”

“Keeps any of us from accidentally using the wrong batch of muxal. We brought a lot of blocks. Keeping track of which is where is difficult otherwise. And those twenty are hardly enough. But we expect twice as much soon.”

“When more of you arrive.”

She nodded. “The complex is large in anticipation of greater numbers to come, as missions elsewhere are finished. Hopefully, within a day, the next group will arrive.”

“I imagine the chorloch are too much for either side to ignore.” I looked down at my null. Save for a slight hint of white along its edges–reflections of the globes mounted along the ceiling–the null was practically invisible. I touched my thumbtip to a fingertip and felt nothing, not even pressure. “Weird.” Then I raised my other palm. “What about this sliver? Would the null prevent me from reaching the muxal?”

“Try it.”

I placed the null in my palm, atop the sliver inside. Instantly, my connection to the muxal at large disappeared. I quickly snatched the null away. “Ugh.”

T’reth laughed. “It does impede connections. So we witchen are very careful when carrying nulls.”

I wiggled the fingers of my slivered hand. “You wouldn’t accidentally split one of the supporting columns, would you?”

“No. All but one sliver in my body are from the batches we do not use in the columns. Your sliver is safe as well.”

“All but one? How many slivers do you have?”

She tapped her temple. “Enough. Ah. Smaller than yours, all embedded across my scalp.”

“Hmph. And they don’t interfere with your...spell casting?”

“No. In fact, I hardly notice them anymore. And it is a simple spell to energize the null.” She plucked another gem from her lap. “The hard part is maintaining the balance. Too much ux and–” She jerked slightly in her recliner.

“T’reth?”

She raised two fingers, as though to say hold on. Her gaze lost focus. A click rose from her throat. Then she blinked and resumed breathing. “E’sis has declared it safe to open the portal and send a message to our peers.” She placed the nulls in a small pouch.

I clenched my jaw again at another squeeze and offered her my null. “I thought they decided to wait until morning.”

“I think the urgency of the situation pushed M’ringen to reconsider.” She stood and slung the pouch strap over her shoulder. “Our position here remains somewhat precarious.”

“So where are we going now?”

“The portal chamber. With A’nartha back, we can–” She flinched as I jerked at a sudden squeeze.

“Damn,” I muttered.

“That was quite sharp.”

“It hit when you mentioned the portal chamber,” I said, earning another squeeze. “Must be important.”

“Strange that would draw a squeeze. Your cell certainly had a portal chamber. You have remembered enough to say you were a warden in the cell. A portal chamber should be something you would remember, too.”

I tapped my temple. “The rules seem to be hit or miss in all this jumble.”

I followed her from my room. At the end of the corridor, we turned to the twelve o’clock position, where I’d not yet visited. The globes overhead had been dimmed, but their reflections in the muxal illuminated enough of the murk I didn’t feel like I was stumbling about. My heightened vision helped. Her bare feet padded softly while I clumped along in my boots. I’d loosened and retied Awdoo’s blanket.

“Tell me more about this portal.”

She shrugged. “It is a path through the ux that opens to the Skein, which–ih! I felt that.”

I rubbed my temple. “Go on.”

“The Skein is– Are you sure? I felt that, too.”

“Yes. The more you say, the less it kicks, actually.”

She hummed. “The Skein joins the worlds. Strands run from anchor-worlds down to mid-worlds, down to low-worlds. Then across to each other. Most are interconnected. An underskein is made of strands within a world, like roads joining cities.”

“That all sounds familiar. Do you plan on establishing an underskein on Earth?”

“Only if we have to. It is a lot of effort.”

“Would certainly help humanity out.”

She glanced at me. “Miles, we are not here to do that. Our intent is to eliminate the chorloch.”

I let the silence hang a few steps. “If it’s a problem, I’d be happy to take charge. I mean, I’ve been here a long time. Just opening the forests for humans to travel safely will go a long way. I probably know humanity better than anyone out there in the Skein, anyway.” 

And it would be good to see something positive happening on Earth for a change.

Before the one o’clock position, the ceiling dipped precipitously, and the walls narrowed–a choke point. There’d be another one near eleven o’clock, no doubt, meant to slow invaders. I nearly stopped at my sudden urge to run outside. “How’d the Kerkuud get through here?”

If they can do it...

T’reth glanced back as we exited into a corridor slightly larger than the previous. Muxal folds stood guard in various openings. “Through a sub-portal from the portal chamber. It is closed now, but we can re-form it whenever they like.”

I winced. “Sub-portal. I think I know that, too. Is that like the...uh, underskein?”

Her eyebrows rose. “That is unexpected. I do not recall sub-portals existing over twenty years ago. That technology is relatively new.”

“It sure drew a squeeze when you mentioned it.”

“Ih. In any case, no, a sub-portal is not like an underskein. A sub-portal is temporary, opened with a device powered by the ux. You do not need to be a witchen to use one.”

“Hmph.” My thoughts raced. “A device like that sounds...dangerous.”

“It has led to problems. But the Guild has incorporated safeguards that limit their use.”

“Let me guess. Witchblood?”

She smiled. “That is one.”

At twelve o’clock. The corridor continued, still curving. T’reth turned us into a straight passageway in the inner wall. Were this a clockface, we’d be walking toward its center. Globes illuminated the far end, about fifteen paces ahead. 

We entered a rectangular chamber with spaces cut to either side. Past those, two curving corridors sized like the outer ring corridors branched off.

I said, “This must be the top of the inner ring.” Still twelve o’clock.

 “Yes. I-Q1-1. Bawz explained the layout?”

“I got the general idea.”

We walked on, passing open spaces, muxal folds, corridors branching off from the inner and outer walls, and support columns. The air grew stale.

“How far?” I asked, if only to break the silence.

“Halfway around this inner ring. The walk is meant to be long.”

“I understand.”

Near the inner ring’s six o’clock, we passed through three small chambers, then into a corridor in the inner wall with a sharp left at the end. Throughout, muxal smoothed the floor. Columns as thick as my shin buttressed the rock overhead. Voids pocked their bases.

We stepped into a large low-ceilinged chamber. Cracks spread across the rock above, with some zig-zagging to the floor. The chamber lacked supporting columns, which seemed odd. A hint of ozone hung in the air, as if lightning had recently struck. Folds sealed off rooms along both sides. Ahead, a rectangular opening led to another chamber that bent to the right at the far end. 

“Welcome to the portal antechamber,” she said. The three Oladi and two human witchen waited near the rectangular opening. As we approached, I looked over their shoulders. A shimmering glow, like water reflecting a bright light, colored the distant wall. A slight hum rippled in my puushers.

A’nartha sat on a stool extruded from the floor, speaking in hushed tones with the others. They’d voiced no objection to burning the Earth during the heated night meal debate. I couldn’t blame them. In their minds, this was just another infested world.

M’ringen faced us. “We have decided we cannot wait. We must obtain the Guild’s approval to burn the infestation.” She adjusted the dark-blue shawl over her shoulders. I didn’t know much about the Oladi, but her furtive movements and the way she swallowed hard after speaking suggested anxiety. E’sis, her hair dark yellow, wore a green shawl and stood with arms crossed over her chest. Just as the taller M’ringen’s jewelry was all white, E’sis wore a necklace and several bracelets of deep jade. Rows of glyphs crossed each shawl’s left shoulder. “A’nartha and E’sis will open the portal. I will send what information we have gathered. You will guard here in the antechamber.”

T’reth bowed. “I understand.”

A’nartha rose. Her stool sank into the muxal. “Fail not in your duty.” She stood straight, shoulders squared, no sign of the stress from her reconnaissance.  At night meal, she’d eaten the most. “The Nassara must not gain access to these chorloch.”

“No invaders will leave the portal chamber alive,” T’reth vowed.

As a group, expressions grim, they walked into the portal chamber. T’reth retreated to the center of the antechamber, several steps back. I stayed by her side.

“Open the portal?” I asked quietly. “I thought you said it was already open.”

“When we arrived, E’sis sent a reverberation through the strand. She will calm it now,” T’reth said. “Normally, a strand is static. Once in place it stays open and ready. The reverberation keeps the strand in a state of flux. That prevent outsiders, like the Nassara, from establishing their own connection.” She breathed deep. “E’sis is the only one who can calm the reverberation before it ebbs naturally on its own.”

“Can the Nassara steal control of the strand?”

“No. The end that opens at Presico on Olad is safe. But they can open their own end and merge it with ours here on Earth. That is how other worlds join with strands already established–they just attach to an overportal.” She gestured to the portal chamber. “E’sis’s reverberation prevents that from happening. For the most part.”

“Can you tell by...um, looking into the portal if anything’s wrong?”

She laughed. “One can feel if the portal has been linked, or if a strand has fallen away. A witchen must prepare a portal for transit, opening the strand to the right destination. In our case, there is but a single destination, and the end here is closed. No one enters or leaves until E’sis calms the interference.”

“She and A’nartha plan to open it so M’ringen can speak to your people back home?” Pressure building in my puushers, I resisted the urge to sneak into the chamber. What’re they doing in there?

“Just a crack. Then M’ringen will send a crystal through with our message. We cannot speak directly to our peers. The strands do not allow for that. But message crystals can get through.”

“But not the Nassara.”

“No. Well, it is not beyond their capabilities. But they would have to be waiting. It is unlikely they are. But that is the risk.”

“And if they are, and force their way in, you plan to collapse the ceiling in there? Crush everyone?”

“In there. In here as well, if necessary.” She pursed her lips. “That is my duty.”

Ah, shit. “I think I’m gonna run away now.”

She laughed her musical laugh. “Please, I must concentrate. They are beginning.”

“I’ll be quiet.” I stepped back.

My frustration changed to a nervous tension. Tingles rippled through my puushers. The ethereal light glimmering off the walls danced harder.

Then a distant rumble echoed through the portal chamber. It increased in intensity, like thunder crashing in. T’reth didn’t seem concerned.

At the same moment, hissed whispers surged from my backmind.

They hit like distant static but intense enough to drown out the surrounding noise. I jerked and rose onto my toes. What the hell? The sense I knew these sounds punched through me.

Movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention.

What?

I turned. Light from the dim globes reflected off the muxal in the folds and across the floor. For a moment, I thought I saw a child hunch near the back wall. I peered into the shadows between the rightmost fold and the antechamber rock.

Footsteps grabbed my attention. I spun toward the sound as figure rushed from the murk.

“Boon?” T’reth’s voice echoed with surprise. She must have heard and turned as well.

As he approached, he raised a large cloth–a towel from his kitchen. Light glinted off the nulls stuck to the cloth. A heavy sap-like smell floated in with him.

I lunged into his path.

Stretching out, he jumped. I grabbed hold of his knees, but not before he fell against T’reth. She screamed, the sound muffled by the towel now around her head, crashed to the floor, and screamed again.

I threw Boon’s knees into the air, intending to flip him off balance. The old man slipped a leg free, planted that foot against my back, and somehow kept his balance. His sandals slapped the muxal as he landed a short distance away. I spun to face him. T’reth lay on the floor between us, hands at the towel, which looked stuck to her head. Her heels kicked the floor. Another of her screams filled the chamber.

The sap smell from the towel grew stronger.

Boon drew two knives from his pockets and lunged toward me. I puushed, boots first, and engaged him on his side of T’reth. One knife cut through the empty air beneath my shins. I blocked his other forearm with a heel while I kicked his chin. Through my exertions, the blanket around my waist came free.

He toppled back then dropped and rolled as I stomped down. He moved fast, as though he knew what I was going to do before I did it. I barely had time to spin around before he jumped upon me.

I caught his wrists in my hands. Our fall to the floor gave him enough momentum to sink both blades into my shoulders as he landed atop me. They penetrated an inch or so before I puushed his wrists up, but the pain stung.

Boon lifted his upper chest and slammed his forehead onto my snout.

Smears of light flashed in my vision. “Fucker!” Puushing, I launched us off the floor and smashed him against the uneven rock above. My knees struck as well, but I hardly felt the pain.

The blow drove the breath from his lungs. He dropped his knives. I let us fall a foot or so, then puushed forward and up, cracking his head against a jut of rock.

Blood spurted from the sudden gash along the top of his scalp. He grunted as his entire body went limp–and a grunt echoed from where I thought I’d seen the shape disappear. I puushed out from beneath him and let him fall. He landed on his back with a wet slap. Another pair of knives bounced from his pockets and across the muxal.

I landed in a crouch a short distance away and grabbed two of the knives. My shoulders burned when I moved, my injuries already scabbing over.

Blood puddled beneath the top of his head. He didn’t move. Or breathe.

My eyes widened. A tightness squeezed my chest. Oh, shit.

T’reth’s continued cries drew my attention. She still struggled with the towel. In the shimmering light, her hands looked stuck to the fabric as well. More nulls lay across the top of the towel, encircling her head and shoulders.

I remembered the null’s icy bite. Those nulls prevent manipulation of the muxal. And all of T’reth’s slivers are... Dread suffused me. If any invaders come through–

Then a deafening boom blasted from the portal chamber.

A surge of ux stabbed through my puushers. I toppled over Boon. The muxal rippled beneath me, and suddenly T’reth, Boon, and I were sliding away from the portal chamber as though caught in a fierce wind.

T’reth struck the wall along the antechamber’s right. She tried to twist around to hit feet first but impacted with knees and elbows leading the way. Boon struck near the entrance. His blood smeared the muxal and spattered across the rock as he spun through the opening. Raising my hands and dropping my knives, I puushed up and back. I still hit the rock by the entrance pretty hard but cushioned the blow and landed on my back without cracking my head open. My cry of pain went unheard in the echoes of the portal chamber blast. Boon’s other knives smacked the rock before vanishing into the murk.

Dizzy, I tried to twist toward the portal chamber, but the muxal continued to ripple beneath me, exposing the dusty rock floor. I puushed and regained my feet. The slap of bare feet on the rock drew my attention–the hissed whispers had quieted. I turned in time to see a small child-like creature rushing toward me with rocks in either hand.

She smashed the rocks against my knees with an unexpected violence. Flesh burst. I fell to my knees. She darted back. Off-balance and dizzied with agony, I raised my arms. Like Boon, she moved with remarkable speed. The rocks slammed my temple and opposite cheek.

Pricks of light sparked against my closed eyelids. A wave of heat wrapped my face and stole the breath from my lungs. Then I tumbled into pain-laced darkness.
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I ROUSED with smoke and dust in my nostrils. The sound of rock settling momentarily drowned out the shouts of men and women in a language I did not understand. Boots pounded across the rock. Still reeling from the blows to my head, I decided to keep my eyes closed a while longer. Lying prone on the cool rock felt pretty good, too. My healing itch spread across my face and through my knees. From the throbbing, I determined I’d been out a few minutes.

Nearby, T’reth gasped for breath between moans. Her teeth chattered.

The voices revealed one male in charge, his tongue replete with dog-like grunts and growls. Whenever he shouted, others quickly replied. As the din of falling rocks and the ringing in my ears faded, his commands filled the void, increasing in intensity as he approached.

Tingles of ux danced up and down my puushers.

The number of boots stepping about increased. The loud man growled a question. A pair of females replied. T’reth screamed. One of the females responded in a quiet soothing tone.

“No, n-no!” T’reth said.

The female spoke again. The other added words. The leader growled something harsh. Boots clumped across the floor. T’reth wailed in pain. Her voice shifted, first up, then away.

Whoever had blasted their way through the portal was now moving her.

A sense of urgency gripped me. The mists clouding my thoughts cleared. T’reth!

I must’ve moved, for a boot suddenly pressed on the small of my back.

“Watch this one. He flies.”

The speaker sounded like a female child–likely the creature that attacked me after the muxal launched me against the wall. She spoke from somewhere past my head, in a language different than T’reth’s, strong with clicks and slurred consonants. Definitely not human.

The loud gruff male grunted and grumbled.

“No. He arrived after,” the child-creature replied. “He was already here on Earth.”

I wondered why I understood her but not the others. Her language must be in the translation spells.

The thought, erupting from my backmind, provoked a sharp squeeze.

Those around me grunted and growled in what sounded like surprise.

I decided to open my eyes.

The man grumbled, and strong hands flipped me over.

“Hey!” I tried to sit. A boot to my chest drove me flat.

“Mindful!” the child-creature warned. “Fights well, this one. Quick and sneaky.”

I blinked. Drying blood gummed an eyelid. Swirling clouds of dust obscured the dim light. I counted seven figures standing over me, only two of which looked remotely human. My blurred vision prevented me from seeing details.

The closest four all looked the same with their armor and spear-like weapons. Fur covered their rounded heads. Short snouts poked from beneath large, close-set eyes. All four frowned the same way–likely their natural expression. The closest had his boot on my chest, while another held the butt of his spear threateningly near my head.

Two of the seven were females wearing layered robes adorned with bright threads and glyphs. One stood tall and clean, her thick mane of dark hair held back by shiny metallic bands. The other hunched as though bent by deformity, with no concern for the wild tangle of hair haloing her head. Still, they might’ve been twins.

They stood to either side of the largest of the seven. Of the same furry-faced race as the shorter four, he stood a full head taller, wore armor with an impressive polished breastplate, and scowled down with a look that said he was in command.

The non-human child-creature crouched just past the top of my head, her back close to the antechamber wall. She crooked her pale lips in amusement and clasped her hands between her knees. Her skin might’ve been a patchwork of scales, feathers, and hide, but the swirling dust, dim light, and my throbbing head made it hard to tell.

Behind them, shadowy figures moved about. Some wore armor and carried weapons. Others, considerably shorter, bustled in a line, forcing carts laden with sacks, barrels, and crates over the bare rock where the muxal had retreated. More carried boxes, with additional loads strapped to their backs. They moved through the antechamber at the shouts of a waving female. A handful of others illuminated the ceiling and walls with portable lights, pointing and jabbering at particularly large cracks. Their yips and barks mixed with the rest of the cacophony echoing through both chambers.

The leader snapped something, with more grunting than growling.

The clean twin bent toward me and rubbed a glyph in a column on her sleeve. “Poussin?” After a pause, she rubbed another. “Shet-mwa zal?”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand.” My throat was dry and scratchy.

The figures blurred as dizziness swept through me.

Laughing, the bent twin barked, “Kinneeki! Tu-oul dwan hre pu-oul.”

The clean twin frowned and rubbed another glyph. It brightened. “Understand me now?” she snapped.

The language wasn’t of Earth but familiar. A squeeze throbbed from my chainwall. “Yes.” I coughed. “Yes.”

She sneered and straightened. “Nigzon. The translation spell should hold as long as I am in close proximity,” she said to the large brute beside her. “I will add it to the baseline.”

“Nigzon. An Oladi dialect. Bah!” He scowled at me. “Who are you?” As with the Oladi and the clean twin, his growls and grunts translated into clear words. I heard his vocalizations, but they transitioned to something I understood in my mind.

“I...don’t know,” I said. “I have no memory of my past.”

He growled in a way that required no translation. “Not good enough.”

The child-creature said, “The witchen think he is of the League of Cells.”

Both twins inhaled. Fists clenched, the clean one demanded, “They said this?”

“They argued over it.”

“Irrelevant!” the leader snapped.

The clean twin placed a hand on his forearm. “He may have useful information. Valuable information.”

Ears folding back, the leader glared at her. “Lock him with the other one, then. Ply him after we’ve secured the complex.” He gestured at the four guards. One bent and bound my ankles with a cord.

The child-creature leaned over me and smiled. Dark spots flecked her needle-like teeth. Her breath stank of rotted meat. “I will play with you later.”

“We have survivors!” someone inside the portal chamber shouted.

The leader and the twins turned.

Then the guard rolled me over and bound my wrists tight behind me.

Nails pinching, they jerked me from the floor and carried me to one of the antechamber’s rooms. The folds in the openings had disappeared, presumably when the muxal rippled away. The guards dropped me beside T’reth. I landed facing the opening, where the clean twin stood, dust swirling around her.

She gestured to something out of sight. Tingles of ux buzzed in my puushers. A dark fluid puddled along the rock floor, then shot into the opening. Fwam! It slammed into the surrounding rock, dislodging pebbles and dust.

Breaths heavy, I settled onto my side. My world still spun. Felt better to close my eyes and rest. T’reth’s weak cry drew me back. 

“Muh-Miles?”

Her voice no longer carried pain, but her teeth chattered. She drew a labored breath. “Miles?”

I cleared my throat and opened my eye–congealed blood caked the other shut. A globe in the center of the ceiling cast dim illumination. “T’reth. I’m here.”

She lay on her side, her head near my ear. A tan goo smeared over the towel on her head held her palms and several null gems in place against her scalp. The cloth covered all but the side of her mouth and cheek. The goo’s sap-like smell filled our space.

She shook with tremors and her teeth continued to chatter. “Whu-what hap-happened?”

I tried to unjumble my thoughts. “Boon threw that towel over your head, then attacked me. I think I...killed him fighting him off. Then something else attacked.” I coughed. “Looks like new people have taken control.”

“B-Boon? That c-can’t b-be right. I’m s-so c-cold!”

“Can you move? Get the towel off your head?”

“It’s s-s-stuck to me. The n-nulls are s-s-so cold.”

I wiggled away, then rolled to face her, bumping on uneven rock. “There’s no muxal in here. There’s muxal in the opening but it’s dark. Reminds me of my gauntlets.”

“Whu-where a-are we?”

“One of the rooms in the antechamber.”

“Ih.”

“I can’t hear anything. I saw dozens of people before they threw me in here.”

“S-s-sealed.”

Puushing, I maneuvered myself into a sitting position with my back against the wall. Many of my aches eased. A throb pulsed in my cheek and my knees hurt when I moved my legs, but otherwise, I felt intact. “Are you injured? You hit the rock pretty hard.”

“J-just c-c-cold.” Still on her side, she drew her knees to her chest. “D-don’t t-touch the t-towel. You’ll stick to the gyum, too.” She shivered every other word.

“My hands are tied behind my back. If I can find an edge sharp enough, I can cut myself free.” I squirmed around, feeling the rock with my fingers. T’reth remained silent, save for her chattering teeth. I puushed, felt the rock, puushed again. “Whoever carved out this room left the walls pretty smooth.” I kept searching. “They’re the Nassara, aren’t they.”

She grunted. “Waiting f-for uh-uh-us to open the p-portal.”

“I thought you said they couldn’t get through.”

“Uh-unless they were wuh-waiting.”

“What the hell was that little child-creature? She said she heard you and the others debating if I was from the League of Cells.”

“What?”

“There was a...thing in the antechamber, looked almost like a human child,” I said, puushing again. “I think that’s what I saw when we were laying out the perimeter.” I inhaled. “Oh, shit! Bawz!”

“Sh-should be f-fine.” Her words were hard to understand through her shivering. “No threat.”

“Unless Boon... Well, let’s hope, anyway.”

“Boon...” she whispered.

“Can you work any spells?”

“N-no. Can’t ruh-reach ux.”

I felt the rock, puushed again. “Why’d they keep you alive? Does killing you trigger a collapse?”

“N-no. Wuh-witchblood.”

“What?”

“Witchblood. They w-want my buh-blood.”

I remembered her mentioning the Guild incorporating the need for witchblood into their spells. “They need your blood to work the muxal?”

“Huh-harvest.”

“They can take that from you? The witchblood part?”

“Y-yes. E’sis says they need an exfuser, but y-yes.”

“Shit.” A hollow formed in my stomach. That doesn’t sound...good.

I felt the rock, found no edge, then puushed all the way to where the rock met the fold, nearly a third of the way around the room. My boots nudged T’reth’s ankles.

But the rock rounded into the fold.

I touched the gray metal. It felt...different. Definitely not T’reth’s muxal. While I received some sensation from it in my foremind, I couldn’t force it under my control–my thoughts slipped off. The sensation felt vaguely familiar, as if I’d had trouble grasping muxal in my past. Maybe something to do with my gauntlets.

The chainwall gave no warning squeeze.

Her teeth continued to chatter. She moaned. Less gyum on the outside kept the towel from sticking to the floor, so she wriggled as I maneuvered behind her. But my efforts were futile. The wall offered no suitable edge. And while the ceiling bore a fair number of crags and juts, they looked too small or rounded to help.

I settled against the rock. “I think we’re stuck here for a while. Anything I can do for you?”

“N-no. Just...s-s-stay close.”

“We’re not in a good situation, are we?”

“N-no. Very buh-bad.”

“Any chance you can look into my mind? Find something that might help?”

“N-nulls. C-can’t even thu-think straight.”

“Oh. Yeah.”

“S-s-so tired,” she whispered.

“What about the Kerkuud? Will they help us?”

After a moment, she said, “Probably not.”

“Even your friend Awdoo?”

She moaned. “Anyone eh-else survive?”

“Maybe. Someone shouted about survivors.”

“Ih.”

We waited in the gloom. Her teeth chattered and her breath trembled. Hours passed. She drifted to sleep at some point, then woke with a full-body jerk. “Miles?”

“I’m still here.” I touched her knees with my boots. “Feeling any better?”

“C-cold.” After a moment, she whispered, “Don’t fight.”

“What?”

She shifted. “Don’t f-f-fight. Duh-on’t resist. Not your battle.”

“And leave you to this...harvest?”

Then fwump! The fold collapsed into the floor. The sudden strong light blinded me. Eye closing, I twisted my head. “Shit!”

The bent twin said, “Watch the gyum on the witchen. You will stick if you touch it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” a furry-headed guards growled.

I blinked as my eye adjusted to the light; blood still caked my other eye shut. Four of the armored guards crowded into the room. In the stronger light, they looked more like dogs. What I mistook for round heads turned out to be helmets, which were now clasped to thick belts. Their heads, softened by the fur, were flat on top. Pointed ears rose from their temples. The sight triggered distant recollections, as well as a warning squeeze.

The nearest crouched, holding a knife. He pointed its tip at my knees. “Can you walk?”

I nodded. “I think so.”

“Give no trouble. Only warning.”

“I understand.”

He cut the cord around my ankles then helped me to my feet. I staggered as the blood flushed through my legs but made my way from the room without help. Two guards with knives stood at my sides.

The bent twin stepped before me. Scars twisted across one side of her face, the area around the eye a ruined mess, though they both seemed to work. Her nose bent, pinching off a nostril, and one corner of her upper lip rose in a perpetual sneer. Drool slicked her chin. More scars traveled down her neck. Tattoos patterned the light-green skin beneath her disfigurements. Bejeweled rings pierced her right eyebrow and cheek.

The sight of her produced a sharp squeeze.

I know her race. Not the guards, but... Definitely hers.

My chainwall delivered another harsh squeeze.

Her forehead wrinkled. “Something amiss in your mind,” she said, a slur to her words. Her gaze seized mine. She wiped her chin with her sleeve, then thumbed the blood from my eyelids. “Thoughts twisted and trapped.”

Another spark of recognition popped across my thoughts–I’d heard that language before, too. Dammit! I have to remember! My life might depend on it!

But the warning squeezes quashed my efforts.

I blinked as my vision adjusted to the increased light–a row of white rectangles strung across the ceiling illuminated the antechamber now. Metal braces lined the walls and arced across the ceiling. “Yeah, I’ve got problems.”

Behind me, T’reth whimpered as the guards lifted her from the floor.

“We might fix you.” The bent twin cackled. “To strip free what we deem important.” She turned and led us away from the portal chamber, walking with a slight limp across the dingy gray muxal on the floor.

A group of the shorter, dog-like workers–their heads barely at chest-height on me–were pumping light gray goo into the largest of the cracks. Others swept debris or piled fallen rocks along the walls. The sounds of similar work came from the portal chamber. Other shorties carried small crates or pushed carts laden with supplies. A machine hummed. A steady flow of cool air removed the dust.

My guards used their knives to encourage me to keep pace. T’reth’s moans remained close behind. We followed the bent twin back to the complex’s outer ring.

Walking helped my legs heal. My face still throbbed.

Globe light illuminated the corridors. Darker muxal claimed most of the floor, with gaps where the chrome muxal columns rose to the ceiling. Sensation in my foremind hinted the Oladi muxal still lay beneath the darker muxal. I also felt the columns, but only near the ceilings–nulls still voided the bases.

I pondered using muxal to improve my situation but decided to wait. With so many people around, and at least another witchen–the clean twin–roaming somewhere, my chances lay between grim and hopeless.

T’reth wanted me to stay neutral. Not your fight. And the bent twin’s taunt to fix my mind, so they might take whatever information they found useful, left me wondering. Could they fix me? Should I let them try? I recalled the white-haired woman’s caution not to rush anything but remembered my frustration at recognizing the twins’ species from an infuriating distance.

If they could break the chainwall...

All things considered, remaining neutral and learning what I could seemed the best choice.

Adding to my frustration, that course of action felt hauntingly familiar as well.

At the outer ring’s twelve o’clock, we turned in the one o’clock direction–clockwise. The number of shorties moving about remained heavy. They stood aside, backs pressed to the rock walls, as we threaded our way through.

Before the choke point, the bent twin led us into a wide corridor in the inner wall with three folds on one side and a single large fold on the other. As with everywhere else, shorties moved about, stacking boxes and crates along the walls, moving other supplies farther along before scurrying out, presumably for more. A tall female wearing armor like the leader’s shouted orders as she marched about.

The twin approached the single fold. I expected it to slam down out of the way, but she placed her hand in a small depression at the center before it rose.

I followed the limping twin down the L-shaped corridor within, then stopped short at the sight in the room past the bend.

The chamber was about three times the size of my oval room. Along the far wall, a muxal-covered figure lay on a slab extruded from the floor. Thin, tube-like muxal tentacles led to a cylindrical shape beneath the slab. The tentacles pulsed as though to a heartbeat.

Witchen M’ringen lay on a slab beside the first, her hair splayed out, her clothing cut away. Bruises discolored her light, down-covered skin. Muxal covered her face and joints like dark-gray bandages. More thin tentacles at each joint pulsed in time with a silent heartbeat. Her breathing was shallow and troubled.

E’sis, also naked, lay on the next slab, angled to a half-sitting position. A band of muxal covered her mouth and held her head immobile. Additional bands restrained her torso, hips, and limbs. Her hands and feet disappeared into rounded bulges. A scab darkened her forehead, and scratches, some deep, crisscrossed her shoulders and chest. Sweat wet the down over her face and glistened on her torso. Her body trembled. A strap dotted with nulls lay over her forehead. She stared at me with wide eyes. Muffled cries rose from behind the band over her mouth.

An empty slab waited beside her.

Between M’ringen and E’sis, the clean twin stood near an extruded table, arms across her chest. Yet another twin sat on its edge, left arm bound to her chest in a sling.

Not witchen twins. Witchen triplets! Frick!

One of the furries, larger than most, used a cloth to smear cloudy white ointment over a large gash on the left side of the triplet’s scalp, where the hair had been shaved off. Discolorations, dark against her green skin, surrounded the wound. More scratches left red streaks across her forehead. Dark stains–probably blood–smeared the front and shoulder of her sleeveless shirt.

The overhead rectangles glinted off the gems in the rings piercing the eyebrow and cheek of the clean twin. She sported electric-blue whorls, circles, and wavy-line tattoos on her cheek. These, like the bent one’s vivid-green tattoos, wound around her neck and disappeared beneath her robes.

The injured triplet sported a yellow circle, a single wavy line, and no piercings. Her eyes were puffy, with bruise-like circles beneath each. A belt glinting with metallic fibers encircled her waist. Small gadgets with tiny blinking lights hung off clips and open pockets held small kits–a toolbelt of sorts.

Bracelets and rings adorned their wrists and hands. On the injured twin, a wire from a bracelet snaked to a gadget strapped to her forearm. Tiny white and orange lights sparkled.

The sense I knew these two tugged hard from my backmind.

“I will check this tomorrow,” the furry being said, stepping back and twisting shut the small jar in her hands. She wore a simple yellow shirt, denim-like pants, and tan, ankle-high boots. Pockets on her hips and thighs bulged with supplies. Small shears hung from a loop at her side. “The pain cooler should last until then. Drink plenty of fluids.”

The injured triplet nodded. “My thanks, Imista.”

The bent triplet limped to them. “Arrived. We have arrived,” she said.

I remained near the entrance, my two escorts a step behind. The guards carrying T’reth edged past, toward the empty slab. I fought the impulse to stop them.

The injured triplet slid from the table. The furry being in the yellow T-shirt stood close, ready to catch her.

“Can we expect you to survive?” the bent triplet asked. “You’re all that’s left of your team.”

“I know,” the injured triplet whispered. She one-arm hugged her stooped sister. “It’ll take more than falling rocks to dash me.” A tremble lurked in her words.

The clean triplet noticed me. “The outsider.” She sounded irritated.

The injured triplet turned. Her eyebrows rose, her eyes went wide, and her mouth fell agape. “By the threads! It is.” She stepped toward me. “I don’t believe it! After all this time.”

Surprise tinged with alarm swirled in my mind. She knows me.

“He claims not to remember his past,” the clean triplet said.

The bent triplet said, “I have felt his thoughts. There is damage.”

The guards dropped T’reth onto the empty slab then held down her shoulders and knees. She thrashed and cried out as the clean and bent triplets crowded over her.

“Don’t remove the towel until we’ve strapped these nulls,” the clean triplet growled.

“Yes, yes,” the bent triplet said.

Again, I fought the impulse to rush over.

The injured triplet stopped a pace away from me. Like her sisters, she barely reached my shoulders, height-wise. Up closer and in the brighter light, her wounds looked raw. Stitches held the largest shut. “The Archives said your kind lived long lives. Still, to come face to face...” She smiled at me. “You are a wonder to behold, Warden Maels Raptori.”

An incredible squeeze drove the breath from my lungs. Several pops jolted my mind. With each, a swirling dizziness tilted me off balance. Whiteness stormed over my thoughts. Blasts of pain rose from my legs as I fell helpless to my knees.

The injured triplet cried out. I barely heard her.

The white claimed me.

Maels Raptori. Mey-uhls. My name is Maels Raptori.

No wonder Miles sounded so right, yet so wrong.

Then my white-haired friend appeared. With her presence came her name.

Larrika!

* * *

She sat across from me at a table I recognized, in a familiar room–Earth Cell’s central dining hall. I’d lived there for six years as a warden trainee. An undercurrent of sadness rippled in my overwhelming joy.

I remember! But...how could I have ever forgotten?

I sat with my back to the spell-powered ux-windows overlooking the South Pacific–no wonder I recognized them here. The ocean’s scent flavored the air. Waves crashed along the rocks and beach not far below. Seagulls scrawed. The open doors beside me led to the central atrium, which opened to the cell’s courtyard and garden. A gentle breeze through the doors brushed my feathery hair. In the kitchen through the closed door behind Larrika, the cell’s caretakers, a family of... I should know this! ...prepared meals of foods indigenous to Earth and portaled in from worlds beyond.

The table’s polished wood gleamed. The chair beneath me felt as comfortable as a worn pair of boots. Tiny flecks glinted in the volcanic rock walls. Despite so much rock, I felt comfortable here, with no worries about it crashing down. Yet, Earth Cell had collapsed... Hadn’t it? Why else would I be so...aware of being in a cave, even one as finely hewn as T’reth’s complex?

I knew without having to look I wore my warden’s dress of brown-and-tan pants and tan-and-brown shirt. I looked anyway. Calf-high boots hugged my shins. Strapped to the weapons belt at my waist were Talon, my sword, and Dew, my dagger. Both lost when... When I...

I should know this!

“Don’t try to force it,” Larrika whispered. She reached across the table. Her smile, wide and dimpling her cheeks, proved infectious. She looked young, like when we first sat together. Back when I was young myself, about fourteen. She must’ve been...maybe twelve? We’d known each other for about four months at that point.

“It’s coming back, Larrika.” My voice trembled with excitement. The scabbards at my hips clunked against my chair as I shifted, too happy to sit still. I placed my hand over hers and squeezed. “I’m remembering!”

“Someone spoke your name. That was a primary trigger. You’ll remember a lot now. Slowly, so as not to overwhelm you. Fragments will remain, out of necessity, but a lot will be unchained.”

“Larrika,” I whispered. Then, louder, “Larrika!” The urge to rush around the table and take her in my arms swept over me. Her hold on my hand tightened as though she sensed my intentions.

She looked around. “Do you remember what we did this day?”

I glanced around again. Nothing stood out, but the sense this memory was special arose again. Then I saw the small wooden box between her elbows. I remembered it also lying open on my bedroom windowsill, where its contents could soak in the sun. The memory flashed forward.

“The ux-metal. This is the day you and...” And who? Other witchen. And...wardens! “...introduced me to ux-metal.” I remembered eight others involved but faces and names refused to emerge from the murk. That blunted my excitement. “Why can’t I remember the others?”

“You will, in time,” the young witchen assured me–yes! She was a witchen in the cell’s coven. And her cinnamon skin peppered with dark freckles, her white braids, her petite frame–she was a Felderoth! A race known in the Guild for skilled witchen. “It’s more important you remember yourself first.”

She lifted the box’s hinged lid. Puddled inside like a thick metallic syrup lay a batch of darkish-gray ux-metal–the first experimental blending of ux and reality by the Guild in a long time.

Decades of history sat at the edge of my consciousness, too heavy to be remembered, but, like other bits and pieces reaching me now, waiting...

“My gauntlet.” I touched fingertips to the cool metal. Something poked my mind above and behind my right eye. I thought the ux-metal into place around my wrist. The metal, however, remained puddled in the box.

She laughed. “It wasn’t that easy. Remember? It was so hard to break through that tough mental wall you built.”

I swirled my fingertips through the ux-metal. “We spent all afternoon here. Oh, how we both got so frustrated. I just wouldn’t let the ux-metal situate itself in my mind. I felt it trying, but something inside kept pushing it away.”

“I thought for sure you’d get me kicked out of the coven for not getting it to work. It was supposed to be so simple!”

“Then we started talking. Just...talking.” I squeezed her hand as emotion welled through me.

Her smile faded. “You recall what we talked about?”

The conversation echoed through my thoughts. I didn’t want to hear it again, to remember. Being in the cell, being a warden trainee? Yes, oh definitely. Hard times, but happy times. I was welcome and loved, among those I considered my family. Because my family–

“The Raptori Wipe,” I said. “The plague that wiped us out. Except for me. The Skein’s sole surviving Raptori.”

“I’m sorry, but you must remember. It’s central to who you are.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. My scabbards thunked as I shifted again. Still fresh, that pain...

It happened when I was six. Victims complained of aches in the wrists and ankles, and a sudden imprecision in puushing. The worsening pain rose to elbows and knees, shoulders and hips, then the spine. It struck everyone, everywhere–even those of my kind on other worlds. I remembered some of my nest fathers discussing it, arguing, swearing this had to be a deliberate attack–why else would it strike everywhere?

Within a day the sores appeared, usually around the joints, leaking bloody pus, provoking agonized cries with the application of salves. The plague stirred the Guild to send healers. Our anchor-world sought the League’s protection.

The problem grew too large for either to handle.

Nothing like it had struck the Skein before. No one knew how to respond. A disease of the ux? If so, why weren’t Raptori witchen hit harder, as they used ux all the time? Why was it focused on our puushers, which drew on the ux, but without conscious thought, unlike a witchen’s spell?

To prevent its spread, the Guild reluctantly sealed our portals. By then, practically all of my species lay on their deathbeds, too weak to move, too exhausted to feed themselves, too hurt to want to keep breathing. Raptori across the Skein came–or were forcibly brought–home.

Within four weeks, everyone was dead.

I alone survived.

The blockade on our world turned out to be porous. Raiders pillaged and plundered. Several groups were caught and punished on the spot, but others succeeded.

I swam through the last of it in a haze of pain, sweat, hunger, and thirst. Of all those in my nest, I alone remained able to function. I tried to help. Eventually, the water stopped running, the food spoiled, the soiled linens piled up unwashed. Beyond the pain of simply moving in small steps due to the dizziness and trembling of my own sore joints, my only clear memory was of the smell. The hovering stench of death. Not just of my parents, or my siblings, or my village, or the community, but of everything.

Unable to fly themselves, the raiders smashed our trees to bring down our nests and find plunder in the rubble.

I remembered the nest shaking beneath me, the terrifying sound of wood splintering, things crashing against the walls as my world toppled over...

Darkness. The smell of smoke. A different pain, this of wood and metal and stone stabbing from all angles, tormented me and I thought, Why? Why?

Then, amazingly, the rubble shifted, hands pulled me free, and someone held me tight, whispering it would all be fine now, that I was saved... 

The speaker’s name and face danced just beyond my awareness.

I emerged from the memory short of breath. Sweat wet my brow. My neck and shoulders ached from the tension. By then, the ux-metal had settled into a gauntlet around my hand and a third of the way up my forearm. Its presence sat like a comfortable weight above and behind my right eye.

Just as it had that day, when Larrika first introduced me to it.

I raised my hand, made a fist, and extruded a razor-sharp edge just above my knuckles. The smoothness with which the extrusion popped out made me smile. “This was a good day,” I said, my voice weak at first, “despite all the terrible memories. Maybe I needed those bad moments to see the goodness of this day.”

“I hated having to put you through all that, but the witchen in charge suggested I distract you somehow, get you to open up, let your emotion draw the ux-metal in.”

“You picked a pretty charged topic for a distraction.”

She smiled. “I didn’t, really. It was suggested to me by someone who really cared for you and wanted this to succeed.”

“Yes, of course, he would’ve wanted this for me,” I said, having only a foggy idea of who he was. Someone I knew well and held dear. The name remained tangled in my backmind. The name, the face...

As I tried to focus, more names and faces swirled through the murk. More people I held dear, would die for, and who would lay down their lives for me...

She squeezed my hand. “Don’t force it. Let it come. It will. Just be patient.”

I suppressed my frustration. I had no cause to feel this way, knowing more now than I did at daybreak. More would soon open to me.

More important, I knew now who I was, what I was.

Even if a great number of questions remained.

I twisted my forearm around to look at the shallow ridge of my puusher running from wrist to elbow. “At least I know now where my witchblood comes from.”

“Witchblood?” She frowned. “Maels, you have no witchblood.”

I raised my gauntlet. “Of course I do. How else can I control this ux-metal? Or T’reth’s muxal?”

“The ux-metal is designed to respond to your thoughts. It does not require witchblood. I don’t know what muxal is, but if it behaves like your gauntlet, it’s probably been designed to respond to your thoughts as well. You’ve no witchblood in you. Because of your puushers, you’re as close to a witchen as one might be–a witch. But you have no witchblood in you.”

“Huh. T’reth’ll be surprised to hear that. She’s convinced I do.”

Larrika shook her head. “You do not want that flowing through your veins. One has witchblood from birth or one does not.”

“That’s what T’reth says. And Bawz–she wishes she had witchblood so she could manipulate the muxal.” I extruded a longer edge, retracted it. Snik! Just like the sound my gauntlets made while I battled the chorloch. “T’reth is convinced I can work spells if I set my mind to it.”

Her hold on my hand tightened. “I don’t know what’s going on, but please, don’t try. To work the ux at an advanced age invites disaster. The terrible consequences cannot be avoided. Anyone who tells you otherwise is simply, and dangerously, wrong.”

I lowered my gauntlet as a memory fragment played at the back of my mind. I caught a glimpse of Larrika with her braids hacked off one side of her head, her forehead smudged with dirt. She was afraid. It’ll be chaos... Then the snippet fell back into the murk of my backmind.

“We’ve had this discussion before, haven’t we?”

She hesitated. “Yes. That memory may be one of the last you recover, but only by necessity. It’s better for you to remember things in a certain way, to prepare you...” She released my hand and settled back.

“Prepare me? Prepare me for what?”

“I can’t tell you now. It would be too much. But there is danger. Great danger, to you.”

I leaned forward, my enthusiasm for the chains unkinking tempered. Too much dangled tantalizingly close yet unremembered. “You said that before. What danger? What is it?”

She shook her head. Frowning, lips pursed, she said, “Not yet. You must remember all else first. It has to be this way. You must trust me on this.”

She seemed genuinely afraid now, but of what? Me? The memories still locked away? Something yet to come?

“Please, don’t try to force it,” she whispered.

I sagged in my seat. “I’ll wait. But I don’t know how long I might have. Things have changed, and not for the better. I don’t know how the next few hours will play out, much less the days ahead–if there are any.”

Her eyebrows rose. “Are the Oladi gone? Who triggered this, then?”

“Someone new. The Nassara. T’reth and her fellow witchen are afraid of them. Their witchblood is somehow being...harvested.”

Her eyes narrowed and her mouth fell agape. “Did the Oladi try to safeguard their spells by requiring witchblood?”

I straightened. “You know about that?”

“There’s a history of it. These Nassara wouldn’t be the first to use the Oladi’s own fail-safe against them.” She trembled. “It’s a terrible thing, what the Oladi have brought upon themselves. If you can, you must put a stop to it.”

I shifted. My scabbards thunked again. “One of the Oladi witchen warned me to stay neutral. She implied that was my best chance to survive.”

Larrika winced. “I...understand. Still, if you can, please save them.”

“I’ll try, but...I may not have a chance.” I glanced around the dining hall. “As a matter of fact, just being here...”

“You have nothing to fear on that account,” she said quickly. “If you felt you were really in danger, this would not happen. You ultimately control these meetings. That we’re here talking tells me you might be in a situation–as usual–but you think with some degree of certainty you’re safe.”

“Really? Because I was pretty sure my...situation wasn’t looking so good. As usual.”

That earned me a smile. “At the back of your mind, you must feel a level of safety. Else you’d be still awake.”

“I’ll take your word for it and hope nothing much has happened when I wake up.”

“Which I feel compelled now to hasten.” She leaned forward and nudged the empty ux-metal box in my direction. “You’ve enough to occupy your thoughts. One more thing to consider, though don’t dwell on it. There’s a reason I picked this day. Just keep that in mind as you recover more of what’s been lost to you.”

I touched my fingertips to the bottom of the wooden box and thought the ux-metal off my wrist. I considered not letting it go–its touch was a welcome sensation that for too long had been locked away. Now, with my ux-metal mixed with T’reth’s muxal, I might never experience the pure sensation again. The gray liquid metal puddled in the box and quivered as I withdrew my fingertips then lay still.

“I will.”

“We’ll speak more, and soon, I imagine.” She lowered the lid and moved the box aside then offered her hands. I held them. Along the periphery of my vision, white smeared away the cell’s shapes and colors. The crashing waves and seagull cries faded.

“I look forward to it.” I squeezed her fingers.

“So do I, Maels. Oh, it’s so good to call you by your name.”

“It’s good to remember yours, Larrika. Really good.” My eyes watered as warmth crested through me. It did feel good to remember her name. Fantastically good.

Almost as much as remembering who I was.

The white splashed closer.

“Don’t force it. Let it come. It’ll be better that way.” Her voice grew more distant with each word.

“I will. I promise.”

The white washed over us. Her face vanished. My gaze fell on the wooden box in the split second before it disappeared as well.

Wait.

That box had held a single gauntlet’s worth of ux-metal. Yet for as long as I could remember, I’d worn gauntlets on both arms. Far more than what that box now held.

Wait!

Too late.

I tumbled into the white.
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I WOKE with a twitch. Blinking, I focused on the rock above and recognized the nooks, juts, and sideways gash along the ceiling as I shifted on the sponginess beneath me.

Back in my room, on my bed. How did they know?

That child-creature, probably.

The light and sounds through the window-screen said I’d slept well past sunrise and a lot was happening outside.

A weight on the foot of the bed shifted.

Medic! The thought hit reflexively. Then the memory of her loss stabbed hard. I groaned. Medic... My eyes watered. I squeezed my eyelids until I forced the emotion down.

It proved difficult, after my surge of elation from being with Larrika again. The weight of her absence struck hard as well. We’d spent decades together on the devastated Earth, no one from our prior lives still alive. I’d shared a closer, more intimate bond with her than Medic. Medic’s loss, though, had greater immediacy.

“Maels?” a female asked in a low, husky voice.

One of the triplets.

I looked to the foot of my bed.

Sitting on the edge, the injured triplet placed a hand on my shin, her light touch meant to reassure, probably. Her other arm remained in the sling.

I tried to focus. Conflicting euphoria and sadness swirled in the way.

She raised her hand. “I mean no harm. Are you well?”

I cleared my throat. “A bit of a headache. Could use a meal and drink.”

“You woke at a good time. We’re corralling our first chorloch soon.”

I wiped my eyes–someone had washed away the blood on my face. The crash of so many memories left me dizzy and shaking, but as they settled, my equilibrium returned. “Is that a good thing?”

She laughed, the sound unlike T’reth’s but not unpleasant. She’d removed the metal bands holding her hair and now brushed the curls along her temple behind her ear.

That’s what Medic must’ve looked like in her youth–a glorious black mane. She’d cut it short and surrendered to the streaks of gray at the time I’d left–no, abandoned her. For a moment, though, I saw her with a similar sweep of glossy hair.

Then I pictured Slobber in his youth. His hair might’ve been glossy and black, too, from chin to crown. And probably as bushy at both ends. Just not as clean. The image almost made me smile.

This triplet looked younger than the others. Her face, even with her two plain tattoos, possessed a freshness too often lost to age and experience. More than that, in the daylight, her green skin glowed with health, despite the ugly ointment-covered wound on her forehead and partially shaved head.

Memories swirled. I knew her species. The chainwall squeezed.

She said, “I imagine you’ve had a chorloch encounter or two, having been here for a hundred years now.” 

The slight delay in the translation between her words and my understanding prodded my dizziness. That would disappear in time as I grew used to her language, but until then...

One hundred years. I was right! I rose on an elbow. “How do you know about that? About my name and who I am?”

Her fingers dropped back to my leg. “Among my other duties, I’m the historian for this expedition. I researched Earth in the days we prepared. You’re mentioned in several of the document fragments I uncovered.” Her hand shifted from my ankle to a small gadget between my feet. She checked its small screen then placed it aside.

Her gaze swept up to meet mine again. “Your story captivated me. Last member of a dead race, in training to become a warden, then your cell fell prey–”

I raised a hand. “Don’t...say any more.” Jumbled, incoherent memories pulsed in my backmind, threatening to spill into the fresh recollections still sorting themselves out. “Since you spoke my name, my mind is a mess. I...need time. Please.”

“I understand. If you want help getting that straightened out–” She tapped her forehead. “–Stite has given permission for my sisters to look.”

“Stite?”

“The big grumpy Rau in charge. Don’t worry, he’s only gruff on the outside.”

I rubbed my face. “I think I met him in the antechamber. He didn’t seem happy to meet me.”

She laughed again. “First-minute jitters. We all worried the complex would come crashing down around us. But that’s stable. And Stite’s interested in meeting you.”

“What’s your name?”

Her eyebrows rose and her cheeks flushed a darker green. Her fingertips rose to her wavy-line tattoo. “Why did I think you already knew? But then, why would you know my name? I mean, we just met.” She brushed back curls already in place behind her ear. “So, um, my name is Menuebrix. But everyone calls me Menue.”

“Men-you,” I parroted, to make sure I’d heard right. Her voice had risen in pitch and distorted the translation spell. In addition, the way she pronounced her name tugged at my backmind. The name, or the sound of it, felt familiar. That elicited a warning squeeze.

Typical. I’ve remembered so much, yet more remains forbidden. And of course she hits on something still locked away.

She smiled. “Menue.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Menue. Wish it could be under better circumstances, but we’re here now. We’ll just have to make the best of it.”

She straightened and pointed to the head of the bed. “They brought you clothing.”

I turned. On a table extruded from the dark gray muxal over the floor sat a folded stack of clothing similar to what the workers in the antechamber had worn. “That was nice of them, whoever they are.”

“There’s also mouth freshener and a comb. Are you hungry?”

My worsening anxiety hadn’t let me eat at the previous night’s meal, despite how delicious it smelled. “Very much.”

“Oh, yes, you already said that.”

I sat on the edge of the bed. She stood, clipped the three gadgets on the bed to her belt, and stepped back.

She said, “I love the colors of your skin, but you’ve a lot of bruises.”

“I bruise easily.” I glanced down at my naked torso. Yeah, got smacked around by chorloch then that bear. “Your hair is nice. It reminds me of someone I held dear.”

Her injured arm twitched, as though she meant to raise it. “Acht!” She gasped and rubbed her shoulder.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to have you do that.”

She forced a smile. “It’s all right. No broken bones.”

“Why don’t you heal yourself? Can you heal yourself?”

“Stite says the body’s best served with natural healing. Plus, I haven’t gotten the medi-pair units working yet. That was Gonau’s assignment but she– ” Her teeth clacked as she clenched her jaw, sniffled, and blinked rapidly. Darker creases under her eyes hinted she may have been crying recently. Breathing through her nose, she straightened. “It’s on my list. Fortunately, there’ve been no other significant injuries.”

I grunted. Natural healing. This Stite sounds like a charming fellow. “I hope he lets you at least dull the pain. That gash on your head looks rough.”

She raised fingertips to forehead. “I drank a pain cooler. This only aches a little now. Not as bad as when that rock clobbered me. Did that hurt!”

“Rocks fell on you in the portal chamber?”

“Me, Gonau, Bruunk.” Again, she clenched her jaw and blinked. A tear escaped, though. She swiped it away. “I’ll let you dress. Just knock on the fold when you’re done.” She darted from my room. A fold of muxal popped up from the floor and filled the opening with an uneven grinding sound. Light poked through a gap near one corner. “Acht!” she said. With additional grinding, the gap closed.

I hope she calms down. I unfolded the stack of clothing. She’s making me nervous.

I figured out how everything went on. Soft underpants first, then tougher, high-waisted outer pants made from a faded green, denim-like fabric. The pants were stained in places with a patch sewn over one knee. The tan, short-sleeved undershirt looked new, but the heavier, long-sleeved, button-up burgundy overshirt had patches on both elbows and was missing two of the bottom buttons.

Everything fit and felt freshly laundered. I appreciated wearing comfortable clothes again. Some of my good mood ebbed when I found stiff, ankle-high leather shoes in place of my boots. But they fit well, too. Could be worse. I could be stuck on one of those slabs...

I ran the comb through my feathery hair then examined the packet of mouth freshener. It contained five strips of thin, dark-green foam. I couldn’t understand the writing on the packet, so I put it aside. Not worth the potential mess.

In the window-screen, puffy, gray-bellied clouds floated in a blue sky. Birds darted in and out of view. Hammering, sawing, and machine noises rose from activities out of sight, as did shouts in a language I did not understand.

Just how many languages did I know? I searched my settling memories. About ten non-Earth tongues, maybe a half-dozen more from Earth. The memories were sharp, unblunted by time.

A hundred years...

Not just languages flooded back. I recalled the names of my nest mates, recipes of meals from home, the color of my favorite blanket. My balance swirled as I probed deeper, so I forced myself to quit.

Don’t rush it. Larrika is right.

Thinking her name sent my thoughts spinning. Larrika. So young in that last visit–in her pre-teens, well younger than Menue. I remembered her as older, mature, wise, and weathered as well. Much older, if her visit during the chorloch attack could be trusted.

I straightened. She’d spoken to me in that moment, as the cocoon solidified. You’re never without hope. Yet she’d grazed my awareness only long enough to help before dissipating. How could I remember that so clearly now, when at the time I barely realized she’d come and gone?

Just what the hell was going on with my backmind?

* * *

“Ugh.” I walked to the fold. Staring at the muxal, I considered trying again to gain control over it, then rapped it with a knuckle. This didn’t feel like the right time to experiment. And my hunger was deepening. I felt hollowed out.

“Menue? I’m ready.”

The fold slammed down. Menue looked me over with another of her smiles. “It fits well?”

“Pretty comfortable all around.”

“Leysah will be pleased. She guessed at your measurements.”

I followed her down the corridor toward the outer ring. “Leysah? Another of Stite’s workers?”

“Stite’s sister. She’s in charge of the brigants–the Rau workers Stite contracted for this.”

The void in the muxal column in the corridor remained in place, but that was it. A wall of rock and wooden frames with doorways at either end filled half the corridor’s length and width. The wood leaked sap and smelled of gyum. A steady breeze kept the smell down. Light came from rectangles bracketed to the wall.

I shook my head. “Wow. You’ve made yourselves at home.”

“We’re using rockwood sheets to build dorms for the shifts–I at least got the fabricators working quickly enough. This chamber’s the first the brigants have finished.” She held my hand as we walked toward the six o’clock position, from which a considerable hum of voices and noise floated. She was shorter than T’reth and slimmer in the shoulders. Strands of her glossy hair waved in the breeze. Her grip was strong.

We passed additional rockwood-sided chambers in various stages of construction. Wires held to the ceiling in brackets powered the string of rectangles lighting the way. Shorties moved about, most involved in building the chambers. They worked in silence, speaking in quiet yips and grunts only when necessary. Others gathered trash and pushed brooms, keeping the floor clean. Like mine, their steps produced quiet scuffs on the muxal. Scents of sweat, sawdust, and gyum peppered the air despite the steady breeze at our backs.

I gestured around. “You built all this since you arrived?”

“We brought the tools necessary, anyway. Most of the fabricators made it through undamaged.” She covered a yawn with the back of her hand.

“I suppose you’ve been up all night.”

“Everyone has.”

The central gathering hall was also changed. At the entrance, the racks and footwear-warming mat were gone, replaced with support structures arching against the ceiling. More reinforcement stretched to either side.

Wooden tables filled the open space. Brigants sat on benches and ate from plates piled with food. Behind the long counter past the tables, more brigants prepared the meals. Crates of supplies filled the spaces along the walls. Fires burned bright beneath sheets of dark metal, upon which slabs of red meat sizzled and smoked. The circulating breeze carried the increased sounds, cloudy air, and smells outside.

The workers wore clothing like mine but in a variety of muted colors. Some also wore short-brimmed caps shaped to fit their heads while leaving their ears free. Several had rolled up their overshirt sleeves, revealing brawny furry arms. Though the snouts, flattish heads, and pointy ears all looked the same, individual differences marked each, as well as various shades of gray in their coats. Few sported any spots or stripes.

Across the chamber, brigants on scaffolding erected another supporting arch, tightening joints with wrenches. Others carried tools such as axes and saws or pushed carts laden with supplies through the entrance. Everywhere, Rau brigants–shorties–hustled about.

The quiet peace claiming the complex the previous morning was long since shattered.

Menue led us toward the counters. “We can grab gristies here and eat on the way.”

“Way to where?”

She patted one of the gadgets clipped to her belt. “I have equipment to check. Normally, Bruunk would handle–” She clenched her jaw again.

“Something happen to Bruunk?”

She replied after a few steps. “Bruunk, Gonau... They... The rocks...” Her breath hitched.

“Hey, sorry. It’s okay. I understand.” Memories of flames, intense heat, smoke, and screams flashed through my foremind. I placed a hand lightly on her injured arm. “I understand.”

Her chin fell to her chest. She covered her eyes. I stood close, resisting the urge to hug her. I didn’t know these people, their customs. I’d learned to keep my distance when among humans. Seemed the wisest course just to let her know I was here.

After deep breaths, she regained her composure. “Yes. Sorry.”

“I understand,” I said again, and stepped back to give her space.

“I... Well, my team’s duties fall on me now. It’ll get easier once everything’s in place. And I get my arm back.” She resumed walking to the counters. I kept pace at her side. “Until then, before the first chorloch arrives, I need to verify the equipment is work–”

“Bawz!”

She stood at the end of the nearest counter. At my shout, she looked up from her bowl, where she stirred a spoon through tan paste. Her hair was disheveled, her eyes red and puffy. She wore a brigant’s uniform like mine, though hers didn’t fit as well. Her expression compelled me to rush over.

This human will appreciate a hug.

“Miles!” We embraced over the counter. She trembled in my grasp. “Thank goodness you’re all right!”

“Well enough. What about you?”

She leaned away. Tears ran down her cheeks. “They won’t tell me anything. Is everyone else– Is–”

I opened my mouth, but the words stuck in my throat.

“Oh no, no,” she cried. “Boon?” She wobbled as though her knees threatened to give.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry.” I couldn’t give her the particulars. I had trouble accepting what I’d done–or what Boon had done.

He’d ambushed T’reth, using a null-laced towel to keep her from collapsing the complex. He’d betrayed the mission!

How could Bawz not have known?

Still, I knew her pain. And she’d been open and friendly and fun.

T’reth and everyone else had trusted her.

But they’d trusted Boon, too.

Can I trust anyone? My instincts warned against it. I could be friendly, yes. But trust?

She collapsed against me, weeping and shaking hard. Several of the nearby workers stopped and looked our way.

“What?” I snarled at the nearest. Ears rolling back, it turned away. The rest resumed their duties.

“They’re just curious. As am I.”

The voice belonged to the child-creature from the antechamber. I snapped my head around. Sitting atop a nearby stack of boxy containers, knees bent to her chest, arms around her shins, she smiled down at me. I frowned. How the hell had I missed her sitting there?

She lowered her hands and dangled her legs over the front edge. The better light confirmed my initial assessment–she was a fusion of skins. Dark lizard-like scales covered her arms. Her torso looked more chimp-like, with short brown fur and patches of rough skin at her flat breasts. The steady breeze stirred the feathers, purple with an iridescent sheen, over her legs. Everything seemed all out of proportion–arms too long, hands falling to knees, legs too thick, her torso more belly than chest.

Her face, too, bore scales, fur, and feathers. One eye looked larger than the other. One nostril in her squat nose opened wide, with a sheen glinting in the light, while the other lay crumpled near her cheek. One ear rose to a point, Rau style. The other flopped over the fur and scales around it. Only her tiny needle-like teeth, still dirty with dark flecks, offered consistency.

She wore tattered shorts, tied at her waist with a frayed rope. Holes pocked her sleeveless, light-blue undershirt. She didn’t look dirty, though, with her fur groomed and her feathers preened. Smudges darkened her pointed fingernails. A second glance revealed she had nails above and below her fingertips, with three fingers and a thumb on each hand.

I don’t know why I considered her a female, but the impression stuck.

Menue hissed from behind me. “Acht! Begone, you abomination!”

The creature hissed back. “Treat me nice, Fixer. I saved your wretched life. Cannot deny!” She slid away from the containers’ near edges. A hand raked the air, as though she scratched Menue’s face.

“You’re still a foulness,” Menue replied. The venom in her voice surprised me. “Begone! Or by the light, I will cage you!”

“Begone yourself, Fixer! I am doing my duty!”

“What duty?” Menue demanded.

The creature turned her gaze on Bawz. “Watching the human. The first will need food, Mother says. It comes soon.”

Bawz appeared too upset still to have heard, but I made the connection immediately. “Like hell you will!” I snarled, hugging Bawz closer.

The creature scrambled back until stopped by the wall. She climbed the rock, aided by the claws on her hands and feet, stopping only when she butted against the support structure along the ceiling. The way her body undulated as she moved reminded me of a lizard darting across hot desert sand.

“No interfere, Raptori!” she spat. “I will do my duty!”

“No!” Menue snapped. “You are to leave the human alone. Mark my words.”

“You’ve no authority!” The creature bared her teeth and hissed.

Menue looked around. “Watchman!” she shouted toward the entrance.

A brigant in an all-brown uniform and carrying a short, bladed weapon hurried over. “Mistress?” he growled.

“This human, see her to the exfusion chamber,” Menue said. “Ensure her comfort and let no one disturb her until I say otherwise.”

The watchman’s gaze shifted from her to the creature on the wall, then back. When he looked up at me, worry crept into his scowl. He bobbed his head. “Yes, mistress.”

Bawz tightened her grip. “Miles, please, don’t leave me. Please!”

I turned to Menue. “Can she come with us?”

She shook her head. “Stite specifically said she was to remain inside. I think he’s worried she may try to escape.”

And being human, she’d blend right in with the locals.

Dammit. Not knowing what else to do, I peeled Bawz’s hands from my arms and held them tight. “It’s better if you go with the watchman,” I said gently. “I don’t think you’re safe out here. Please.”

Bawz continued to shake her head, but less forcefully. She breathed in gasps. “Ih. Ih.” She looked ready to collapse.

The watchman moved behind the counter and placed a furry hand on her arm. “Come with me,” he said, rather softly.

“It’s okay,” I told her. “I’ll check on you as soon as I can. But please, go with him. It’s safer.” I glanced up at the child-creature. The anger in her scowl might’ve burned the flesh from my bones.

“You’ve not the authority,” she said.

“Miles,” Bawz whispered.

I hugged her a final time. Though I didn’t feel entirely confident, I said, “Go. You’ll be safe. I’ll find you soon.”

The watchman led her around the counter and away.

Sourness curdled my stomach. I should stay. Dammit!

“She’ll be all right,” Menue said, though she didn’t sound confident, either.

“I hope so.” I turned to her. She still glared at the creature.

“I’m warning you.” She raised a finger. “Leave the human be.”

The creature hissed. “My duty!” She hissed again.

Menue sneered. “Watch this one,” she said to me. “Don’t trust it for anything!” When she looked back, her eyes widened. Her gaze darted around the ceiling.

I turned and looked. The creature was gone.

“Why Stite suffers that thing, I’ll never fathom,” Menue said. “We should have burned it a long time ago.”

“What the hell is she?” I asked, reluctant to lower my gaze. She couldn’t have disappeared so quickly–unless she ducked into the gap behind the containers and the wall. And I’d felt no telltale zing in my puushers indicating ux being used. “She doesn’t look...real.”

“Because it isn’t. It’s a daerling,” Menue said, guiding me down to the opposite end of the counter. “Yolu brought it home one day. A horrible little abomination that should never have seen the light.” She glanced at me. “You’ve met Yolu.”

Between my spinning thoughts, my hunger, and the threat to Bawz–and what had Menue said? Before the first chorloch arrived?–I needed a moment to sift my memory. “In the antechamber?”

“She escorted you to the exfusion chamber. She brought us together!” Her tone held a sudden lightness. Her hesitant smile, though, quickly disappeared.

This Yolu had taken T’reth to that room too, to face whatever fate awaited. I doubted if Menue remembered that. “I’ll be sure to thank her.”

At my tone, she lowered her gaze.

At the end of the counter, a brigant offered us a warm pastry about as large as my hand and thick as my wrist, wrapped in thin paper. Menue said, “At least the food is good. These gristies are delicious.” She grabbed a napkin from a dispenser past the server.

I followed her lead. “Menue, are you sure Bawz will be safe?”

She slipped the napkin into her injured arm’s hand. “She’d be in worse danger outside. I don’t know what my sisters have planned, but I did overhear them talking.” This time she met my gaze. “I don’t want anything bad to happen to her. She’s not part of this. Like you.”

Brigants in line behind me nudged by as I stopped and looked back where Bawz and the watchman had disappeared. “I should be with her. I feel bad.”

“Whatever my sisters have planned, I think we’ll have better luck stopping them outside, at the corral. That’s my sense, anyway.” She elbowed me. “Please, let’s go. Yolu will be asking for me when the chorloch’s close. She’s says it’s not too long now.”

“What?”

“The first chorloch. It’ll be here soon.” Balancing her gristi, she tapped a fingertip to her temple. “Yolu’s keeping me informed.”

“Sharing. You’re sharing with her.”

Her eyebrows rose. “You know of that? Of course, being a warden. But it’s only one way. It’s too hard for me to share back.”

“Too bad. Then you could’ve told her Bawz is off limits.”

She straightened. “I’ll tell her in person.”

Damn. They intend to feed her to the chorloch. I know it. I swallowed through a suddenly dry throat. No. She may not be from Earth, but she’s human. I will protect her.

We wove our way through the bustle and stepped outside, where I got my first good look around. “Holy shit! And I thought you’d been busy on the inside.”

To the right, the Kerkuud kuuddin remained in place, but everything around it had been cleared of debris, including the mountainside for maybe fifty yards up. 

I couldn’t count the number of Rau. Maybe a couple thousand. Off to the side, down from the waterfall, a group was erecting a small shack around a large pump-like device, fastening rockwood sheets to wooden beams, like the construction inside. Pipes from the device ran into the lake, while tubes coiled up beside it awaited installation. The rocks along the ground had been cleared away. Closer to the entrance, white tubes snaked from another lake-side shack into the complex.

Along the mountain slope, brigants moved rocks, cut down trees, and pulled up the brush, clearing the area. They piled the rocks and foliage by four machines about a hundred yards down the shore. There, brigants around three of the machines fed the rocks, chopped trees, and brush into bins at one end of each. Others poured scoops of a tan powder from bags at their feet into a receptacle on the machine’s flank. The machines made tremendous grinding noises and shook on rubber foundations. Smoke puffed from vents along the tops. At a steady rate, they produced sheets or thigh-sized cylinders of rockwood. Brigants stacked them into piles.

The fourth machine was either being put together or repaired. A swarm of brigants worked at it with tools, while two others, wearing cleaner, crisper uniforms supervised, barking orders.

Two more shacks close by pumped water to the machines.

Leaning close to be heard, I asked, “How did they get all this big equipment through the complex and out here?”

She turned her head. “They disassemble into smaller parts, about eighty. Brigants got them all through before the portal destabilized.”

The distant tree line had been moved back a good hundred yards, and several teams were adding to that. As I watched, three tall pines toppled to the ground. The new clearing was being mowed by brigants driving low machines with large bulbous wheels and plows that ground down tree stumps, while others followed on foot, collecting rocks and other detritus. Surprisingly, the Kerkuud helped by dragging hewn tree trunks to the piles by the grinding machines.

I frowned. Why are they helping? Don’t they know what’s happening to T’reth and the others? Then I remembered T’reth saying she doubted the Kerkuud would aid the Oladi. They probably didn’t consider this their fight. I couldn’t fault that. But to help? I forced my clenched jaw to relax. If they’re here to observe, they should just...observe.

In places, machines with shiny black hexagons in the shape of a flower at their tops stood in clusters–solar collectors emerged from my murk of returning memories. Thick cables led from them to several other devices, including the grinding machines and light towers standing twenty yards tall. Wooden ramps protected the cables and pipes where they stretched across neatly laid paths. Those pushing carts or driving small machines had no trouble maneuvering over the ramps as they hurried about.

Small tractors with scoops in front helped the brigants working along the shoreline, moving rocks being used to build a dock that extended several feet into the lake already. Near each cluster of equipment, brigants wearing orange shirts like the cooks inside manned refreshment stands.

Overhead, armed guards on flying carpets kept watch over everything. I jerked in surprise, at both seeing them and remembering them in the same instant. Flying carpets! My god, how long since I saw one of those! I tried counting them but lost track after thirty.

I remembered riding one once, over a land rent by large cracks. This happened during the two years after I was rescued from my ruined home world but before I ended up at Earth Cell. My puushing skills hadn’t quite been up to the challenge.

Menue tried to eat as we walked, but she stayed more intent on avoiding collisions. The shifting crowd made this difficult. Too often, she stopped and gasped when someone brushed her a little too hard. I stepped close and draped my arm across her shoulders. By then, a light sheen of sweat beaded her forehead. The sunlight turned her head wound red and angry.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Just stay close,” I said. “Wow, there’s a lot of people.”

“When Stite sets his mind to doing something, he leaves nothing to chance.” She led the way through the dizzying bustle to the nearest rockwood generator. We dodged around brigants carrying equipment or pushing carts laden with trimmings, rocks, bricks, and other materials. Near the generator, I caught a strong whiff of that syrupy gyum smell from the powder being scooped into the machine. Mixed with lake water, it likely became the glue that held the ground-up wood and rock together.

I stayed close to Menue as one by one, she checked control panels replete with tiny blinking lights on the sides of each machine. At one, she attached a gadget from her belt to a plug then tapped on a keyboard. On another, she told one of the taller, better-dressed Rau barking orders to make sure the vents along the bottom were cleaned.

“See this gauge?” She tapped a dial with colored divisions on its circular face. The Rau nodded. “When the needle moves into this quarter, it’s getting too hot. Slow it down or keep these vents clean. Add more water, too.”

The Rau nodded again.

We moved on, leaving the noise behind. She pointed to a cluster of tractors. “I got an alarm from one of the haulers I need to check.” We headed in that direction.

She said, “This is my third contract with Stite. He brought in more workers for the mining operation he started on Kep-Selles, but this is the quickest I’ve seen him set up operations. We only had six–” The word failed to translate, but at the back of my foremind I heard hours. “–to rush the equipment through the portal. I’m amazed we got it all here.”

“Six hours? I thought you took control of the portal.”

She shook her head. “One of the witchen destabilized it. Yolu steadied it for a while but couldn’t smooth it out entirely. We have to wait for it to stabilize on its own.”

I remembered T’reth saying something about a reverberation E’sis set in place. But since it all made little sense to me, I opted not to dwell on it. I had enough tangling my thoughts already.

We ate as we walked. The gristi, with its warm, spicy, meaty mush tucked within the flaky crust, was delicious. I finished mine in a few bites then grabbed two cups of cold water from a refreshment stand as we passed. Observing others, after I emptied a cup, I crumpled and threw it aside. Young brigants with bags ran around collecting litter and seemed happy to do so.

I held Menue’s cup until she finished her gristi. She emptied it in a single swallow. “Thank you. Look, there’s the first finished corral.”

She pointed to an oval fence circling a copse of trees about three hundred yards ahead. The tree line Bawz, T’reth, and I had walked to the day before lay another thirty yards or so past the corral’s far end. A group of people stood behind an open gate near a small cluster of trees.

At the cluster of haulers, she plugged a gadget into the control panel on the open-air dashboard and pressed buttons and tweaked knobs. Tiny light blinked. As she worked, I glanced at a pair of frames on stands surrounded by open boxes of small parts. One frame held a half-built engine within. “Well, that was easy. For once.” She unplugged her gadget and slid from the seat. I steadied her. “Thank you.”

“All done here?”

“Onto the corral.”

Halfway there, she picked up her pace. “Yolu says they’re almost here. She wants me near if she has trouble with the containment spell.”

“You can help her with that? You’re a weaver too?”

“No. Well, I have a smear of ability. I can influence the muxal and the windows-screens, but...that’s about it. It’s more for moral support. If I’m there, she’ll be more relaxed.”

“We’d better hurry, then. Last thing we need is a chorloch running loose.”

She smiled. “They’re not that bad, if you know how to handle them.” After swiping a sleeve across her forehead, she massaged her injured shoulder. With the traffic around us thinned out, I lowered my arm and put a little distance between us.

I asked, “Are you all right? Want more water?”

“No.” She cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. “Just overworked and tired. And I have a headache. My injuries and...missing friends...”

“Oh. Yeah, I feel that.” After a few steps I added, “If you want to lean on me, go ahead. I’m feeling a lot better now that I’ve eaten.” I did. Just walking around had helped with my lingering aches and pains. The bruises would fade in their own time, though. The broken blood vessels had long since healed. My body was in no hurry to re-absorb the escaped blood.

“I’ll be fine once we’re in the shade.”

“Regarding the chorloch, how does anyone learn how to handle them? They tend not to give you the chance.”

“Did the Oladi not give you any pointers?”

I frowned. “No. Why would they? They’re here to wipe the chorloch out, not wrangle them.”

She frowned at me. “They created the chorloch. They know all sorts of ways of controlling them.”

I stopped cold. Menue noticed after a few steps. She turned. 

Certain I’d heard wrong, I asked, “What?”

“They didn’t tell you?”

“No one mentioned that.” Dread suffused me. I remembered A’nartha emerging from her sphere, exclaiming the chorloch had evolved. I imagined then they’d had a baseline from which to make that determination, which they’d assessed in exterminating the chorloch on those four other worlds. But according to Menue, their knowledge went beyond that.

“Stite knows what he’s doing as well as any Oladi. Come. Yolu is asking where I am.” She waved to the group at the corral’s open gate. A stooped figure waved back.

I let her pull me back into motion. “Why would the Oladi create something like the chorloch? They’ve caused nothing but suffering.”

“They used to experiment on all sorts of projects, from what I read in the Archives. Most people who use chorloch think they did a good job in this instance. They’re not the only such beasts, but perhaps the best.”

I searched my recollections for more about the Oladi. Despite the unsettled state of my memories, I pulled nuggets from the pile.

Olad was one of three anchor-worlds controlling the Skein’s many strands, with dozens of mid- and low-worlds under its influence. They’d maintained their superiority through technological advances and service to the League and the Guild. Some considered their support to be the reason the Guild remained so influential and strong. They also served as skilled wardens and thoughtful ambassadors in cells across the Skein–well, used to.

While not well-liked on many worlds, particularly some of the mid- and low-worlds of the other two anchor-worlds, the Oladi were respected. Their assistance–which they offered unconditionally–was deeply appreciated. I remembered Oladi faces in my haze of recollections immediately after my rescue.

Other memories tugged at me, though. They wouldn’t come completely clear, but they did leave me with a sense the Oladi had done something irresponsible relating to the turmoil tearing at the Skein. I clenched my jaw. This is important. I need to remember. But Larrika’s warning not to rush matters echoed from my backmind. She was right. Trying to force the memories might only tangle them deeper. I needed to let what had broken free settle before rooting out anything else.

I asked, “Why would they create a creature like the chorloch? What possible purpose could it serve?”

“In small numbers, they’re extremely efficient guardians. They adapt well to a variety of environments. They’re used on the large estates on my homeworld, and Stite has several guarding his, too. They don’t breed well, though. Everyone thinks the Oladi built that in on purpose.”

My anger intensified. “That hasn’t been the case here. They’re an infestation that’s destroying this world.”

“Stite will stop that. He’ll get rid of all but those he captures.”

“Really?” Surprise cut into my anger. “I thought he’d just take what he needed and let the rest continue to run free.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “No. The chorloch eat Rau just as readily as any other race.”

Up close, the oval fence defining the corral reminded me of a typical Earth corral. Instead of encircling a field of good grazing grass, though, the chest-high fence here surrounded a thick cluster of trees maybe fifty yards long, twenty-five wide. A similar width of recently mowed, ankle-high grass buffered the trees from the fencing.

I studied the fence. Three levels of rockwood crossbeams rested on small pegs poking from rockwood posts positioned about twelve paces apart. Leather straps lashed the crossbeams to the posts.

I frowned. The height might serve well for cattle or horses, but a chorloch could easily climb over. Then I remembered Menue saying something about a containment spell. Hopefully, that was meant to contain the chorloch.

She left my side to hug her sister, the crippled one, with her good arm. “Whew! Thank goodness for the shade.”

Yolu cupped Menue’s cheek. “You look pale and tired. Will you be able to help?”

“Of course. But you know what you’re doing. You won’t need me.” She mussed her sister’s wild mane.

Yolu laughed and batted Menue’s hand away. “We will see. See we will.”

Menue laughed with her.

My frown deepened. You better goddamn well be able to contain that chorloch. Else we’re all in a shitload of trouble.
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YOLU’S UNKEMPT hair reminded me of Slobber. I clenched my jaw and looked away.

A trio of Kerkuud stood outside the shade of the trees near the corral entrance. Past them, in the enormous field beyond, dozens of brigants worked. Some stretched bright-yellow cords. When a cord was stretched taut, others planted small flags of various colors in the ground at the ends. More supervised, consulting papers in their hands. Flags defined additional large oval-shaped areas. Each area was assigned a flag color and contained a cluster of trees. 

The cords looked the same length as the long cylinders between the upright posts. Then I understood: the brigants were mapping out more corrals. With the grinding machines producing the long cylinders at consistent lengths, the brigants could use the cords to determine where they needed to position the upright posts.

A pair of small tractor-like machines closer to the complex drilled holes into the ground. Brigants following behind lifted short cylinders from a cart pulled by a third tractor and stood them in the holes then used shovels to tamp the ground.

Damn. They could have half a dozen corrals in place by tomorrow night.

They moved like ants, each with a purpose, not getting in another’s way, like they’d done this before. I frowned. Just how many corrals did they plan on building?

A murmur of excitement rolled through the gathered crowd. Everyone stared into the forest past the corral’s far end. I followed their gaze. A half-dozen flying carpets in close formation approached the tree line.

Menue stood beside me. “I see you noticed the other corrals.”

“What does he plan? Ten? A dozen? How many chorloch does he want?”

“I think he plans about ten corrals here, more in the surrounding valleys. He only wants as many as he needs to breed them. Any more would be poor practice. He’ll find the best stock, eliminate the rest. ‘Everything else is a potential problem,’ he’d say.”

As she spoke, three guards emerged from the tree line, straining as they dragged an elk or moose carcass. The nearest of the flying carpets, most with two riders armed with bows, hovered over them but well above the trees. The remainder of the carpets formed a wide half circle behind them.

At the tree line, a chorloch’s two front legs appeared, finding holds in the branches on the nearest trunks. Then the front of its oblong torso poked through the leaves. It reached down and out with its claw-tipped arms, the claws opening and closing as it tried to snag the carcass. More of the beast’s body emerged, but the chorloch remained reluctant to leave the branches entirely.

I wondered why it didn’t try to snare the lure. Maybe it had and the guards cut it. Knowing the beast, it’d probably grow a new one soon enough. Why not?

As we moved beside her, Yolu said, “Yes, Jeko. I can strengthen the lure.” She held her fists to her chest. Her arm trembled. Ux influences tingled in my puushers.

The guards dragging the carcass kept walking. The chorloch stretched its claw arms their entire length. But mostly, it continued to bob in the branches. It warbled.

The sound sent hot pricks down my spine.

“Come on, come on,” a female brigant near me mumbled.

After the guards strained for another half-dozen steps, the carcass bouncing through the grass behind them, the chorloch finally followed. The larger legs reaching up seemed to pop at the joints as they bent to now support the beast’s weight. It folded its claw arms beneath its torso with its first steps then reached out again. Its body brushed through the tall grass at first then rose higher as it found its stride, its long legs moving in a hypnotic undulation. The guards increased their pace.

“Oh, shit.” I stepped back, overwhelmed with distant piercing warbles, screams, dogs yelping, brush crackling as it burned... My pulse kicked up.

“That’s a fine one,” a brigant said.

“Looks like a tre-deen,” another said.

“No, no, look at the stripes on the rear legs,” the female said. “That’s definitely a tre-duss.”

“I thought those were extinct,” the second said.

The first laughed. “Looks like Master Stite kinged another gamble.”

Having seen chorloch only in the shadows of their forest haunts, I was surprised to indeed see stripes on the beast’s rear legs. Most of the oblong body’s thick fur was dark brown. Its legs shone with a black gloss. The stripes, though thin and clustered near the middle of the three joints, were a light gray. In the breeze its fur changed color as it blew about, but mostly remained blackish-brown.

It moved surprisingly fast over the open ground. As a group, we retreated several steps, the open gate the lone barrier between us and the approaching beast. The flying carpets took positions above us as the guards dragging the lure turned into the corral. The beast’s legs tore the ground as it thumped after them.

I held my breath. Last time I’d been so close, I’d been too busy fighting to survive to notice any of the small details. Now, though... Three distinct lobes made up its torso. The legs emerged from round joints along its flanks. A bulge in the rear lobe probably held stinger and snare, a bulge in front its web-spitting glands. It exuded a dank, dirty smell as it swept by.

I tensed, ready to puush to safety. Menue’s hold on my hand tightened. Only Yolu appeared untroubled by the chorloch’s proximity.

A trio of carpets with single riders descended near the far end of the corral. The guards ran to them. They released the ropes holding the carcass mere steps from the waiting carpets then climbed aboard. The carpets sailed into the air as the chorloch pounced on the carcass. Employing claws and the first pair of long legs, it spun the carcass as it wove a cocoon then flipped its prize atop its back and disappeared into the copse.

By then, the brigants had closed the gate. They lifted the end post and dropped it into a hole beside the nearest upright cylinder, ensuring the gate remained closed. A strap wrapped around the two posts added extra insurance. The trio of watching Kerkuud hooted and departed.

Cackling, Yolu said, “Now, before it gets curious and investigates us. We do make a tempting meal.” 

She waved a hand and touched a series of glyphs on her sleeve with the other. The air above and below the crossbeams shimmered with a yellowish glow, almost like a horizontal lightning strike. I jerked at a sharp zing in my puushers and stumbled back. “Yeow!”

Menue yelped as well. “Maels!”

Several of the brigants near me flinched. A few laughed nervously. “Is a matter amiss?” the female brigant who’d identified the chorloch breed asked.

Recovering, I said, “It’s nothing.”

“Fantastic work!” a loud voice growled behind me.

I turned. The flying carpets had landed, and the riders joined our group. I recognized the tallest as the leader in the antechamber. He’d since replaced his armor with a uniform like that of his workers, though tailored to fit his large muscular frame. He lifted the cap on his flat head, scratched hard at the fur, and scrunched the cap back on. Beside him, the clean triplet shed her heavy outer robe and folded it over her arm. The hems of her lighter robes flapped in the breeze. Her thick mane remained constrained by metal bands.

“A beautiful specimen, sir,” the female brigant said.

“Quite remarkable!” said another.

“Not bad for a first,” Stite said, his gaze on the copse within the corral. “Nine more like it and this expedition pays for itself. Not bad at all.”

Yolu joined the group. Menue gave her another one-armed hug. “See? You did it.”

“The containment field is in place and holding,” Yolu said. Then, to Menue, “Thank you for coming. Now, you should rest.”

Menue grunted. “Still too much to do. And there’s something goosing some of the systems. I haven’t figured it out.”

“Wrangler teams, make your inspections and report,” the female brigant said.

The crowd broke apart, with brigants circling the corral giving each post, crossbeam, and leather strap a thorough study.

Smiling, hands on hips, Stite faced the triplets. “Great work, my lovelies. Fantastic start.”

“Profitable, if that beast is any indication,” the clean triplet said. For the first time that I’d seen her, she wore a neutral expression instead of her dour look. “How long have they run rampant?”

I said, “A hundred years, give or take. As long as I’ve been here, anyway.”

“Ah, the Raptori.” Stite turned his attention on me. “Recovered from your spell? Good, good. Has Menuebrix been taking care of you?”

“I’ve no complaints.”

Menue blushed. “It’s been my pleasure, Maels.”

“Maels. Yes. Maels Raptori,” Stite said. “I’m very curious to hear how you ended up here. No portal’s been opened for decades. Menuebrix can speculate some, but her collection of facts has conspicuous gaps.” He eyed me, as though gauging the fit of my clothes. “You can consider your story part of your payment for all I’ve provided.”

At first I felt like smacking him in the face. But the many guards around us, spears in hand, warned against that. I also realized that, like Captain Shevers, Stite was a businessman first and foremost, his focus on profit. I could manage someone like him. No matter the species, his kind all shared certain exploitable qualities.

Controlling my temper also seemed like a lesson I’d struggled to master.

“I’d be happy to repay you for your generosity,” I said, “as soon as I am able to. My memories remain fragmented and incomplete.”

Yolu squinted at me. “Yes, tangled, but some have opened. Remember, you do?”

“I’m not sure.” I ran my tongue along my teeth. “Like you said, it’s...tangled.”

“We can fix it,” Yolu offered, then cackled. “If you trust us.”

I stepped back, hand raised. “Let’s wait a bit.”

Menue stepped beside me. “His memories should settle on their own.” She glanced at her stooped sister. “Right?”

“Don’t wait too long,” Stite grumbled, one side of his forehead wrinkling down in a half-frown. “That information might have value.”

“Perhaps, in the meantime, there’s other knowledge I might share?” I asked.

“Oh, yes, yes. I seek all knowledge. The weather, for instance. What can we expect? And the locals. Their habits, social structures, what they eat. How long we might keep them in captivity.”

I winced at a warning squeeze. The clean triplet flinched. Yolu gasped.

Menue rubbed her injured shoulder. “Maels?”

“I’m fine,” I said, keeping my gaze on Stite.

“Seems I hit a nerve,” he said, clearly amused. “Perhaps of more value would be your story as to how all that in your mind came to be.”

“Again, when I remember myself, I’ll be happy to share.” I tempered my growing anger.

“One hundred years?” Stite said. “The locals must make for a particularly good food source. Not very many of them in the valleys.”

Slow, steady breaths helped me control myself. He’s just trying to provoke me. “While the chorloch have taken their share, other, more troubling problems brought about the collapse of the local civilization. But humanity is resilient. Humans are not the only food source. And they’re probably not the favored food, since they tend to fight back.”

“With some success, I imagine.” Stite laughed. “Maels Raptori, I think I will enjoy your company. Here’s hoping you recover your memories soon.” He clapped a large hand onto my shoulder.

I whuffed and staggered into Menue. She gasped and clutched her injured arm. Stite laughed again, harder.

“Apologies. Sometimes I forget my own strength.”

“Of course.” I regained my balance then helped Menue. Pins and needles pricked my arm as the force of his “friendly” blow left a lingering heat. The itch of healing followed.

Stite looked back toward the complex. “Now, where’s... Ah, here she comes.”

I followed his gaze. Amidst the activity, I quickly pinpointed the target of his focus.

Walking fast, Bawz unbuttoned her overshirt and swung it off her shoulders. A young brigant several paces behind her scooped it up.

“Bawz?” I stepped past Stite, troubled by the look on her face. Her gaze remained on the corral entrance. She seemed not to notice us. She lifted her undershirt and let it fall to the grass. Half-naked now, she walked past us, her hands fumbling with the pant strap at her waist. The nearby guards let her pass unmolested. “Bawz, what are you doing?”

“Her duty,” Yolu said. She sounded pleased.

“Acht! I warned it to stay away from the human!” Menue said sharply. “We must stop–”

Yolu grabbed her arm. “No.”

Warned it to stay away from the human? Does she mean the daerling? I didn’t have time to puzzle that out. I stepped toward Bawz, who had unstrapped her pants and was kicking off her shoes. “Bawz! You can’t go in there.”

The nearest guard looked over my shoulder then stepped into my path. I imagined Stite gesturing for him to stop me. “This does not concern you, Raptori,” he growled, holding his spear horizontal to block my progress.

Bawz hopped as she kicked the pants from her ankles. Her paw-print tattoos down the side of her face and neck continued to just below her waist. The sunlight turned them glossy black against her brown skin. She shed necklaces, earrings, bracelets, and piercings, and stood completely naked. Facing us, she flashed a wide smile–and in that, I saw not Bawz but the child-creature.

Then she turned and walked to the corral.

“Bawz!” I grabbed the length of spear between the Rau’s hands. Puushing to increase my strength, I shoved the spear above his head. At the same time, I planted a heel in his belly. His armor plate absorbed most of my kick, but he still staggered back, his breath escaping in a whoof! He kept hold of the spear, though, and his retreat lowered it back between us.

I switched to an overhand grip and spun the shaft. His arms crossed as he tried to hold on. I twisted more then jerked the shaft from his grip. A quick kick forced him back another pair of steps. He recovered from his bent position with eyes wide. I clubbed the butt of the spear against his temple and sent him into the grass.

By then Bawz had climbed the gate. She straddled the top crossbeam, watched me approach, then dropped inside the corral. A yellow taint hazed the air as she passed through the containment spell.

“Bawz! Stop!”

“Maels!” Menue shouted over Stite’s growled laugh.

Two more guards came at me from either side of the entrance, spear tips lowered. I puushed over them, intending to drop in front of Bawz and carry her from harm’s way. Neither raised their weapons quickly enough to catch me. The containment spell’s tingle in my puushers had been only a distant distraction–until I slammed into it head on. Like puushing into a rock wall. The pain that followed left a yellow smear across my thoughts.

I crumpled to the grass, falling hard onto my side, one leg bent awkwardly beneath me, my breath gone. My hand grazed the blade of my spear as it landed. The ensuing burn across my palm quickly turned cold.

Visible through the gap between the bottom two crossbeams, Bawz walked backward several steps, then turned and sprinted the remaining distance across the buffer zone. Branches in the copse shook.

“Let me go!” Menue cried.

“Not yet!” Yolu shouted back. “Not...yet.”

I tried to sit, beg for Bawz to stop, but the cold in my palm spread through my body with alarming speed. By then the two guards stood over me. Quick blows from the butts of their spears left me flat on my back. The third guard, rubbing his temple and breathing hard, joined them a moment later. He glared as he recovered his spear.

The paralyzing cold seeped into my joints. I breathed in shallow gasps–all I could manage. Even blinking was a struggle.

But my hearing remained unimpaired.

Bawz’s scream carried across the buffer. The way it choked off at the end told when the chorloch stung her. Now it would be cocooning her.

Bawz!

The chains squeezed with a violence I’d not felt in a long time.

Menue shoved the guards aside and fell to the grass beside me. She leaned across my chest, putting her body between them and me. “Leave him be!”

Stite and the remaining triplets appeared a moment later. Beneath her scars, Yolu looked gleeful, while the clean one–what had Yolu called her? Jeko?–sneered down at me. Stite wore a huge smile.

“He’s learned his lesson, I think,” he said. “Do as she says. Leave him be.”

“The chorloch has to feed,” Jeko said without emotion. “It cocooned the lure, but it won’t eat dead flesh. What else were we to use?” She shook her head then disappeared.

Menue twisted to look up at her. “You could’ve found another herd beast!” When she bent back toward me, tears ran down her cheeks. “I promised she’d be safe.”

“Then you’re the fool for it,” Jeko replied. From the sound, she was walking away.

Her scarred sister bent toward me. “We must perform our duty.” She wiped a sleeve across her wet lips. “Today, all have done well.” She cackled before straightening and following Jeko.

Menue seemed on the verge of saying something back, but kept her teeth clenched.

Stite watched them walk away. “It was not your place to safeguard the prisoner, Fixer. Concern yourself with only your duties from now on. Figure out why half the equipment’s still not working and get it operating.” He centered his scowl on me. “Think hard before you try to interfere in matters not of your concern again, Raptori. I’m forgiving, to a point. Don’t threaten my profit.” With a final smile, he departed.

A moment later, a flying carpet rose into view then sped toward the complex.

Menue bent low and touched her forehead to mine. “Oh, Maels, I’m so sorry. I should’ve known. I should’ve done more! I’m so sorry.” She collapsed against me, shaking as she cried.

The cold seeped deeper into me. I managed a choking sound.

She leaned away and wiped her cheeks. “It’s okay, you’ll be okay. The venom will lose its hold in a few minutes. You’ll be able to move then. Just keep breathing. You’ll recover.”

An itch spread beneath the cold. A distant buzz penetrated my joints as my body fought the venom.

“It’s diluted chorloch stinger venom. The guards smear it on all of their blades. When you cut yourself...” She calmed. “I’ve never heard of it leaving lasting damage. You should be fine. Keep breathing. That’s it.”

As the cold subsided, the itch intensified.

She leaned back and lifted my injured hand. “Oh.” She dug a cloth from a pocket. One-handed, she wrapped the cloth around my palm. “It doesn’t look deep. Just a graze. All it takes, though.”

Growled laughter floated from behind us.

Remaining on her knees beside me, she turned. “Leave! You’ve done enough already!”

“I owe him,” one growled. “Step aside, Fixer.” His mocking tone made the others laugh. He approached within my line of sight as I looked up over my forehead.

Menue plucked a small silver object from her belt and flung it at the guard. His spear shook as a small, four-pointed throwing star appeared in the wood between his hands. Menue produced a second, pinching it between her fingertips. “Leave. Now!”

The Rau stopped, glanced down at the star, then back at her. He twisted the star from his spear shaft. “You’re lucky this hit where–”

“Luck had nothing to do with it!” She cocked her arm. “Go! All of you.”		

The guard considered then flung the throwing star into the grass. “This isn’t over, Raptori. And as for you, Fixer, your sisters can’t protect you all the time.” Walking backwards, he retreated out of sight.

The two guards with him burst into laughter. He mumbled under his breath, and the laughter increased. They walked off.

Shuddering, Menue put her second star away. She bent to retrieve her first and dropped it in a pocket. Then she leaned over me again. “It’s okay. They’re gone,” she whispered, her breath shaky. She stayed over me, eyes closed, still crying, rubbing my chest. “It’s okay.”

Minutes passed. Throughout my body, the cold ebbed. Breathing came easier. The itching in my joints strengthened. Still, I felt too weak to move. 

She removed the cloth, now dark with my blood. “The cut has scabbed over. No, don’t move your fingers. Still looks wet.”

As if I could.

“That foul watchman,” she said in a low, angry voice. “He was supposed to protect her. Not let it get her. I’m going to see him punished!”

I thought about her odd use of “it,” both now and when Bawz was shedding her clothes. She clearly meant the daerling, but the creature hadn’t been anywhere in sight. Of course, she had a disconcerting habit of disappearing. She could be out here, hiding... “No,” I whispered. “Not his fault. Bawz...”

“You think Bawz did this? To herself?” She shook her head. “It was Kliq. It forced Bawz into the corral.” She sighed. “The creature’s skill with ux is about as terrible as mine, but it can do two things well. It can hide in plain sight–but when it’s holding still, it’s helpless. And it can project its will into another. Doing so leaves it vulnerable, but its hiding skill protects it.”

I breathed deep. The itching in my torso diminished. It intensified in my limbs, particularly where I’d gashed my palm. Movement would have eased the irritation, but if I could move, I wouldn’t need the healing. “What?” I croaked.

“Kliq can take control of other creatures. Animals, brigants, humans.” She looked down at me. “You. Oh. We better protect you.” She sat up, her good hand on her injured shoulder. “I’d do it if I had any real ability. Maybe Yolu...”

Right. Like I’d let her anywhere near my mind. Or Jeko.

Suddenly everything Menue had been saying regarding “it” for Kliq and “her” for Bawz made sense. Kliq’s words back in the complex also crystallized. Doing my duty, she’d said. mentioning the chorloch would need to feed, according to her mother–presumably Yolu, who’d been here at the corral.

In fact, everyone at the corral had been expecting Bawz.

Someone–Stite, Yolu–had given Kliq explicit instructions to bring Bawz to the corral. Easier that way than dragging Bawz out kicking and screaming. Of course, they could’ve cut her with a spear to deliver her to the beast. Eventually the venom would’ve worn off, and Bawz would’ve tried to flee. Maybe the chorloch would have ignored her, giving her a chance to escape. But carrying her into the corral would have placed others unnecessarily at risk.

Having Kliq take control and simply walk Bawz into the corral made much more sense.

Then Boon’s actions popped into my head. Had he not gotten close enough to T’reth to drop that sticky null-laden towel over her head, Stite’s expedition would have failed right then. Kliq couldn’t have tried it herself–both T’reth and I would’ve reacted quicker, probably stopped her. But using someone we both recognized as a friend gave Kliq that extra moment of indecision. Kliq had appeared out of nowhere after I inadvertently killed Boon.

No! She’d been in the antechamber all along!

I remembered turning as movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention. I’d seen something not right along the rock wall. What about earlier? That child running into the woods? Then when I dropped to the forest floor–I saw movement while puushing above the trees. That must’ve been Kliq, too. I’d probably dropped right on top of her but never noticed. Neither had that squirrel.

Hell, may as well blame her for that slaughtered bear, too. She must’ve had to eat. I doubted she could’ve snuck food from Boon’s limited inventory without his noticing.

But that meant Kliq had been with T’reth’s expedition from the start.

Could they really have failed to notice? They and the Kerkuud? How did Kliq get into position to be with the expedition, even in hiding? T’reth mentioned Nassara spies had penetrated the Guild before.

Maybe the Guild had a larger problem with security than it realized.

“Kliq,” I said, my voice stronger now. “You’re right. That creature is dangerous.”

“We’ll figure out some way to protect you from her. Can you sit up?”

I bet T’reth could protect me. “I’ll need a hand.”

She helped me up. I faced the corral. “Holy shit!” I flinched at the chorloch standing at the fence, less than ten feet away.

It raised its torso above the crossbeams and looked down on us. Its claws moved up and down, leaving yellow smudges where they brushed the containment field. White strands of what might have been webbing hung from the bulge in front of the underlegs like snot from a toddler’s nostril. The smell of its dirty, matted fur hung in the air.

Menue breathed sharp then relaxed. “We’re safe. It can’t get through the containment field.”

I spent time catching my breath and calming my frenzied heartbeat. The chorloch bobbed slightly, maybe even leaned closer. Only Menue’s hand on my shoulder kept me from scrambling away. “Shit. Shit!”

“We’re safe,” she said again, softly.

“I’ve... I’ve never been so close to one without having to fight for my life. Frick! They sure do stink.”

She laughed. “Wait until there’re more of them. You’ll wish to be back with just the one.”

“I seriously doubt that.”

While I saw nothing in the way of eyes anywhere on the beast’s front lobe, we spent minutes staring at each other. It bobbed lightly. Its claws opened and closed, leaving yellow smears in the air. I shifted to a more comfortable position as the last of the venom surrendered its hold. Being so close to the beast’s sheer menace left me shaky.

“I think I want be somewhere else,” I said finally.

Menue answered with a yawn. “Oh. I’m not used to this heat.” Her forehead was again slick with sweat, 

“Let’s head back inside.”

“Come. Stand with me.”

She helped me to my feet, where I discovered the venom hadn’t quite dissipated. Instead of easing with movement, the itching in my joints flared harder.

“Shit.” I straightened and steadied myself. “Hurts to move.”

“You did take a nasty fall after slamming into the containment spell.” She positioned her good shoulder beneath mine. I felt bad about that but without her help, I couldn’t remain upright.

I thought about puushing, but churning nausea warned against it. “Ugh! I need to lie down for a while.”

“And I have so much to do still. Our communication network remains inoperative. But the central hub should have self-repaired by now, at least. Can you make it back to your room?”

With her help, I turned to the distant complex entrance. “Might take a while.”

It did. I switched sides when I could finally bear my own weight, to protect her injured shoulder from the brigants. Once inside the complex, where the traffic thinned, she switched back, wrapping her good arm behind me and resting her head against my chest. Finally, we staggered down the corridor to my room.

I collapsed onto my bed and kicked off my shoes. “Damn. I just want to sleep until tomorrow if I can.” The itching was gone, but I ached all over–probably more a mental than physical reaction to my traumas. I threw my overshirt across the room. Someone had brought in a pitcher of water and a cup. I poured myself a drink, soothing my nausea, then one for Menue.

She drank then sat beside me, adjusting the gadgets hanging at her hips. “Maels?”

As she looked up in the afternoon light, I saw in her the same youth I’d seen in Larrika at our last meeting. “Yeah?”

“I’m sorry about Bawz.”

“I know. You did try to stop her. Yolu held you back. If not for that...” I sighed. “And you protected me from those guards. Thank you. I mean it.”

Her gaze dropped to her shoes. “Enough people were hurt already.”

“Will you be all right? Your arm, I mean. You need help with your fixing?”

“I’ll be all right.” She stood. “Once I figure out what’s interfering with the power grid, Stite should be happy enough. I better run my checks and make sure the other stuff is still stable.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

“I’ll try to stop by later.”

“Don’t get into any more trouble over me.”

“I won’t.”

She paused at the doorway. “Someone should be by to bring you to the dinner with Stite. It’ll be after sunset.”

“I’ll be ready.”

She raised a fold into the door. Then I was alone.
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NAMES AND faces jumbled my mind when I roused. In the window-screen, a layer of clouds darkened the dusk sky. I eased from the bed. Boot steps, hammering, sawing, and muffled conversation floated through my room’s lowered fold–the work outside work had moved inside.

Someone–probably Menue–had delivered a fresh pitcher of water and a small plate of thin white crackers. They left the fold down when they’d departed.

I was thankful to be alone. I needed time. My past demanded attention. Memories had settled, with perhaps too much crystallization.

In undershirt and pants, I left for the bathroom–or wash stall, as Bawz called it. Smells of sawdust and gyum hung in the warm air. Small bits of wood and grit poked my bare feet. Brigants gave curious looks, too busy to do much else. I passed a pair of guards at one point, but they too threw only quick glances. Did they know what had happened at the corral? How fast did word spread through a camp like this? Certainly, they brought tech to facilitate communications.

Hadn’t Menue mentioned a problem with that part of their equipment?

Despite the changes in the corridors, the wash stall Bawz took me to earlier remained in place–I half-expected it to be a storeroom by now. Someone removed the extra supplies, leaving only those previously opened along with clean towels. I entered, swept the curtain closed, then took care of business.

The prominent name and face in my thoughts turned out to be the person who pulled me from the rubble of my home and adopted me. Dell. He was a Collef, with white whiskers and a bob of hair that arced from his otherwise bald forehead back over his scalp, cockatoo-style. He’d forsaken having a family when younger in lieu of his devotion to the League of Cells. A senior ambassador when he found me, he rose to the rank of Cellmaster two years later when the league placed him in charge of a discovery cell established on Earth.

Throughout, he raised me as his own. In return, I devoted myself to the path of a warden. I could think of no better way to repay him, and no better life for the Skein’s last Raptori. While difficult, the path represented duty, sacrifice, and loyalty to an honorable cause. Dell carefully ensured my exposure to a variety of possible paths, but a warden’s best matched my skills and ambitions.

I stripped and washed at the sink, enjoying my recollections.

Typical for a discovery cell, Earth Cell had been small, with Dell, three senior wardens, and a coven of a dozen witchen. Each of their faces swam in my memories as I recalled standing at their sides, accomplishing tasks, solving pesky problems, protecting Earth from the Skein–and vice versa–until a determination was made on granting Earth admission as a low-world. Larrika, one of the coven’s youngest. Witchen Intix, in charge of the ux-metal project. Others. A family of amphibious Eidahards who worked with Dell previously and served as the cell’s housekeepers; a pleasant bunch who taught me kitchen skills as I struggled with my other duties.

More fondly, I focused on my fellow wardens. Old, beagle-like Ehr Rhee, Dell’s close friend. A tough taskmaster, quick with her blade. I’d learned the most from her about fighting.

Ehs Dane, capable with any weapon in a warden’s arsenal but far more skilled in logistics and planning, deciphering problems, and determining how best to see them resolved. He taught me how to organize and complete missions through vision, critical thinking, and thoroughness useful in my personal life as well.

Elderly Crath, a Collef, older than Dell, Earth Cell his final assignment with the League. The schmoozer, the negotiator, the smooth-talker. Spending time with him, listening to his stories, his philosophies on life, his recollections of missions past, was the most fun. He often accompanied Dell on ambassadorial missions to other worlds, to blunt Dell’s edges. Watching them work together deepened my appreciation for the powers of negotiation and compromise. Sometimes they secured what the League wanted. Other times not. They made certain, though, that I learned from each mission.

Those six years returned as clear now as when they’d happened. My time with the cell had defined me. I had them to thank for my life. Tears and emotions spilled out. I didn’t care who heard. Being the sole survivor of a dying race came with a terrible burden of guilt. Each member of the cell in their own way helped me through and gave me the strength to press forward. I learned again to appreciate life and planned for a future long and bright. The average Raptori life spanned more than three centuries. I had time to master my path and leave my mark in the Archives. With the graciously given help of Dell and my fellow wardens, I aimed my life so the Skein would remember my kind long after we vanished from the strands.

The recollections ended abruptly about eight weeks after Larrika helped me open my mind to my ux-metal. Though I was the last to let it in, I became the most proficient in its use. I bent mine to my will and pushed it to its limitations. In the end, when I trained with my fellow wardens on the weapon of the day, I often left my ux-metal in its box in my room, to keep things equal. Witchen Intix said my puush organs, which drew on the ux for their power, probably gave me that distinct advantage. Who was I to argue?

Dressed again, I pulled at my recollections, hoping to discover more. The last, a fragment, involved me and Ehr Rhee alone in the cell, with even the coven absent for a... A reason unclear. Only twelve-year-old Larrika and Tatray, a teenaged witchen, remained. Ehr Rhee and I were in the gym, sparring with blades–more to pass the time than anything else. Ehr Rhee wore her ux-metal gauntlet. I’d left mine in my room. I brimmed with confidence, knowing by then I could stand toe-to-toe with her–

Sharp squeezes warned me against pulling harder.

One certainty emerged, and I studied my forearms as the realization took hold. That second gauntlet I’d worn for the past hundred years had been hers.

How did Larrika and I end up alone on Earth? What happened to the cell?

More sharp squeezes followed, with the pain lingering. Evidently, those were considerations for another time.

Satisfied, I turned my thoughts away. I knew now who I was, and why. I walked the path of a warden charged with protecting Earth, a duty I worked hard to earn. A responsibility I kept to this day.

I could spend days marveling at my recollections. I treasured good times and bad, happy days blending seamlessly with those less so. Moments ending in disappointment gave way to celebrations of success and triumph, on Earth and elsewhere. I enjoyed a strong life during those six years, where I thought the future looked even brighter.

Back in my room, I found Menue sitting on the edge of the mattress. She’d brightened the globes to a warming glow. Clouds hid the stars. Outside lights cast harsh illumination. Noises inside and out told that the bustle remained heavy.

She smiled. “There you are.” Her lower eyelids were puffy and tiny wrinkles grooved the corners of her eyes and lips. Her forehead wound remained an angry red. She’d removed her heavier outer robe. A thinner white one draped lightly over a blue undershirt beneath.

I ran my fingers through my still-damp hair as I sat beside her. “Needed to freshen up.”

“I figured you might. You napped well?”

“Well enough. More memories have settled. I’m familiar now with who I am, thanks to you.”

She smiled. “That’s good, Maels.”

“Some memories are still locked away, but I hopefully won’t need your sisters poking around in here.” I tapped my temple.

“Stite will be happy to hear that. He has them working hard enough as it is. The portal’s giving Yolu so many problems.”

“It’s still misbehaving?”

“Very much so, from what I hear.”

“How about you? Figure out what’s been giving your equipment problems?”

She sighed. Her good shoulder sagged. “I’ve ruled out any problems on our end. It’s not the equipment. Do you know anything about this Collapse that happened so long ago? Were electromagnetic dampening weapons deployed? Does that sound familiar?”

Before I could think, my back mind clenched. I grunted, shoulders tensing. “Ugh! Maybe. But the chains don’t want me remembering, I think.”

“Sorry. But... That must be it. I don’t know what else. Gonau might have, but...” She looked out the window-screen. “I wonder if it’s up there. Circling.”

“Circling?”

She circled a fingertip in the air. “Around the planet. Like the moon, only not so far.”

A word jumped from the murk. “Oh! You mean like a satellite. In orbit.” With the word, memories followed, of a time before the Collapse. Just snippets. Glimpses. I told her what I remembered. “All that tells me that long ago, the Earth was advanced in their technological level.”

Eyes widening, Menue nodded throughout my recollections. At the end, she smiled. “Yes! That makes sense. If those cat-warriors came to conquer Earth, they’d have brought counter-technology. The best place for that would’ve been in orbit–planetary coverage.” She stood, kissed her fingertips, then pressed them to my cheek. “Thank you, Maels! Now I know where to look and what to look for!”

“Glad I could help.”

“With modifications, our receivers should be able to–” She abruptly stopped. Her eyes shifted to the window-screen. After a moment, her shoulder sagged again. “Jeko says one of the fabricators is acting up again. I have to go.”

“I understand. Duty and all that.”

“Acht! Don’t say it like that. I hear it every time someone says duty. That’s all the little monster cares about.”

“You mean Kliq?”

She nodded. “I wish Yolu had never brought that abomination home. It’s been nothing but... Well, I think it’s changed her.”

I waved fingers about my face. “Is that what caused all her..?”

“Kliq? No, all that came before.”

“Why aren’t you a witchen like them?”

“Just lucky, I guess.” She chuckled then shrugged her good shoulder. “I never could get the whole connecting-with-the-ux thing. I can feel it, but that’s about it. They picked up on it right away. Oh, and don’t call them witchen. They’re weavers. For us, the Skein is the Tapestry. We work the threads, not the strands.”

I nodded. “Separates you from all things Guild.”

“Something like that.”

“You’re glad you’re not a weaver?”

“It’s... Ever since they became weavers, my sisters have...changed. And not for the better. At first it sounded like fun. Work the ux doing important things. Jeko took to it the first day. Yolu surprised the instructors with her strength and focus.” She waved her good hand over the left side of her face. “Even after the accident, she remained so strong. While I... I couldn’t even manage the simplest of tasks. Even the muxal...” She tapped a shoe on the floor.

“You handled yourself pretty well with those throwing stars.”

That earned me a smile. “Stite insisted we train with his guards. I’m better at throwing things than being a weaver. Better at anything than being a weaver. I specialized in systems architecture and repair.” She patted a gadget clipped to her belt.

“How long have they been weavers?” I asked, curious about her age.

“Coming up on eight years now. We’ve worked for Stite ever since. He funded our educations.”

“So, you’re...what? About eighteen years old?”

“Twenty.” Her age translated after a slight delay.

I pointed. “You brightened the globes. And manipulated the muxal.”

She sighed. “Anyone can do that. Even you. It’s not real ux manipulation. More like heavy thought.”

I grunted. Did she know I could work muxal? I hadn’t manipulated any since Stite arrived. Does Kliq know? She hadn’t mentioned it in the antechamber. But she had seen me with a gauntlet out in the woods. Huh. “How did your sisters change?”

“Jeko became...distant. Withdrawn. She goes days now without saying a word. And the way she looks at people... It’s concerning. Before, she was very engaging. We sang songs.

“Yolu hears voices in her head. She’s said as much, and I’ve heard her talking back. She’s not above weaving spells that do little but hurt people. Before those lessons, she was the gentlest soul, would never hurt a–” Her word failed to translate, but in my foremind I saw a ladybug. “She got worse after the accident. Then that...abomination came along.” She shuddered.

Then her gaze darted to the window-screen again. “All right, I’m coming!” She shook her head. “I must go. They need the fabricator running.”

“What about me?”

“Jeko says you’re to wait here until someone comes. You’re to share latemeal with Stite and his executives. It shouldn’t be too long.”

“Will you be there?”

“I’ve too much work.” She stopped in the entrance. “Jeko wants me to raise the fold. You’re not to wander around.”

“That’s fine, Menue. Don’t get in trouble on my account.”

“Can I visit you later?”

“Of course. Let me know how it goes with those pesky problems.” My smile came naturally and felt good. “I enjoy talking with you.”

Her cheeks darkened slightly. “I enjoy it too.”

“Well, then.”

She smiled, then squinted and gestured. A moment later, a muxal fold slammed up. Fwam! Dust fell from small cracks in the ceiling and pebbles rattled down. I frowned. That hadn’t been smooth at all! The pebbles especially worried me. Could she try too hard and bring the ceiling down?

Could I?

Her revelations about her sisters worried me more. Larrika’s warnings about weavers, about the dangers of working ux long after birth, echoed in my backmind. Could they be insane, or well on their way?

All the more reason not to trust any of them. Or ally myself to one side. Not until I knew more. Remembered more. Could do more.

If I had the time...

While Stite’s plans for Earth sounded more palatable than the Oladi’s, the thought of two insane weavers let loose on a helpless, struggling humanity seemed just as bad as the chorloch infestation. Though the memory remained behind the chainwall and thinking about it earned me squeezes, I believed a single weaver was responsible for Earth’s enormous damage. I didn’t know why or when, but after listening to Menue, the conviction I’d encountered an insane weaver before stuck hard.

The death toll continued to mount–Medic. Slobber. The convoy.

Boon. Bawz.

Helplessness and failure swirled through me. Bawz’s death hit hard. I’d known something bad was going to happen. I’d failed trying to save her. Maybe I should have done more before walking out to the corral with Menue. Even Menue had been worried.

I should’ve done more.

I failed Bawz, but I can still do right by the rest of humanity. I could help rid Earth of chorloch. The Oladi wanted to burn them away, along with everything else. Stite wanted to corral breeding stock and eliminate the rest. That exposed humanity to his predations, left it at the mercy of him and his weavers.

I had to find a third way, where the chorloch were destroyed and humanity was safe from both the Nassara and the Oladi. Then I could do right by Bawz. And Medic, and Slobber, and all the rest.

It seemed hopeless. I was alone, not at my best, caught between two powerful forces at war with each other. Their battle had spilled onto Earth–for a second time, I was sure. Humanity was still recovering from the first. My actions now would decide its fate.

My duty, writ large.

But too much emotion weighed on me. Too much loss, too much worry over my situation, and a deepening dread about the course of the next few days. I also suffered gnawing despair over T’reth and her fellows. No matter their plans, they did not deserve to be bled dry. No one deserved that. Even Larrika had been aghast at the idea. Her, I knew I could trust.

Beneath it all lurked those hissed whispers. I still didn’t know what they meant, the threat they represented. Thinking of them earned me squeezes. I only knew of the two recent instances, but like with other memories skimming my awareness, they portended...great danger.

Perhaps they were the grave danger Larrika alluded to.

Right now, there’s little I can do about the big stuff. Deep breaths helped me regain control. Set it aside. Focus on what you can control.

I sat on my bed. What could I control? Leaning forward, elbows on knees, I stared at the muxal beneath my feet. I could work T’reth’s shiny muxal. What about this dark-gray stuff? While I was locked away with T’reth after the attack, the muxal had been hard to grasp, slippery in a way I’d never encountered. Maybe it was time to make another, more focused attempt. I’d overcome similar difficulties with my gauntlets.

Touching it left a ghostly impression in my foremind, above and behind my right eye. I focused. It felt out of tune, like a radio station one notch off on the dial–radio. Another pre-Collapse concept. I raised my heels to see if the sensation changed with only my toes touching. Altering the amount of contact did little to shift the muxal’s queerness. It felt...empty.

I reached for the impression, trying to wrap mental fingers around it. While it remained in focus, it refused to be corralled. I eased away, wondering if I was trying too hard. Again, it slipped through my grasp.

Well, shit. It shouldn’t be this tricky. Maybe this is why Larrika brought me back to when I first opened myself to the ux-metal. She probably wanted me to remember my gauntlets, how to use them. Are those lessons applicable here?

I frowned at the gray floor. What am I doing wrong? Then I shifted gears. What am I doing right?

The muxal hovered in the usual spot in my foremind. I just couldn’t wrap my focus around it. Maybe I don’t need to. Maybe I should just tell it to do something.

I thought a simple cylinder of muxal up from the floor, like the one T’reth had extruded the previous morning.

The floor bubbled, then a formless bulge rose from the smoothness.

I jerked my feet up. “Whoa!” The muxal presence in my mind evaporated. Laughing to myself, I returned my feet to the floor. The presence reformed. “Focus this time.”

After several attempts, I extruded a crisp, knee-high cylinder in the flicker of a thought. With each effort, my control crystallized. I realized what was missing–the intimacy I’d felt with my gauntlets and the Oladi muxal. Nor could I feel anyone else’s presence.

The gray metal was just...there. A cheaper, dirtier variant of the Oladi batch.

I lifted my feet from the floor. The muxal touch in my mind disappeared. If I can’t feel anyone else, I’m sure they can’t feel me. So it’s probably safe to use T’reth’s little trick.

Lying on my belly, I touched fingertips to the muxal and extruded a thin sliver an inch long and needle-wide, about the size of the other sliver. I placed it on my left palm, in case it might interfere with the muxal in my right.

Now, how did T’reth get it in so easily?

Bracing myself, I poked one tip into my skin then thought the sliver into a quick jab. It punched into my palm. “Ow! Shit!” Clenching my jaw, I focused on the bit of muxal still above the skin and thought it into position between the bones in my hand. A burn marked every movement. “Ow! Ow!” Finally, it settled into place. My healing itch stopped minutes later.

In my mind the second muxal presence, distinct from the first, awaited.

I glanced at the floor near the fold. Snik! A razor-edged extrusion sprang to waist height. Fwik! The floor returned to its unblemished smoothness.

I filled with immense satisfaction. A weapon was just a thought away. If I ventured outside, I could sneak some with me. Given my proficiency and my puush ability... This might even things out.

My fellow wardens had insisted I spar without my gauntlet.

These Rau, if they tried anything...

Should I take some with me now? Hide it under my clothes? I debated then decided not to reveal my secret. The muxal lay all over, should I need any.

Jeko arrived a short time later. The fold fell into the floor without a sound.

“Put these on. Knock when you’re done.” She offered me a stack of clean, pressed clothing and light-tan shoes, then returned to the corridor. The fold slammed home with a sharp whack without a cascade of dust or dislodged pebbles.

Some of my good mood disappeared. I might be able to take on the Rau. But Jeko and Yolu...

I changed. Everything fit better. No patched holes, all the buttons snug on their threads, and the shoes’ soft leather hugging my feet rather than squeezing. Even the colors, a crisp, sharp tan and burgundy, suggested luxury–I couldn’t recall seeing the colors on any brigants. The colors leaned more toward Stite’s status.

I knocked. Jeko lowered the fold. I joined her in the corridor.

“What’s on the menu?”

She glared then turned and walked off. “Food. And drink.”

“Sounds tasty.” I followed in silence. No point in antagonizing her. It struck me as odd that she could look so much like Menue yet present so differently. At least Yolu, with her disfigurements, had a reason for her differences.

We wove through the busy brigants toward twelve o’clock. More dorms cramped the wider corridors but without impeding traffic. The smell of fresh-cut wood and syrupy gyum hung thick, as did an underlying stink of cooking food, wastes, and unwashed bodies. The flow of warm air remained constant. Rectangles lit the way. A pair of brigants strung wires and thick white cables high along the walls.

We entered the inner ring and walked halfway around to six o’clock. The corridors were quiet, free from brigant bustle, but no less bright or warm. Muxal gave way to rock in places, though such gaps were only two or three paces across.

Thick rockwood panels split the large portal antechamber lengthwise, with the larger division spanning two-thirds of the chamber’s width. There, workers on scaffolding installed a series of small metal rods along the ceiling. In the narrower corridor, two of the three storage room folds stood to either side of a wide wooden door braced with muxal bars. Jeko twisted the central handle and pulled. The door creaked open, swinging on actual hinges.

I followed her into the room. “Old school.”

“It works.”

A thought struck me. “Or I bet you and Yolu don’t want to be bothered every time a worker wants to go through a folded doorway. I bet Stite himself can’t work your muxal. So a door makes sense. Ih?”

She frowned. “Tread lightly, Raptori. I can do far more with the muxal than cover floors or make fancy shapes.”

I know. I saw what you set up for T’reth and her fellow witchen. I clenched my jaw.

The storage rooms had been joined together. Stite and three others stood around a paper-covered table at the far end, each holding a glass of amber liquid. Colored maps were pinned to a wall. Vibrant tapestries hung elsewhere. In the far corner, two recliners faced a low couch with a table in between. Another couch divided that sitting area from an adjacent dining area complete with a large table and chairs of polished wood. A fan mounted near the ceiling oscillated back and forth. Vanilla-scented candles burned in sconces on tables and stands along the walls. Muxal beams crossed the ceiling, and shaggy carpet covered the floor. On the table, crystal glittered.

Despite the rock walls and low ceiling, here, I might forget I was deep inside a mountain for a while.

My benefactor, the tallest in the room, raised his glass. “Ah, the Raptori. Good, good. Come, share a glass of prut before we dine. It cleanses the palate.”

I wound my way around the near table, counting out the number of settings being arranged on the dining table by a pair of older, well-dressed brigants. Crisp tan linen lay atop the table’s dark wood. The silverware being laid beside the plates sparkled beneath the bright globes mounted to a small chandelier. Ornate wooden chairs sat before each setting, with tan cloths draped over the armrests. Seven. Those four, the two weavers, me. Only one not here is Yolu. Huh. Could be cozy.

Jeko jerked out the chair at the dining table’s end, away from the group, and sat with one knee atop the other. She closed her eyes. The tip of her shoe bobbed as though she listened to music. The two brigants worked around her. Finished, they quietly banged their way through a swinging door in the wall.

Atop a smaller, linen-covered table along the door, empty stands clustered in a buffet-style setup.

As I approached, Stite offered a glass shaped to accommodate Rau snouts, with a tapered spout poking from one side. “There’s a hint of spice, but it’s rather mellow. Enjoy!”

I took the glass and looked down at the amber liquid sloshing within. Jovially, I asked, “How much is this going to cost me?”

He and the others laughed. “The price is your company, and welcome it is.” He tapped a nail to the side of his glass. The others followed suit. Then they drank.

Cautiously, I sipped prut from the spout-free side of the glass. The amber liquid carried a soothing, fruity taste with a hint of pepper, and cooled the back of my throat. I drank a full mouthful as they had done. “Ih, that is pretty good.”

“Maels Raptori, allow me to present my esteemed colleagues. Lahad, Leysah, and Venrik Caultooth, my younger siblings and closest friends.” He indicated each with his glass. “Also the three Ls of my operation–logistics, livestock, and lashes.”

They wore crisp tailored clothing, with nothing to indicate rank other than fur groomed and combed to a sheen. Lahad and Leysah looked like smaller, thinner versions of their older brother. Venrik, clearly the youngest, had considerable growth ahead of him. He alone wore knives at a belt low on his waist. From that, I assumed lashes meant he oversaw the guards. 

“Pleasure to greet you, finally,” Lahad said, offering a hand palm down with fingers bent. I extended my hand bent in a similar fashion, and she bumped her knuckles to mine. She smiled wider than the others.

“I look forward to hearing your story,” Leysah said as we bumped knuckles as well.

“Glad you recovered from your spear cut,” Venrik said, smirking.

“Tut-tut, Vene,” Stite chided. “He didn’t understand. Best to let it rest.”

“Of course.” The young Rau bowed slightly. “No offense intended.”

Keeping my expression neutral, I raised my glass. “None taken.” The manner of Bawz’s death still rankled, especially since, as Menue said, they could’ve used a herd animal. It seemed more that Stite was tidying up loose ends.

As a warden of Earth Cell, my sworn duty was to protect humanity. Bawz may not have been born on Earth, but she’d been human. My failure would sting for a long time.

“Have your memories settled?” Lahad asked. “Menuebrix says you’ve made progress recovering some of what you lost.”

“Not lost, more like chained away,” I said. “And yes, right now I’d say I’ve remembered a good majority of my early years. There are still sizable gaps. I feel grounded, though, certain of who I am.”

Leysah shivered. “I can’t begin to fathom what that must be like, unable to remember my own life. What crime have you committed that calls for such punishment?”

I shrugged. “That’s still chained away, unfortunately. But I’ve been assured from someone I trust it was all for my own protection. It’s not punishment.”

“Really?”

“She’s left messages in my mind, to help guide me through the remembering process. No harm was ever intended.”

Venrik sipped his prut. “How long have you been on Earth, then? Since the loss of the discovery cell, some ten decades ago?”

His yips ended before the translation spell made them clear in my mind. His tone suggested I was responsible for that loss. I clenched my jaw a moment.

“That would be my guess. I do remember I was a warden trainee at Earth Cell. I traveled here with the cellmaster when the cell was first established. Spent the following six years preparing for the warden academy.”

Lahad’s furry eyebrows bunched. “Six years? I’m no historian, but that number sounds high. If I recollect, such preparations lasted four years. By then, one knew if one was ready for the hardships of a warden’s life or not.”

Warnings squeezed my backmind. I clenched my jaw, trying not to let the pain show. Eyes remaining closed, Jeko grunted, scowled, and shifted.

I said, “I’m still unclear as to the circumstances for so long a wait. Part of me believes I was headed for one of the academies, but any clear recollection remains chained away, for whatever reason.” I sipped prut to hide my lingering pain.

Venrik pointed his glass. “Perhaps Jekobrix could help. She’s always up for a good challenge.” We turned. Jeko opened her eyes and stared back impassively.

“Whuh, that one has a look most lifeless,” Leysah whispered. “Why’d you bring her, Stite? She was doing fine at Kep-Selles.”

His eyebrows rose. “She’s a student of the air arts. Waste of talent, her working in the mines. She’s much more valuable here.”

Venrik scoffed. “We sure didn’t king a return on that investment. Between lifeless over there and the cripple, we’ve barely a competent weaver altogether. Good thing our investment in the fixer’s paying dividends.”

“Not if she can’t figure out the comm network,” Leysah muttered.

“Nonsense!” Stite replied. “We’ve the other ten weavers elsewhere and kinged our investment with those. One skid from a full class is not so bad a trade. And these two have more than earned their keep here. We’ve the eight chorloch corralled so far and a herd of tul-druds of equal worth on their way. The lures Yolubrix produced have proven irresistible!”

Lahad nodded. “The eight tre-duss penned now represent a solid return. A handful more and we’ll king this whole affair right over.”

“They number more than a mere handful,” Stite said, his voice rising. “A world full! Jeko believes there’s a solid twelve well-bred species scattered on this continent alone.”

“What do you plan to do with them?” I asked, aiming for clarity. “They’re more a menace than anything. I’d rather see them all burned.”

That earned me smiles from the men, scowls from the ladies.

Leysah said, “Still wears the blinders of the Guild, doesn’t he?”

“Tut-tut, my dear,” Stite said. “He lacks knowledge, is all. Once we’ve enlightened him, I’m sure he’ll see our way is king.”

A bell’s ring forestalled my reply.

“First course in one minute,” one of the old serving Rau announced from the doorway near Jeko’s end of the table. New smells hovered in the air: venison, maybe bison, other meats. Peppers, onions, bread. Others I didn’t recognize but were no less tempting.

Heading for the table, Venrik yipped, “Latemeal is served.”

“We’ll continue this discussion later.” Stite draped his arms over his sisters’ shoulders. “For now, our guest has a story to share. A tale of the Tapestry’s last Raptori.” He drew a breath through his teeth. “I, for one, am alive with anticipation!”
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THE MAIN door creaked open as we approached the table.

Like her sister, Yolu had cleaned up for the meal. Metal bands tamed her hair, her robes were washed and pressed, and her leather belt gleamed. Even the rings piercing her eyebrow and cheek sparkled shiny and bright. Counting on her fingers as she entered, she mumbled, “Two days, two days.” She yanked the door shut behind her and focused on Leysah. “Two days and the herd of tul-druds will arrive.”

“Ah. Welcome news. Firm dates are appreciated.” Leysah raised her glass in Yolu’s direction. Then to Lahad: “The corrals should be complete by then?”

Her sister pulled out the chair closest to Jeko. “Here first, then the adjoining valleys.”

A gap split the five settings at one end from the two at the other. Not quite enough room for another setting in between, but there.

Lahad added, “The natural resources of this world are wonderfully malleable.”

“I want the tul-druds in corral five, then,” Stite said.

“I’ll ensure everything is ready.”

“The workers. They complain,” Yolu said, limping to the chair adjacent to her sister. She tipped it back and dragged it out. “They dislike being so close to the Kerkuud.”

Stite settled into the chair beside Lahad. Leysah sat across from him, Venrik to her right, Yolu to her left. I hesitated behind the remaining chair at the head of the table, then drew it out and sat.

The large Rau waved. “Bah! The Kerkuud are harmless. Order the teams to deal.” Beneath the translation spell, irritation lurked in his yips and snaps.

Lahad placed a hand on her brother’s forearm. “They’re here as observers. Let them observe, out of the way, in their silly tent. No need to bother my workers.”

Stite turned toward me. “Have you reservations about the Kerkuud?”

“They seem friendly enough. Awdoo, the leader, I think, carried me down from the mountain when T’reth thought I’d injured myself.”

“Awdoo?” Leysah giggled. “That’s no name, that’s the color of a sick Rau’s—”

“Ahem!” Stite cut her off with a sharp clearing of his throat. “Not before latemeal, my dear.”

Venrik chuckled.

Stite turned back to me. “Would you consider working with them on a small project?”

“Certainly.” My pulse kicked. I wanted to speak with them and see where they stood.

“Nothing too hard, just a small corral past their kuuddin. In case any herds we lure in have sows about to litter. Half the size, a handful of trees. Privacy for the birth. I believe the posts are in place?” He glanced at Lahad.

“If not tonight, then first thing tomorrow,” she replied.

“Excellent.” Back to me, he said, “Crossbeams have been laid out near the posts. Others will be delivered as you work. You and the Kerkuud can lay and lash them down.”

“Sounds like a good day’s work. I’ll be out at the kuuddin at sunrise.”

Stite smiled and straightened in his seat. “There! Everyone can do their part, and everyone’s happy!”

And I can see what help the Kerkuud might offer.

A serving Rau wheeled a gleaming metal cart through the swinging door. The delicious aromas intensified. My mouth watered and my stomach churned. Save for the gristi earlier, I’d not eaten.

On the large side table, the servers laid out pots and platters of food, one course at a time, five courses in all, not including a frozen berry-flavored cream for dessert. We helped ourselves, taking our time at the trays before sitting back down.

Yolu served Jeko, who remained seated the entire meal. She also fetched her sister seconds when Jeko pointed—she’d put down her fork, tend to her sister, and seemed happy to do so. Facing Jeko across the table, I held back a scowl. I couldn’t see Menue treating her crippled sister the same way. From what I saw earlier, Menue cared for Yolu.

Jeko, as Leysah hinted earlier, looked dead inside. She ate mechanically, one forkful after another, expression unchanging. She patted her lips thrice each time she raised her napkin.

They each ate enough for two, probably due to their being weavers—Earth Cell’s witchen had also gorged themselves at times. I stuffed myself as well, as I didn’t know when such a grand feast would come again. The Rau enjoyed full plates, too, making sure to include portions from each prepared dish. It seemed almost a ritual to them.

“Try this, Maels,” Lahad said as we stood near the trays, helping ourselves to more from the second course. She presented me with a fingertip smeared with a light-brown sauce. “It’s hwick. It goes well with that goose meat.” She smiled.

I hesitated. She really wants me to lick her finger? Then I remembered the knuckle-bump we exchanged in greeting. Maybe this was normal for my hosts. I sucked the sauce off her fingertip. Flavors danced across my tongue. “Um, yeah. That is good.”

“Let me add some to your plate.” She spooned a small glob beside my second helping of goose. Her smile broadened. “I’m sure you’ll like it.”

“Thank you.” She lightly brushed my forearm as we returned to our chairs.

The main meats comprised venison, bison, goose, duck, and two types of fish, probably from the lake. Another, served in a flavorful stew, came from Rau-Kine, their home world. They described it as a raccoon-type creature. Few of the side dishes were from Earth. The Rau enjoyed their vegetables steamed but crunchy, their potato-like starches mashed and drenched in a salty green spread, and their noodles firm, at room temperature. Spices and sauces added seasoning. I was encouraged to try them all with everything, especially by Lahad. Some I enjoyed, other not as much. The serving Rau made sure our glasses of prut remained full.

“This world has such interesting tastes,” Leysah said during the third course. “I’m sure there’s a market for much of this. We should consider export licenses.”

Venrik wiped his lips with his napkin. “I don’t know, that last one was a bit gamey for my liking.”

“Let’s get the chorloch operations swinging before trying our hands at the usual sub-ventures,” Lahad added. “But you’re right, Leysah. The food here is delicious! Do you have a favorite, Maels?”

“Huh?” The question surprised me. My favorite Earth food stood last in my line of thoughts. “Well, one of the meals I remember most is breakfast. From my time at Earth Cell. Chicken eggs, pig flank, potatoes, biscuits—all Earth food. Sometimes levids from Felderoth.” Memories of those meals, often with my fellow wardens, hit me hard. I drained my glass of prut.

“Maybe we can sweet-talk the chefs into giving them a try,” Lahad suggested, still smiling at me.

I cleared my throat. “Shouldn’t be too hard, given their amazing work with all this so far.”

Throughout the meal, I told my tale. I hesitated at first, not sure where to begin. Lahad, who was somewhat familiar with my heritage, urged me to start with the Raptori Wipe. Careful not to spoil our meal with gruesome details, I recounted the devastation that left me the Skein’s remaining Raptori. I finished somewhere between the third and fourth courses and segued naturally into my life with Dell, across his final ambassadorial stint, and into his years as cellmaster. I skipped mentioning my ux-metal gauntlets, and finished with an abridged version of the convoy disaster.

The day the Oladi arrived.

Each of my hosts asked questions, even Yolu, who seemed particularly interested in life within the Guild’s coven. Jeko remained silent, but wore a slight smile—either due to the meal or my story. Maybe both. Leysah tried to get me to describe in greater detail the chorloch I faced in the forest, and where that forest might be.

I shrugged. “I didn’t really take a good look at their markings. More interested in surviving. As for where that happened? I’m sure you’ll find it eventually. Look somewhere east for a recent forest fire along the bank of a large river.”

Venrik scratched his forehead, then turned to his brother. “If they set an ambush and threw branches, we’ll have to enhance our guard.”

Stite nodded. “That particular herd may need to go into the northern corrals. The hot springs there can help keep them boxed in should they escape.”

As the servers cleared away the side table, the last of our plates, and topped off our glasses, Stite led the way to the recliners and couches across the room. He gestured me to one of the recliners and claimed the other for himself. Lahad and Leysah snuggled close on one couch, while Venrik and Yolu settled onto the other, each tight against an armrest, a conspicuous gap between them, like at the table. Jeko remained at the table, indulging in a second serving of frozen cream.

Lahad reached beneath the low table and withdrew a small box of polished wood. She lifted the lid, grabbed a pipe from the foam cradle within, then one of three pouches. Her sister sniffed the leather bag.

“Curridall. Good, good.”

“A mellow treat to help settle the meal,” Lahad replied. She tamped a couple pinches of ground leaves from the pouch into the pipe’s bowl, then brought the tip to her mouth while Leysah flicked a lighter over the bowl. A few puffs, and Lahad had the leaves alight. She drew deeply, then offered the pipe to her sister.

Venrik dug a small vial from a pant pocket. He shook it, tilted his head back, and administered two drops of the milky fluid within to each eye. His brother leaned close.

“Headache again?”

Blinking, the small hairs beneath his eyelids turning damp, Venrik screwed the vial shut. “I think it’s pollen in the air. Not so bad, anyway.”

Stite patted his knee. “Let me know if it gets worse.” He kicked off his shoes and rested his feet on a small pillow atop the low table. Handing the pipe back and forth, blowing a floral-scented cloud of smoke off to the sides, his sisters did likewise. Yolu squirmed into a position with her legs crossed beneath her and leaned heavily on a pillow over the armrest. She used a napkin to discreetly wipe her chin.

Pleasantly sated, I removed my shoes, too, and ran my toes through the carpet’s soft shag.

“An utterly compelling tale,” Stite grumbled, “and wonderfully told. I’m sorry about your fellows. Few in the threads know of this. It’s a tale that needs to be saved.”

“I knew not of the Raptori,” Yolu said. She wiped her chin, then sipped her prut through the spout.

“Few have,” Venrik said. “It’s been over a century at least since they passed as a race, present company excluded.” He raised his glass in my direction.

I nodded back. Over a century? Well, damn, it certainly has.

Lahad puffed, exhaled over her shoulder, then handed off the pipe. “It’s so sad. Are there no options for you to have progeny?”

Leysah, leaning against her, nodded. “I wondered that myself.” She clenched the pipe in her teeth but didn’t inhale.

“Not here on Earth,” I said. “And I never heard of any species in the Skein successfully mating with my people.”

“What of cloning?” Venrik asked. “Other methods?”

“The Guild decided against it. Worries that the plague still lurked about. Last I knew, they hadn’t determined what exactly it was and decided it best not to risk another outbreak.” I looked down at my glass, swirling the amber liquid within as the familiar weight of being the last settled on me again. “No, I’m afraid I’m it.”

Stite grunted. “Have you considered where you’ll go when you leave Earth?”

His question surprised me. I straightened with a jolt. Leave Earth?

The idea had...never occurred to me. Even after T’reth and her team arrived. That I actually had a way to leave now, with a portal re-established, might’ve brushed my thoughts. But as for actually leaving? “I...honestly haven’t given that much thought.”

Venrik laughed. “Out of some deep-seated loyalty to a long-dead institution, or..?”

“You’ve no duty to the League of Cells anymore, Maels Raptori,” Stite said. “And I doubt even the Guild would hold you to your sworn oath to watch over this world. Any fair mind in the threads would agree you’ve done your duty.”

My thoughts swirled. Warnings squeezed from my backmind. I forced them aside. I had dedicated myself to defending humanity from the strands. And once a warden, always a warden. All in, all the time. But I never completed my training. Never officially crossed that final demarcation. Even without knowing the secrets still behind the chainwall, I firmly believed I’d failed in that goal.

Leysah lowered the pipe, smoke curling from its bowl. “Besides, what grace have the humans shown you? One of them even sunk an arrow into your leg, to let you burn to death in that forest or get devoured by a chorloch. That’s hardly gratitude. You’ve admitted to aimless wandering these last years. Seems to me the humans will never accept you. Why bother with them anymore?”

I opened my mouth to reply, but the words stuck in my throat. What did I owe humanity anymore? She was right. They’d rejected me at every turn. A chill seeped through me. I didn’t like my train of thought, but couldn’t stop it. The pain at why I’d planned to leave Medic in Basket City struck me. What, indeed?

Stite grumbled, “You’re in a unique position, Maels. You’ve an abundance of skills and experience. Off the top of my head, I can think of a dozen organizations that would embrace you. You can practically write your own ticket.”

“It’s not that simple...” I said hesitantly.

“Why not?” Yolu asked sharply. “The Guild could have come for you sooner. Or the Oladi—in your coven one of their own toiled. They did not. What loyalty do you owe?”

“I don’t think I could just work for the Nassara,” I said. “I mean, you’re here for the chorloch. I’ve seen firsthand what they can do. If they’re dying out, I’m not sure I want to help bring them back.”

Stite lowered his feet and leaned forward. “Valid point. But this world is the exception. Those who use chorlochs know better than to let them run wild the way they have here, for so long. Today’s wranglers practice firm control. And chorloch seldom breed in captivity. It’s unlikely any world would ever be as overrun as Earth.”

“If we didn’t export them, the Oladi or one of their agents would certainly try,” Lahad said.

“The Guild intended to burn Earth to prevent that very thing from happening,” I said. “Ask T’reth—”

Yolu hissed. “She speaks not for the Guild. Speaks more for her race. Shamed they are, at creating the chorloch, so they rid the Tapestry of the beasts. A minority, she and her team are. Highly skewed, whatever she’s told you. Burning the Earth is what the Oladi want, not the Guild.”

Venrik waved his glass. “Look at their operation here. Six witchen and two humans for an operation this significant? Hardly what the Guild would commit to such an important mission. Even one cobbled together on short notice. No, this bears all the marks of a rushed Oladi operation.”

Leysah puffed on the pipe, then handed it to her sister. “What do you really know about them, Maels? Only what they’ve told you. How can you be sure of anything they say?”

“I can’t,” I admitted. “But Larrika believed they meant me no harm.”

“A century ago, maybe,” Venrik said. “A lot has changed.”

Stite asked, “What do you know about the Nassara?”

“Just what I’ve heard since both your groups showed up.” I scowled. “But like with T’reth, how could I believe anything you tell me?”

“Ask around. Ask any brigant. Or—” His ears straightened. “—ask the Kerkuud. They’ve no coin in the conflict. They’ve even dropped in on my operations elsewhere. They simply...observe.”

“Then tell me about the Nassara.” I leaned back. “Tell me your side.”

Stite returned his feet to the pillow. “To start, the Nassara is not a single world, but a coalition of worlds that have come together to arise from the lingering effects of the Pheelm Chaos. You recall that, do you not?”

“Of course. My home world fell victim too, but we recovered centuries ago.”

“With the help of the Guild, most likely. And possibly the then newly established League of Cells.” Stite drained his glass. “Over the centuries, neither of those organizations offered to help what are now called the Non-Aligned Worlds. They trained their attentions on the mid- and low-worlds of the three remaining anchorworlds. Or instead, they sought out new worlds untouched by the Chaos.” Behind the translation spell, his yips sounded sad. “Rau-Kine was once a strong midworld, but it fell into dark times. Even a small coven from the Guild would’ve helped us emerge from that darkness centuries sooner. Just a pinch of assistance would’ve made decades of difference.”

Gesturing with the pipe, Lahad said, “The Nassara have archives from conquered cells, League Halls, and Guild temples that detail numerous opportunities to help fallen worlds. We didn’t gather them directly. Most were offered by societies who joined our coalition. They’re quite clear on decisions made by the leadership of both organizations and the remaining anchorworlds—the Oladi foremost among them. They were intent on keeping the fallen worlds from ever regaining their strength. We’ve even come across a document to a warden academy that lists races to be denied wardenship.”

Their words shook me. This can’t be right. The Guild and League wouldn’t have ignored worlds in trouble. Would they? “Maybe they were afraid of unleashing another Pheelm Chaos.”

“Whatever the reason, they’ve stood in the way of recovery for billions of innocents,” she said. “Unconscionable! It’s almost like they’re lording over their victory in the Chaos.”

“Though no one can say anyone won,” Stite grumbled.

“Their actions led to the current chaos,” Venrik said. “So they caused the very strife they hoped to prevent.”

I said, “It’s been a millennium. One could argue they kept the peace for that long.”

He growled, “True, but what good is peace with so many known to be suffering? The Oladi, through the Guild and the League, simply hoped to keep knowledge of the ux from the Non-Aligned Worlds. That’s the only way their actions can be interpreted.”

Stite said, “At home, brave souls treading dangerous ground found the ux again, though, and rediscovered the threads, some still intact. My ancestors helped lead the way back to civilized life, where my children can grow safe and sure into prosperous futures.”

“We simply wish to regain what was lost to us,” Venrik said. “The Oladi stand opposed. They send their proxies to engage us on multiple fronts. Their witchen fight hard to suppress our weavers, but face a losing battle, which they certainly know. The other two anchor-worlds are less hostile, and even allow trade across the threads to their low-worlds.” He sipped his drink. “Only the Oladi stand firm against us. They say not why. They’ve never offered terms of surrender or called for negotiations. Unfortunately, they inspire enough loyalty on too many worlds. The fighting is bitter.”

“This Venrik knows,” Leysah said. “He protects worlds, much as your wardens did.”

“If they would just leave us be, they’d see we have no ill intent. There’s enough Tapestry for everyone.”

Stite cleared his throat. “We fight simply to survive. Slowly, the Oladi are losing ground and favor. Now that we are better organized, better equipped, and strongly motivated, we’ve not lost a world to their predations for a decade now. The tide is turning in our favor. I believe we will see peace—or at least a well-earned truce—in my lifetime.”

My thoughts continued to swirl. They sounded sincere. And nothing they said sparked any squeezes. But a tug from my chainwall hinted I knew a truth about what they said, that the Oladi had played a role in my locked-away past.

The first gap remaining in my recollections, maybe two Earth weeks long and beginning when Ehr Rhee and I sparred in a near-empty cell, loomed large. My memories past those two weeks had missing spans as well. I remembered nothing of the Oladi in them, or much of anything else about the Skein—they centered on mere survival. When Larrika and I finally settled on the coast of Spain, we eked out a normal enough life. I recalled her aging—that was why her face during the chorloch attack had looked so familiar. Then at some point, she and I agreed to bind all my memories behind chains for my own safety...

I still didn’t know how long ago that had happened. Fifteen, twenty years? More?

I rubbed my temples.“Say you’re all telling the truth. What role do the chorloch play? Why risk it?”

Venrik said, “Despite our advances and our numbers, we can’t be everywhere. Oladi agents continually cause havoc on our guardian worlds. Chorloch help us better protect those areas. They’ve demonstrated that, when used in conjunction with other assets, they’re the best option.”

Lahad adjusted her position as her sister snuggled closer. A cloud of blue-ish smoke hazed the air behind them. “The Oladi use them, too, if you didn’t know. Ask the witchen. They’ll tell you.”

I said, “Menue told me the Oladi created the chorloch.”

She nodded. “That’s not been entirely confirmed, but the evidence does point the blame at their hands. They created a whole slew of creatures and technological devices that have proved ruinous, on too many worlds to count.”

“Some of those within your lifetime,” Stite said.

Hard tugs pulled at the chains. I knew that was true. I remembered my exchange with T’reth about the sub-portal opener, used to get the Kerkuud from the portal chamber to the outside. I knew it from my past, yet T’reth said that was a recent development. When and where would I have come across one except here on Earth before everything fell apart?

I wanted to groan in frustration. Despite all I’d remembered, all I’d regained, the chainwall still hid more than it revealed. “Could I speak to T’reth? I really need to talk to her. Clarify things. This is a lot to take in, especially with everything else.”

Stite said, “That could be arranged. But remember, they are Oladi first, of the Guild second. To be clear, they are enemies. Had they arrived in force, they’d have us in chains.” He looked at Yolu. “In what condition are the witchen?”

“Alive, as intended.” She wiped her lip. “And giving of their witchblood. Jeko and I are using it to manipulate their muxal. Slow it goes, but goes it does.”

“Is your pet helping with that?”

“Her fair share,” Yolu answered. “Remember her role, the dangers she embraced.”

Stite waved a hand. “The risks she took will be remembered and rewarded. But the witchen, are they in condition to talk?”

Yolu hesitated. “They will need to regain their strength. I can slow the harvest, leave them more of their blood. They’ll need a half-day’s recovery.”

“Make it happen. When they’re ready, bring Maels to them, and let them talk undisturbed,” Stite said in a clear, even voice. “Understood?”

From across the room, Jeko hissed. “Mistake. Keep the Raptori away. As a matter of prudence, send him off Earth. His presence here is an unwarranted risk.”

Stite grunted. “If you’ve more to share, you’re welcome to come join us.”

“Said all I need.” She stood and shoved her chair against the table with a thud. “My appreciations for the meal.” She bowed, then left the room, kicking the door shut behind her.

“Bah!” Yolu waved at me. “This one presents little danger. We can control him. Let him meet with the witchen. Late tomorrow. Deep in the dark.”

“She means after sundown,” Leysah said.

“Tomorrow night, then,” Stite said. He looked at me. “Will that do?

Perfect. If I can communicate with the Kerkuud, see where they really stand, maybe I can figure out something for the witchen. I can’t leave them to bleed to death—but I can’t let them burn the Earth. I need...options, dammit!

“It’ll work.” I drank the last of my prut. “Looks like it’s going to be an interesting day tomorrow.”

The two males grunted. “Busy, in any case.” Venrik polished off his glass of prut as well.

“Give what we discussed serious consideration, Maels Raptori,” Stite said. “Think of what pulls you, what new path you might tread. Your work here on Earth is done. You’ve no obligation to anyone anymore.”

I nodded, though inside, I couldn’t bring myself to think that. Not yet, anyway.

But the idea had been planted. I still had two centuries of life ahead of me, maybe more. What did I see myself doing all that time? I sure as hell wouldn’t be spending it here on Earth.

* * *

Menue returned in the middle of the night. “Maels?”

I roused immediately in the dark quiet. I’d played with the window-screen until I discovered the touch zone in a bottom corner that let me reduce the opacity and sound. “Come in.”

She stepped through the open entrance. With the corridor lights dimmed, tiny lights on her gadgets glittered at her waist, forearm, and at her ear. A wave, and my room’s globes brightened a quarter. “I did it. I found the source of the problem and shut it down.” She sounded breathless, as though she’d been shouting—perhaps in celebration.

The thought returned me to the Sissippi’s bank after my puush from the fire.

I sat up, then slid over to give her room on the bed. “Done with your duties then?”

“The fabricators are up and running. Lahad assigned me workers to string the comm-work cables. The main hub is almost done self-repairing. I should have our comms running by late morning.” Globe light glinted in her eyes. I liked her smile. “How was your meal?”

“Delicious. I’m fat and happy.”

She giggled. “Stite will throw a feast with the same menu in a few days, if everything stays on schedule. He does that for all his operations. I do enjoy those celebrations.” She touched my leg. “Thank you. What you said about the circlers. Once I discovered the suppression waves, it was a simple matter of shutting them off.”

“Suppression waves?”

“They interfere with unshielded technology, keep it from working. Pretty old tech—my archives took forever to identify their signature. But they’re off for good now.” She sighed. “Stite will be pleased. He’s been yipping at me for hours now.”

Suppression waves. Kills technology. I wondered then about Earth’s stagnant recovery from the Collapse. This world did have technology. I installed a solar cell electrical system for the aquarium in Dell’s office. The Collapse couldn’t have killed all such tech all at once. Unless...

Those tiny moving lights in the night sky.

Satellites. Suppressing any Earth tech resurgence, even after this long?

Warmth suffused me from forehead to toes. If that’s been the case, and if they’re shut down for good...

“Menue, that’s fantastic. What you’ve done for humanity... I can’t thank you enough. I’d hug you so hard right now if doing so wouldn’t hurt you.” I sat beside her in the edge of the bed and draped an arm across her shoulders. “Thank you.”

“Thought you’d appreciate the news. But I’d never have found the trouble were it not for what you said. So thank you!” Her arm circled behind my back and pulled me closer.

We sat close in silence. Trembles ran through her body at times, as though she still suppressed an urge to dance and shout. Medic’s face flashed in my thoughts. In most, she was smiling and happy. She’d have approved of this.

Finally, I asked, “So what happens now?”

She sighed. “I’ll need to be ready when the comm-work hub is ready. Something always glitches on activation. But the key sub-hubs should be in place. Without Bruush to help, I’ll have my hands full with the kinks. At least everything’ll be fully charged.”

“I volunteered to help the kerkuud erect a corral tomorrow morning. Will you have time to stop by?”

“That sounds busy. I’ll try, but you shouldn’t expect it. I imagine I’ll be fixing for most of the day.” She pulled her arm from behind my back to cover a yawn with the back of her hand.

“All right. Maybe later, then. You sound tired.”

“And my cooler is wearing off.” She rubbed her injured shoulder. “This thing’s gonna ache for a few more days.”

“I still think Stite should get one of your sisters to heal you.”

She put her hand on my thigh. “I’m close to getting the medical chamber operational. The self-repair units are slow, but we brought plenty of spare components. Fortunately there haven’t been many injuries, and nothing serious.”

“The portal is still down, then? No additional supplies?”

“Yolu says it’s resolving. Maybe next morning.” Then she straightened and her gaze lifted to the ceiling. “I’m here.”

I waited through her silent, one-sided conversation. No doubt one of her sisters sharing. Maybe something important had broken down again.

“All right. I’ll come.” She stood and adjusted her belt. “Yolu needs me.”

“Hope it’s nothing serious.”

“Just a little hand-holding. Her room’s next to mine. I’ll drink another pain cooler, soothe her with encouraging words, then snuggle beneath my wraps.” She placed her hand on my shoulder and smiled. “Thank you again, Maels.” Then she bent and kissed my cheek. “Sleep well.”

When she left, she dimmed the globes, once again leaving me in darkness.

I remained on the edge of my bed, aware of the heavy silence—the workers in the corridor had moved on. In her absence, my room felt less warm. And alone with my racing thoughts, I doubted I’d fall back asleep if I lay down. Tears pooled in my eyes.

Suppression satellites. Goddamn it! No wonder humanity hadn’t been able to recover. How many lives lost? How many years? Humanity might’ve even eradicated those cursed chorloch by now, all on their own!

I breathed deep to calm myself. Lessons on meditation and self-control flitted through my mind. The memories remained too jumbled to help, but were reminder enough I knew how to keep control.

Menue pressed against me sparked memories of Larrika.

Larrika. While we hadn’t shared intimacy before the missing two weeks in my mind, afterward, we had snuggled close beneath the sheets of whatever bed we managed for ourselves—when we had sheets. Or a bed. With the Collapse raging around us, we’d found tremendous comfort in that closeness.

Those had been difficult years, as we traveled from the Pacific shores in the far east to the coast of Spain. Everywhere, we encountered disheartening pain and suffering. Chorloch infestations spread. Hard, dark times indeed.

Survived, in part, through intimacy with Larrika.

And, more recently, with Medic.

I’d always remember my friendship with gentle giant Slobber.

I clasped my hands together between my knees and lowered my head. A tear fell to the muxal. Humanity might well be on a path to recovery now. Would Stite...oppose that?

The thought churned.

I have to figure things out. Because the moment the portal stabilizes...

Obligation or not, duty or not, my time on Earth would end.
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YOLU STOOD talking with two Kerkuud when I joined them at the unfinished corral. It lay near the low slopes of the mountain forming our valley’s western flank, about three hundred yards past the kuuddin. To either side of a gate already in place and looking rather alone, posts circled off through patches of mist. Nearby, two stacks of crossbeams lay like giant piles of firewood along a trampled-grass road leading from the lake. The trees within clustered tight, with enough room for two or three chorloch, if they didn’t mind being close.

Down a branching road, the nearest corral stood two hundred yards away, with three others under construction farther on. Where forest once stood, brigants continued to build all manner of structures, the largest a halfway-finished, two-story rockwood rectangle with windows. Machines hummed, equipment roared and buzzed, towers collected sunlight and threw light, and Rau bustled everywhere. Overhead, brown-garbed guards darted about on flying carpets.

Clouds held the sky, though the sun did shine through the occasional crack. Mist hung in the distant trees. At times, the cool, fresh wind produced pale-yellow glows in the air above the finished corrals. Though chilly, the day would warm. Experience told me a few weeks remained before winter’s cold. I wondered if Stite’s expedition was prepared for the turn. How cold does it have to get before it bothers the Rau, with all their thick, stinky fur?

As I passed the first of the piled crossbeams, movement in the rocks along the mountainside drew my attention. I stopped and peered and soon discerned the daerling’s shape. She sat with her knees to her chest on a large, half-buried boulder yards up the slope–a good place to observe.

Pointed teeth filled her smile. “Duty!” she cried in her disturbing little-girl voice.

I resumed walking. “You just stay right there, and we’ll have no problems.”

“You’re no problem for me, Raptori.” She scratched her back, picked at her ear, then settled again. “I’ll show you.”

“Ignore my baby,” Yolu said as I approached. “She watches, is all. Fascinated by you. All three.” She waved at me and the Kerkuud. “You are new to her.”

“As long as she doesn’t get in the way.”

From her stooped position, Yolu studied me. Drool glistened on her chin. “You know the Kerkuud?”

I faced the two beasts. Polished orange jewels hung from the necklace around the nearest’s long neck. “I know this one. Good morning, Awdoo. Are you and your people doing well?”

It raised its trunk and front arms and released a pleasant-sounding toot. I caught a whiff of wet fur when the breeze shifted.

“The other is Gaulthrus,” Yolu said, gesturing at the smaller Kerkuud. Metal clips ringing its large ears glinted in the morning light, and sparkling green-and-blue gems hung from two necklaces. It flapped its ears, raised its trunk, and whooted.

“Good morning, Gaulthrus,” I said.

“You can speak with them?” Yolu asked.

“Not a word. But I think they understand me.”

“They do.” She patted a glyph on her robe’s right sleeve. “My translations spells are limited. I am unable to help. But the beasts understand the work. You, your task is simple. Come.”

I followed her to the nearest post, where a bucket of water and a large pile of leather straps awaited. More straps lay soaking in the water. The post was a simple rockwood cylinder about shoulder high on me, with small arms poking from opposite sides at three heights. It smelled faintly of sap and gyum. When laid into place, the crossbeam would rest on the arm, on alternating sides. Behind us, the Kerkuud lumbered to the nearest stack of crossbeams.

Yolu gestured. “Bind the beams to the posts. Wet the strap, tie it tight. The hide will tighten as it dries.” She stepped back as the Kerkuud approached, each with a beam in their hands and trunk, handling their loads with graceful ease.

When I realized they were about to lay the beams in place, I stepped forward to help. Awdoo rested its beam on the lowest outside arms of the gate and the adjacent post. The beam rolled into place a foot above the grass.	

Gaulthrus waited for Awdoo to move then positioned its load on the inside middle arms at waist height, which rose to about belly level for the Kerkuud. They returned to the pile.

Yolu pointed at the small arms supporting the beams. “Lash here, tight.”

I grabbed a pair of soaked straps and wound the first around the lower beam, pulling hard so the beam squeezed against the post. I twisted the ends into a knot, my fingers moving all on their own. Squinting, Yolu bent close as I worked.

She rapped the lower beam with her knuckles as I lashed the middle beam. “Good.”

“Why do you need all this?” I gestured at the posts as Awdoo approached with another crossbeam. “Why not zap the ground and plant your containment spell there? This seems like an awful lot of work.”

Yolu cackled. “The spell needs structure, else it knows not what to contain.” She tapped the wet grass with her shoe. “And the ground, too spread out. Lies all over!” She cackled again. “No good shape to snag the spell.”

“Does the corral have to be this high, then, if all you need is something to put the containment spell on?”

“We will contain more than the chorloch. Herd beasts, mostly. One size fence for all.”

I nodded. The corrals looked fit for cattle or horses or bison well enough. They’d need containment spells for deer or other smaller animals–like chorloch young, if they ran along the ground–that could escape between the beams. It made sense to keep everything uniform in churning out the posts and crossbeams. “Not sure if the cattle will like the trees in the middle.” I pointed at a rectangular hole between this corral and the next. “What’s that for?”

“Anchor rock for sub-portal,” she said. “When ready is the overportal, we will create an underthread network.” She waved toward the finished corrals. “Here, in the far valley.”

Underthreads drew a squeeze and a wince. “You brought a sub-portal opener?”

“When opens the overportal, we will. Many will be brought.” She pointed toward the corral we were at the afternoon before. “Will create anchoring threads there and elsewhere.”

“Will that take long? The corrals look like they’ll be finished soon. The ones in this valley, anyway.”

“Not long.” She smiled. “Sub-portal openers will help. As will witchblood harvest.”

I stiffened. “You’ll have T’reth ready for me, I trust.”

“And the older witchen.”

“What about the human witchen? Where are you holding them?”

“Crushed by collapsing rock. The oldest two witchen have died as well. Concern yourself no more.”

I frowned, breathing slow to check my emotions. M’ringen had been in bad shape when I last saw her, but she’d been alive. Yolu’s tone left me with the impression they’d harvested what they could then discarded the remains. “Seems I don’t have a choice.”

Awdoo and Gaulthrus laid the next two crossbeams. Yolu remained close, watching as I lashed them to their posts then carried the bucket and straps to the next. I added more dry straps to the water. Finding my groove, I tied the beams as the Kerkuud brought the next.

Yolu poked the top-most knot. “Good. I will check back soon.”

“I’m surprised the Oladi gave the chorloch the ability to breed. If they wanted to maintain control, wouldn’t it make more sense to eliminate that?”

Yolu cackled. “Would be more work to remove.”

“How so?”

“Chorloch are a blend of animals. Hard enough to cobble that. Easier to leave in the breeding bits than compensate for what’s removed.” She swiped a forearm across her chin.

“A blend of animals? You mean like Kliq? All those different hides.”

She straightened as much as her body allowed. “Made of better, my baby is.”

“Did they leave in her breeding bits?”

Amidst her scars, her scowl was impressive. “My baby is different. Not made of animals. Needs not to breed.” She waved dismissively and turned to leave.

“Hey, wait.” When she turned back, I nudged the bucket with my shoe. “I don’t think we’ll have enough straps. Or, if I’m judging the corral size right, crossbeams.”

“Brigants will be by. Bring more they will.” She cackled and walked away.

The Kerkuud and I established a rhythm and quickly finished off a quarter of the corral. As promised, brigants came by to assess our progress. In addition to straps and beams–which they delivered inside the corral, shortening the distance the Kerkuud had to walk–they brought a small barrel of clean water for me and pastries for all.

Morning passed into early afternoon. The cloud cover thinned, and sunlight warmed the land. A breeze carrying a hint of the looming winter kept me comfortable. We broke for a meal consisting of gristies and water for me and bales of blue hay for my companions, brought by a quartet of Kerkuud. “Stick around, guys!” I called. “We’ll have this banged out in no time!”

They hooted and tooted but returned to the kuuddin, leaving us to the corral’s remaining unfinished half.

Throughout, my attempts to communicate with the Kerkuud proved fruitless. While they seemed to understand my questions, their replies boggled me no matter how hard I tried.

“You do know they’re hurting T’reth?” I asked Awdoo.

Whoot-hoot. Gaulthrus added a woot. A confusing waving of their arms didn’t help.

“If I try to free her, will you help?”

Hoot-too-toot. Too-toot. Whoot.

“Is that a yes?” Whoo-toot-toot. “I...uh, I’m not sure what...” Arms waving. “Dammit! I’m trying to save your friend’s life!”

Whoot. They blinked, maybe with sadness in their eyes, maybe not.

Eventually, my anger got the better of me. “All right, frick it. If you’re not going to help, at least stay the hell out of my way.”

Whoot. Whoo...

I stripped out of my overshirt as the afternoon wore on. When we were three-quarters done, Stite and Leysah visited, but remained near the road. They waved. I waved back. Stite gestured with his hands above his head, palms out, fingers splayed. I assumed that meant he approved. Then a pair of brigants rushed up, gave them a small device, they exchanged words, and the group headed to the complex entrance.

Kliq watched from her perch. She hadn’t moved.

A storm front pushed colder air in from the west as Awdoo carried the final middle crossbeam into position. I stood inside the corral, watching a circling hawk. When I heard the thunk of the beam dropping into place, I grabbed a wet strap and secured the crossbeam. I then dunked my remaining straps, crossed to the other post, and lashed the beam there. As I finished, Gaulthrus settled the upper beam into position. Grabbing the remaining straps–the brigants had delivered exactly the number I needed–I bound it to its posts. Gaulthrus whooted, then too-tooted.

I stood back, hands on hips, and admired our work. “Great effort, guys!”

Only then did I discover Awdoo was behind me, inside the corral as well.

I jerked in surprise. “Hey, what’re you doing in here?”

It had stepped over the final low crossbeam before settling the middle beam into place, but I hadn’t given it any thought. Gaulthrus had laid its final beam while standing outside the corral. Awdoo seemed to have intended to end up inside–I didn’t see how it could’ve been an accident.

I glanced at the gate. “Let’s get this open, ih?” But lashes held the end of the gate to the post. I glanced at the other end. Sunlight glinted off the hinges there. “Well, it’s supposed to open here, but there’s no way I’ll be able to loosen those knots.” I looked around. “Anyone have a knife?”

Gaulthrus tooted again, quite loud. His shaggy shoulders shook in what looked like agitation. By then, Yolu had returned. She looked over our finished work. “Now we see to the containment spell.”

“Wait. Let’s get Awdoo out, first.”

But she raised a hand and rubbed glyphs on her sleeve with the other. A sweep of yellow light snapped into place along the corral, rising above the nearest treetops before fading. Two birds overhead left yellow smears as they darted through. Just like the previous afternoon, a jolt sang through my puush organs. My knees buckled and I stumbled against the crossbeams.

“Yolu! Dammit, I told you to wait!” The spell tingled in my puushers. I tried poking my fingers through the spell, which was as wide as the combined widths of the crossbeams. “We have to cut the lashes or Awdoo’s stuck inside.”

Yolu looked over my shoulder. “It seems uninterested in leaving.”

I turned. Awdoo was running its hands over its trunk, a look of wonder in its large, fist-sized eyes. Its ears flapped in the breeze. Its tail swished hard. It stepped backward, shuffled sideways, then forward, as though testing its legs.

“Awdoo?” I frowned. “What the hell? You all right?”

The Kerkuud lowered its trunk and ran its hands over its broad face. It reached back, flapped its ears forward, and ran fingertips over the wrinkled brown skin.

Throughout, Gaulthrus hooted and whooted.

Focusing on me, Awdoo stepped forward.

I turned. “Yolu, can you get help? I think there’s something–”

The tone of Gaulthrus’s trumpets sharpened and it stomped toward me. It raised both trunk and arms. Out of instinct, I dove aside.

Awdoo’s trunk slapped my shoulder and turned my dive into a sprawl.

My temple smacked the lowest crossbeam as I tumbled to the grass. I immediately puushed, intending to move farther away. Pain blasted through my puushers, dazing me more than the blow to my head. I flopped across the grass for several yards, ending on my belly. Awdoo lumbered toward me. In its trunk and hands, it held the bucket I’d used to wet my straps.

“Awdoo?”

It raised and flung the bucket down. I barely had time to roll out of the way. The bucket smashed against the ground. Splinters bit my arm and the side of my face.

Awdoo kept coming. I kept rolling. It couldn’t turn fast enough to keep up with my change in direction. I staggered to my feet and used the corral for balance as I hurried away. The containment spell left yellow smudges where my arms touched. My puushers zinged. Like a wall of thick air, the spell kept me on this side of the corral.

How did Bawz climb over? Had Yolu let her in?

Climbing over was out. I didn’t have anything to cut the straps at the gate. I looked up. Maybe I can puush–

“No, Raptori,” Yolu said in an amused voice.

Outside the corral, keeping pace with Awdoo, Gaulthrus frantically tooted and whooted.

Yolu smiled. “Watch your back. She learns quickly.”

“What? Who?” I touched my head, where I’d struck the fence. Sore but not bleeding. I turned back. Awdoo had returned to the splintered bucket and now held jagged pieces in both hands and trunk. I raised my hands. “Awdoo! What the hell?” I retreated. It matched my steps. “Yolu! Lower the containment spell!”

“When settled this is.”

With a flick of its wrist, Awdoo launched one of its three chunks of wood.

I puushed. Almost immediately, pain washed through my puush organs and threw me off balance. Yellow smears hung in the air where I’d stood.

The first chunk of bucket missed. Awdoo waited until I landed before heaving the second. It smashed my thigh as I struggled to my feet. My pant fabric kept the wood from punching into my skin, but the blow stung. Arms flailing, I staggered back.

Awdoo launched the third piece. I flinched aside. The Kerkuud charged.

I faked toward the trees, then dove back toward the fence. Awdoo trampled by, just missing. Despite the pain, I grabbed the fence for support, again finding it impossible to slip a hand through the containment spell. Awdoo thumped to a stop and whirled around.

“Awdoo! Goddamn it! Stop!”

It flapped its ears, pawed the grass, raised its trunk, snorted, and charged.

I juked it again and limped behind it as fast as I could. Arms reaching, Awdoo pounded by. Crossbeams cracked as it smacked against them. I glanced over my shoulder. Maybe that’ll be enough to disrupt... But yellow smears colored the air as Awdoo righted itself.

Shit.

Tooting and hooting, Gaulthrus gestured at the copse.

“Good idea!” I turned and ran.

Awdoo thundered after me.

I dove between the nearest trees just as Awdoo’s trunk slapped against my back. The Kerkuud crashed against the trunks, splintering one. Small branches and leaves showered down. I scrambled deeper into the copse. Awdoo circled around. I stepped in the opposite direction, keeping out of reach. The Kerkuud scooted back and lunged toward me from the opposite side. I danced back to my original position.

“Awdoo!” I shouted between breaths. “Stop this!”

Gaulthrus’s toots floated across the buffer zone. It wheeled away from the corral, toward the kuuddin.

“Yes, get help!” I shouted.

Yolu watched it leave then turned back toward me.

Awdoo lunged again, reaching with its trunk. I dodged sideways, picked up a sturdy, arm-length branch, and whacked its trunk. It tooted sharply and retreated.

“Just stay back! I don’t want to hurt you.”

Awdoo paced along the tree line, rummaging in the taller grass and brush with its trunk. It lifted a rock from the leaves and turned toward me.

I retreated behind a larger tree near the center of the copse. “Shit.” Didn’t the brigants clear those out?

Awdoo shuffled along the tree line and found two more. It kept circling, as though searching for a clean shot. I moved with it, darting from trunk to trunk, branch raised, just in case.

“Awdoo, please, stop this.”

Awdoo stopped and dropped the rock in its trunk. It hefted the two in its hands, as though contemplating dropping those as well. Its trunk dug through the tall grass just inside the trees.

I leaned out from behind the tree where I stood. “Drop the other rocks too.”

In a flicker of motion, Awdoo raised its trunk and blew a cloud of dirt, grass, and pine needles hard enough to spray me across the distance. As I flinched back, it threw both rocks.

The first rock struck my exposed shin, just above my ankle. The second caromed off the trunk in front of me and smashed against my breastbone. The twin blows sent me staggering back, breathless. By then, Awdoo had grabbed the dropped rock and flung it in my direction.

Only a desperate backward puush kept the rock from smashing my face. It slammed into my bicep instead. Numbness pinched my limb from elbow down. The pain erupted a moment later, hot and vicious. I’d switched my sturdy branch to my other hand by then, though, and held onto it.

Because I puushed and stopped at the same time, the containment spell didn’t zing me. When I landed, I retained enough awareness to keep moving. Awdoo found a fourth rock and slung it, but I’d scrambled behind another tree.

The Kerkuud circled around, digging more rocks from the grass. I used a tree to regain my footing and limped through the copse, keeping as many obstacles between us as I could. Healing itched furiously behind my pain.

Dammit! How many rocks did the brigants overlook? They were supposed to remove shit like this. I searched the grass for rocks of my own. They were all at the tree line, within the Kerkuud’s reach.

Then I realized.

The brigants had cleared the rocks. Leaving them for the chorloch would’ve been too great an oversight. Stite and his siblings knew they threw branches now. Why not rocks?

Someone had brought rocks back, probably under the cover of the morning fog. Someone who knew I’d be here with the Kerkuud, finishing the corral. Who knew it would just be the three of us, the brigants eager to stay away.

“Kliq!” I shouted. “Let Awdoo go!”

Ears flapping, the Kerkuud paused, raised its trunk, toot-hooted, and casually flicked a rock. It ricocheted off a tree and bounced out of sight.

“Let Awdoo go! You won’t win. I won’t fight.” I shifted behind another tree. “I can do this all night if I have to.”

Awdoo released another loud blat, then threw its other rock. I flinched, but again the rock missed.

Then I was grabbed from behind and yanked from the copse.

I sailed a good twenty yards into the buffer zone and landed hard on my back. My breath left in a heavy whoof. My world spun. But the pain of my landing combined with my healing injuries kept me focused. Using my branch, I scrambled to my feet. My ankle grudgingly bore my weight–running wasn’t an option.

Awdoo barreled around the copse, rock in hand. I looked around. No one else was in the corral. Must’ve been Yolu then, jerking me from the copse.

Frickin’ weavers!

I’d heal quickly enough from my injuries–the itch already spread up from my ankle, across my chest, and down my arm–but all Kliq needed was a well-placed throw and I’d be trampled. Yolu wouldn’t let me hide in the copse.

I couldn’t dodge the Kerkuud forever.

I had to go on the offensive.

Bellowing in my pain and rising anger, I charged Awdoo as it thundered toward me.

The moment Awdoo cocked its arm, I puushed. Hard.

The rock sailed beneath me. I quit puushing the moment I went airborne, letting my momentum carry me forward. I twisted just before landing on Awdoo’s back, at the base of its neck, facing its head. The hard muscles of its mid-shoulder hump slapped my thighs. Another quick puush softened my landing enough that I didn’t topple off.

Kliq lumbered forward before she realized where I was. By then, I’d snaked my branch beneath the chain around Awdoo’s neck and started twisting. The dull gray links coiled around the wood. What little slack the necklace had quickly disappeared. With both hands, I twisted harder. The chain dug into loose skin. I puushed in quick bursts to hold my balance, leaned forward to stay close, and squeezed my thighs.

Kliq forced a sickening grooo from Awdoo.

She tried to reach me with Awdoo’s trunk. I chanced releasing my hold on the branch long enough to smash the trunk’s tip against the top of Awdoo’s bony skull. Kliq released another terrible, choked hrooo.

Ears flapping, she tried to buck me off, bouncing on Awdoo’s large front legs while spinning in place. But the Kerkuud wasn’t built for such maneuvers. While the motion made me dizzy and nauseous, I held my grip and position. Throwing my weight against the branch, I twisted tighter, choking Awdoo more.

“Let Awdoo go!” I screamed, kicking Awdoo’s shoulder with my good ankle.

She reached back with its trunk again, the wet tip pinching open and shut. Though tempted to smack the tip against its skull again, I kept my grip on the branch. Grunting, I twisted it even tighter. I didn’t know how long a Kerkuud could go without breathing, but I couldn’t let up. Kliq wouldn’t let me get this lucky again.

As Awdoo scrambled around the copse, toward where Yolu stood watching, its steps wobbled. It staggered sideways. Fortunately, Kliq didn’t think of trying to brush against a tree to knock me clear.

Gaulthrus returned then, leading the rest of the herd. They hooted and whooted, pacing along the corral. Several slammed against and kicked at one section of crossbeams. The resulting cracks echoed across the buffer zone.

They broke through the corral just as Awdoo collapsed. The containment spell left a lingering yellow smear in the air as it failed. The resulting jolt in my puushers launched me from Awdoo’s back. I flopped through the grass, then, dizzied, rose to a crouch.

As a group, the Kerkuud gathered at their fallen comrade’s side. Their ear-flapping and loud trumpeting warned of their anger. My branch had spun and come free when I tumbled off. Awdoo drew in desperate breaths. Its trunk flapped and its legs kicked–alive, at least.

Jaw clenched, I puushed over the Kerkuud, over Yolu, who stood with mouth agape, and straight for the fleeing daerling.
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KLIQ RAN for the complex entrance.

I caught up, helped by her having to dodge through the brigants, plowed into her from behind, and drove her to the dirt. The brigants around us shouted and scrambled away. I gripped her neck while grabbing a rock by the side of the road.

“You little fuck!”

She squirmed. I slammed the rock to the back of her head. It struck with a wet thak. Dark blood spurted. I dropped a knee onto her back, better pinning her to the dirt, and puushed her head down.

“Mama!” She thrashed harder. Her claws tore at my hand. My blood slicked my grip.

I raised the rock. “This ain’t settled, you fucker!”

Before I struck again, I was yanked into the air from behind. Half-expecting it, my grip on Kliq’s scrawny neck tightened, despite her nails shredding my hand. She tumbled back with me, arms and legs flailing, her wail loud over more cries from startled brigants.

I eased from uncontrolled yank into controlled puush and rolled so Kliq landed face-down again, my knee still on her back. She gurgled as our momentum ground her along the dirt. I raised the rock before we’d stopped. Dust swirled around us.

“No!” Yolu shouted.

I smashed the rock down. The gash on the back of Kliq’s head widened. She spasmed, and her fingers fell from my bleeding hand. Save for a ragged panting, she lay still.

“Hey!” a nearby brigant shouted. “What are you doing?”

Still clenching the daerling’s neck, I rose to a crouch and faced the half-circle of brigants crowding around. Rock in hand, I snarled, and as a group, they stepped back.

“Defending myself,” I growled. “Any of you want to get in my way?”

“No!” Yolu cried again, closer this time. She bullied her way through the brigants. “Leave her be!”

I lifted Kliq by the front of her throat. Her body shook as she struggled for breath. The weaver stopped a short distance away, placed a hand on a glyph, and raised the other.

“Try it!” I raised my rock. “I’ll smash her face before your spell kicks me off.”

Kliq pawed at my fingers, then dropped her arms. Her legs trembled as she partially supported her own weight. Blood, both hers and mine, dribbled down my forearm.

Yolu hesitated, breaths raspy, fingers twitching, drool spilling down her chin. Her hair fluttered about her head, haloing the wide-eyed frenzy on her face. “Release my baby,” she begged. “Release!”

“Your baby intended to kill me. I intend to return the favor.”

“What happened was just an unfortunate misunderstanding.”

Stite’s authoritative voice rose above the surrounding din of equipment. The brigants to Yolu’s side stepped back as the expedition leader emerged from the crowd. Leysah followed close behind. They both wore headsets tailored for their round heads.

“Everyone, back to work!” she snapped, glaring about. “You’re not contracted to stand and gawk!”

The crowd quickly dispersed. Rau guards appeared then, most on carpets, several holding bows with arrows nocked but not drawn. Leysah signaled them to lower their weapons.

I laughed. “This was no misunderstanding. Either this one–” I shook Kliq then nodded in Yolu’s direction. “–or that one planted rocks in the corral after your brigants cleared them out. They fully intended to do me harm.”

“Not true, not true,” Yolu rasped, fingertips still on the glyph.

“Then that one–” I nodded at Yolu again. “–used ux to yank me from the copse when she saw her little game falling apart.”

“Not true! I cannot work that spell.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“I work ux arts,” she insisted. “Not air! Not air!”

“Jeko, then.” I remembered Stite’s comment that as a student of the air arts, Jeko’s talents were wasted in the mines. But how–

“I assure you, I will investigate,” Stite said in a calm, quiet voice. “If I do find ill intent, I will mete out punishment. Please, for now, release the daerling to its mother’s care.”

“What about them?” I pointed at the Kerkuud, still in the corral. Their trumpets carrying on the wind sounded mournful. “How will you fix that? This fucker forced me to nearly kill Awdoo.” I shook Kliq’s neck again. She mewed.

Stite asked, “How can you be so certain Kliq caused this?”

“Awdoo had no reason to attack me.”

“You’re familiar with the ways of the Kerkuud?”

I bit back my immediate reply. Anger flooded through me, and pinpricks of light flashed in my vision, before I controlled myself with slow breaths. “You want to play it like that? Blame Awdoo? Me? It’d work. Practically no one here understands the Kerkuud. And if Awdoo’s really hurt, it sure won’t be saying much.” I laughed. “Is that how you run your show?”

“Mama,” Kliq squeaked. Her blood fell in steady drips.

Yolu sobbed. She limped close and wrapped Kliq in her arms. “Baby. Oh, baby,” she whimpered. “Shh. Mama’s here. Shh.” Tears leaked from her closed eyes.

Against my better judgment, I released Kliq and slammed my rock to the road. God dammit.

“Oh, my baby, my baby!” Cradling Kliq, Yolu straightened and hurried toward the complex entrance. Leysah followed, accompanied by a quartet of guards.

Stite waved the remaining guards away. He glared at me, lifted his cap, wiped a hand across his furry forehead, then jammed the cap back down. “I did not know they intended this.”

“Would you have stopped it if you had? You did say you...appreciated Kliq’s contributions to the mission.”

“Of course!” he snapped. “That is not how I operate. That human yesterday was...necessary.”

Was she? Jaw clenched on my anger, I settled into a kneeling position, cradling my injured hand to my chest. It stung as the healing process began. “Your weavers are out of control. That happens, you know.”

He stepped close, hands on hips. “I’ve been working them too hard, maybe. They’re upset you intend to speak with the witchen. They don’t appreciate the intrusion.”

“Don’t expect me to reconsider, not after this. I want to speak with them tonight. I’ll have recovered by then.”

“They must understand it is my decision. So, yes, you will have your talk. For as long as you desire, Maels Raptori.” He looked at my hand, the blood across my shirt. “Let’s get you inside.”

I took his offered hand and stood. “I’ll be healed soon enough.”

“Still, I want you inside. Let matters calm.”

“What about them?” I asked, looking at the huddled Kerkuud. “I’d like to see if Awdoo’s all right. I choked it pretty good. That pet of yours left me no choice.”

He glanced at the Kerkuud then slapped me lightly on my shoulder. “I’ll tend to them, Maels Raptori. You should stay away. It would be best if they left. Remove the temptation for Kliq. You as well.” He nodded. “Yes. As soon as the portal is safe, I think it best if you find your fortune elsewhere.”

“I’m beginning to agree,” I said, “but–”

“I’ll send someone with a wash basin and clean clothes.”

“Fine.” I flexed my injured fingers. They barely moved. “I should clean the dirt out at least.”

“Menuebrix will bring you to the witchen when she’s certain they’ve recovered sufficiently.” He gestured toward the complex. “Until then, please, wait in your room. I will look into this terrible affair. You have my assurances.”

After a long, measured look, I nodded. What else could I do? “I hope Awdoo’s all right.” My legs shook with my first few steps.

Mournful hoots floated from the corral. Stite strode toward the Kerkuud. A pair of guards followed. Another pair followed me.

A trail of dark blots in the dirt preceded me to the complex. Kliq’s blood. I grunted. Should make Menue happy, at least.

* * *

My ankle healed by the time I entered the corridor leading to my little room. Hyper-aware of all the brigants glancing at me as I passed, the itch in my hand now a steady burn, I stopped after a few paces.

Something’s not right.

I looked back. Nothing seemed out of place, the rectangles overhead dim reflections in the muxal floor. Then I focused on the chrome muxal column outside the corridor entrance.

“The null is gone.” I peered at the column’s base. The darker, duller weaver muxal tucked against it, but a gap remained. For the first time, I felt the entire column, from its oblong base to the wide fan-shape supporting the ceiling above.

T’reth could bring this section of corridor crashing down. Then I realized: Hell, so could I. I placed a palm on the muxal. It reflected my warmth. In my foremind, the stronger Oladi muxal overshadowed the weaver’s–I alone touched it now, T’reth’s and E’sis’s presences nulled.

I shivered at the thought of so much falling rock. I had enough trouble simply being inside the mountain. Could I really force myself to collapse the complex?

“You’ve no need to worry,” a passing brigant said.

Lifting my hand, I turned. My two guards had disappeared. “What?”

“The column. It’s perfectly safe even with the nulls gone. The weavers will remove it entirely after we’ve finished the bracing.” She pointed down the corridor’s length. “Might be a while, since we started before the choke point, but we’ll have it all braced proper soon.”

“Oh.” I remembered the work I’d seen in the corridor leading into the portal antechamber, along the ceiling. They’d probably started the bracing there. “Okay. Good. Thank you.” I walked to my room.

So. Stite thinks to make this permanent. Remove even his weavers from the equation.

The nagging sense I was running out of time gripped me.

Wearing a headset, Lahad arrived a few minutes later, pushing a cart laden with basins of water, towels, and a change of clothes for me. She wore a blue shirt that accentuated her slim torso and muscular frame. Her toenails clicked on the muxal. Her fur was a lighter shade than Stite’s, slate with splashes of pewter. She looked groomed. Happy. The sight of her left me at ease. For the first time I noticed a slight bend in her snout that gave her a playful look.

She approached. “My brother said it was urgent. Let me see.”

I raised my hand. By then, the bleeding had mostly stopped. Scabs bridged the tears in my flesh. Blood spattered my undershirt and pants–I’d forgotten my overshirt at the corral. “I heal quickly. I’ll be fine.”

She made a face I recognized, even on a Rau. Medic made similar expressions when dealing with unpleasant injuries. “That looks terrible.” She lifted a basin then looked for a place to set it. Save for the bed, though, my room offered naught but a smooth floor–someone had lowered the table at the head of the bed after I left. I didn’t see my comb or the breath fresheners, either.

Lahad kneeled before me, set the basin between my feet, put her headset on the cart’s lower shelf, then gently took my hand. Her lips curled. “Kliq did this?”

“While I had my hand around her throat.”

“Ugh. A lot of grit is mixed in. This may hurt.”

“Won’t be anything I haven’t felt before. Go ahead.”

She wet a pair of towels, lifted one, and positioned my hand over the basin. I bent to keep water from dripping onto the floor as she wiped my wounds. “I don’t know what provoked that, but the little beast had it coming. I warned Stite he should keep it caged. The cripple leaves it too long a leash.”

“I don’t think Yolu would let Stite cage her little pet.” I winced as she forced water into the deeper gashes then scraped lightly with a curved fingernail. Her efforts reopened the fresh scabs. Blood and grit dribbled down my fingers, into the basin, clouding the water.

“Sorry. Kliq’s mouth and hands are just nasty. Profit only knows what it eats.”

I snorted. “She likes grizzly bear.”

Lahad woofed in laughter. “Tried it. Too gamey.” She dropped the bloody towel, grabbed a clean one, and continued wiping, no less gently.

I noticed she looked more up at my face than my hand. A warmth crossed my cheeks. Medic had looked at me like that sometimes. “I appreciate your attention, but I feel bad keeping you from your duties. I’m sure you’re one of the busiest people here.”

She exposed her teeth in a Rau smile. “One of the perks of my position is having a staff so I can delegate.” She dropped the towel, lifted a dry one, and wiped away the slickness on my skin, taking her time.

“You’re in charge of all the logistics, right?”

“I am. But it’s not hard, really. Plus, our systems are active now. The fixer’s finally fixed things.” She studied my wounds. “Are these scabbing over already?”

The healing itch made me want to pull my hand back, but I left it in her gentle grip. “Like I said, I heal quickly.”

“Menuebrix mentioned something of this when she researched your kind. Never thought to see it.” She kept staring, enrapt, then looked up with a stricken expression. “Not to say I’m happy you’ve been injured. I mean, I’d hope not to have seen this, since it meant–”

I drew my injured hand back and placed my good hand over hers. “Don’t worry. You’re not the first to be so curious, and I take no offense.” I flexed my fingers. Some of the scabs tore, and the pain kicked past my elbow, but my grip felt strong. “I’ll be back to normal within the hour. You’re welcome to stay and watch.”

She dabbed a towel over the fresh blood. “I’d like that.” She looked up again. “Not that I’m morbid or anything...”

I laughed. “It’s fascinating, I know. I hardly ever notice it now, but that’s me.” I let her hold my hand, spread my fingers. She poked a nail at one of the soft scabs.

“Amazing,” she whispered.

“Must be hard trying to keep all these workers fed,” I said after a while. “Managing all the supplies.”

She smiled. “The first days are always frantic, especially here, trying to get everything through the portal before it squeezed shut again. But we’ve survived worse. Once the portal stabilizes, things will get a whole lot easier.” Behind the translation spell, her yips were soft and light. “Plus, like I said, our systems are tracking now. Inventory management is optimal. We won’t run short on anything.”

“No worries about the supply chain anymore?”

“When the construction’s finished, the bulk of the workers will leave. By then, we’ll have an underthread network to run supplies directly from the portal chamber to where we need.”

“What’s the deal with the portal?”

She shrugged. “The witchen made a mess of it when they first arrived. Then again when we attacked. That’s what Yolubrix claims, anyway.” She rolled my hand over, examined my palm, scrubbed off the dried blood, and rolled my hand back. She tapped her nail against the largest scab again. It resisted her prodding.

“Amazing. They need more witchblood to undo the spell or something. And for other stuff the Guild witchen have done throughout the complex.” She sighed. “Stite told them to save the third witchen, the tall one. From what Menuebrix says, they didn’t bother.”

“They don’t seem too keen on healing,” I said. “I feel bad for Menue. She’s hurting.”

“Fortunately, that rock fell on her non-dominant shoulder. My brother would’ve been really angry then.” She laughed.

While she might’ve been trying at a joke, I thought the comment cold. Menue had lost the two other members of her team. How much sleep had she gotten since their arrival? “Does anyone know why she can’t do weaver work?”

“It puzzles. The ability is there. She just can’t connect with it. It happens. But she seemed more interested in fixing things, anyway. We funded her education, as we did her sisters’.”

I grunted. “What’s that big building outside for, if so many workers will be heading out?”

“The guard and the humans we hire to attend and feed the livestock. The remaining workers will live insi–”

“You’re going to feed humans to the chorloch?” My anger spiked again. “With all the herd beasts running around? I saw enough bison on my way here to feed a forest full of chorloch, a hundred times over!”

Eyebrows rising, she flinched. “Humans are their favorite food.”

“How the hell do you know that?”

“Look around. The forests here are devoid of chorloch. The few we’ve captured so far are lost young loners or those forced from their herd by disease or injury or chased out by younger bulls. Otherwise, the chorloch cluster where humans live.” She pinched her eyebrows. “I’d assumed you’d figured that.”

“It...never occurred to me to think about it like that. I mean, the chorloch were everywhere I traveled, as far as I can remember.”

“And you traveled where humans clustered, right?”

“Well, yeah.”

She thought for a moment. “Your job as warden was to protect humans. It follows you’d focus on where you could help. You probably never saw how empty of chorloch some forests are.”

“Like this one,” I said after a moment.

“Yes,” she yipped. “Think how easy it is for chorloch to catch small beasts. Certainly a lot easier than humans.”

“Earth predators go after the easier prey.” I breathed in. “That’s why the chorloch are evolving. They’re learning how to better catch their favorite food.”

“A fair assumption.”

The scabs on my hand were now dark and crusty, and itching like hell. She swiped them with her towel then sat beside me on the bed, dropping the towel but keeping my hand in hers. “Layseh thinks the chorloch will be more docile if we offer them their favorite food from time to time. We’ll primarily feed them herd beasts. Humans will be rewards for good behavior.”

“Leysah? She’s in charge of the livestock?”

Lahad nodded.

I sighed. “You know how this sounds to me, right?”

Again, she seemed surprised. “It’s no more than what you said these humans do with their prisoners. Compels you travel on, you said, if I recall. Same as what humans do to those afflicted with this dumbing disease.”

“That’s not...” But she was right. “Criminals are sacrificed as a deterrence to others. Don’t maraud or murder or rape or you’ll end up fed to the chorloch. No one wants to simply kill dumbing-down victims.” I recalled the emotions spent over Tommy, the boy afflicted on the convoy’s final night. “There’s been enough death already.”

“Does feeding criminals to the chorloch work?”

“They don’t cause problems again.”

“But other do, yes?”

“That’s human nature. I’m sure you have your own such problems. Why else would you need so many guards?”

“So, it’s not much of a deterrence. Still, waste not. Stite intends to continue the practice of taking prisoners, the terminal, the unwanted, from all over. In return, we clean the forests of chorloch, help the local packs–er, humans recover.” She shrugged. “It’s no more than is done already.”

“Still...” Arguments against the practice swirled in my mind. I left them unvoiced, not interested in arguing with her. The chainwall stayed silent.

I looked down at her hand on mine. My fingers curled around hers. The light fur over her dark skin felt incredibly soft–silkier than my blankets. Though bending my fingers hurt, it felt good to move them. The pain would fade with enough such movement. “Stite really intends to kill off the bulk of the chorloch?”

“It is wise business, rounding up the hardiest, eliminating the rest. If one of our competitors gains access to Earth, we’ll maintain our monopoly.” She waved her other hand. “Let them round up those bison. Plenty of markets would find that meat irresistible.”

How soon before only the best of those herds remains? Or the others chosen for export? Or humans rounded up wholesale...

“Sounds good for Earth.” I squeezed her hand.

Smiling, she squeezed back.

“More than I could accomplish by myself.”

“The Nassara would welcome Earth into the pack,” she said. “I’m sure the Oladi have thought the same. They overreacted to the chorloch infestation. Kinged fortune we came along.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” I opened my fingers and closed them again. Lahad looked down and smiled at my efforts. I warned myself to keep out of Kliq’s reach if we came to blows again.

“T’reth thought I had a good chance of arguing against burning Earth,” I said. “She believed they could’ve cleaned up the infestation some other way.”

She snorted. “I doubt that. Her little faction would not leave to chance even one chorloch surviving.”

“They said they did it on other worlds, more often than burning.”

“Reports suggest they drove entire populations insane with the spells they used to eliminate the chorloch. Humanity would have fared better than the Oladi spells, I’d wager.” She pinned me with her steady gaze. “Some of those worlds were leaning toward joining the Nassara or a staunch neutrality.”

“Why didn’t they burn them, then? Get rid of any witnesses?”

“The infestations were limited to single continents, and the worlds too open to trade from other threads. Had they been isolated like Earth, they certainly would have burned.”

I frowned. “Now I really want to talk with T’reth.”

“When Menuebrix feels they are ready, she’ll come for you.”

“Menue is in charge?”

“Stite made it so this morning. She needed rest from her fixings, and he wanted Jekobrix and Yolubrix out of the way the entire day.”

My healing itch intensified. It helped to flex my fingers. “Oh. Where did Yolu take Kliq? I hurt her bad.”

Lahad grunted. “Not as bad as you imagine. It’s of stronger fiber than it looks. Some gyum to hold any wounds shut, and good as new. The cripple took it to her private room, no doubt. It’s near the exfusion chamber, but don’t worry. After whatever happened, I’m confident they’ll both keep well away.”

“And Jeko?”

“Stite intends to have her out at the corrals long into the night.” She looked down at my hand then at the window-screen. “I suppose I’d better tend to my duties. Still the feast to plan for.”

“Menue mentioned that. A celebration for a successful start.”

“And appreciation for the workers soon to depart. Our latemeal was a test of recipes.”

“In that case, the brigants are in for a treat.”

She returned the basin and towels to the cart then dropped the clothes on my bed. I stood with her. She smiled, the bend in her snout a delightful addition. “I can see why Menuebrix finds you so...attractive, Maels Raptori. You are an interesting individual.”

“I appreciate your attention, Lahad.” I opened and closed my fist. None of the scabs tore, though the skin around them remained red. “All better. See?”

“I do indeed. That was amazing to witness. Thank you for sharing–though I’m not pleased it happened, mind you.”

I laughed. “My pleasure. Will I enjoy your company again before I leave? Perhaps a meal?”

She tilted her head and shrugged. “I hope. The weavers will have the portal under their control deep in the dark tonight. By the next fall of the day, anyway. A meal sounds workable.”

“I’ll leave that for you to arrange.”

A low growl rose in her throat–one of anticipation. “Stay well.” Pushing the cart, she left.

I watched her walk down the corridor, waved when she looked back, then sat on my bed, thoughts churning. Shit. I ran my fingers through my hair. Deep in the dark. Meaning by sunrise. Sunset at the latest.

I lay back with my feet on the floor and stared at the slash in the ceiling. Good or bad, my time on Earth would all end the second morning from now at the latest. Stite would boot me through the portal himself, wishing me well as he did so.

Despite his good intentions, I couldn’t shake the feeling I had until then to save humanity.











FIVE - WITCHBLOOD HARVEST








17




A COLD front rolled in after sunset, bringing an hour’s worth of wind and rain. Through my room’s window-screen, the sound of the brigants’ work continued, peppered with moments of loud conversation, laughter, and cursing. More spotlights provided glaring illumination–the workers were on a tight schedule.

I donned my third set of new clothes and braved the drizzle to visit the kuuddin. The wind slashed at my exposed skin.

A choir of soft hoots and trumpets floated through the tent’s heavy fabric. Are they singing? It sounded mournful. Shit.

At what I hoped was the entrance, I slapped the fabric. “Gaulthrus? It’s Maels.” I stepped back, opening and closing my fists. T’reth had warned me not to disturb the Kerkuud once, on the night they’d finished erecting their tent. I hoped I wasn’t interrupting another ceremony, that they wouldn’t trample me on sight. The singing continued undisturbed.

I raised my palm again, but the heavy flap folded in. A giant brown head appeared, its fist-sized eyes glancing at me, over my head at the bustle, then down again. Green and blue gems on its two necklaces sparkled in the spotlights.

Gaulthrus raised its trunk. Its tip pinched open and closed as it quietly whooted.

I bowed. “My apologies if I’ve interrupted anything. No offense intended. I wish to inquire as to Awdoo’s health.” I looked into Gaulthrus’s steady gaze. “Is Awdoo all right?”

The Kerkuud stared for a long, uncomfortable moment. Then it bobbed its head with a hopeful-sounding hoot.

A weight on me lifted. “I deeply regret hurting your comrade. A hateful creature forced the fight on us. I consider Awdoo my friend. I hope you and your mates understand.”

Hoo-hoot. Toot. Gaulthrus flapped its ears and stepped back, then forward. I nearly flinched when it laid its trunk on my shoulder. But it merely patted me, then stretched out an arm, fingers spread wide.

I took its hand in mine. We exchanged a single shake.

“I’m visiting with T’reth tonight. I’ll let her know you are well. Stite intends for you to leave when the portal is stable. That will likely happen by the second sunrise from now.” I shrugged. “I’ll probably be right behind you.”

Gaulthrus bobbed its head side to side, as though telling me it already knew. The rhythmic hooting and trumpeting from deeper in the tent drew its attention momentarily. Then it looked back at me with an I’ve got to go expression.

I nodded. “Good luck, Gaulthrus. Best wishes to all of you. And please, let Awdoo know I feel terrible for what happened.”

Whoo. It let the flap fall back.

* * *

Returning to my room, I removed my shoes, sat on my bed, and settled into a deep meditative state–another skill I remembered now, and a welcome one. I learned early in my training how to calm and center myself. It served me well in the turbulent years that followed. Relaxed, I was about to sing my Raptori song, but held off since my room’s entrance remained open. Best not to attract unwanted attention. For the first time in days, I felt relaxed enough to reach that point. I embraced the thoughtless inner calm.

A brigant brought me a meal of two gristies, a bowl of leafy vegetables drizzled with a honey-flavored sauce, and a large skin of water. 

“Place the tray on the bed, please,” I told the young Rau, who eyed me cautiously. No doubt my fight with Kliq had gone through several iterations, each more violent than the last. He probably wondered where I kept the poor thing’s head.

After the brigant left, I ate in silence then meditated again. Too many unsettled thoughts roiled my mind. I had trouble deciding where to focus. As a result, nothing received my full attention.

Hopefully, everything would clarify once I spoke with T’reth.

“Maels?”

“I’m here.” I opened my eyes and put feet to floor.

Belt and arms free of gadgets, Menue stepped into the room, sling in place, hands together over her chest. Her eyes were wide, her lips pursed. She swallowed. “I did my best with the witchen. Stite put me in charge of them this morning. I stopped the harvest, cleaned and fed them. They slept most of the day. They say they’re ready for you. But they’re still weak.” She lowered her gaze. “No point in putting it off any longer.”

I studied her. “Did anyone tell you what happened this afternoon?”

“Lahad stopped by.” She shook her head. “Maybe now they’ll listen to me.”

“Until the Kerkuud and I are gone, anyway.”

She looked up. “I heard Yolu crying. At least you got in a couple of good licks.” A smile lifted the corners of her lips.

“I spoke with Gaulthrus. It indicated Awdoo should recover. Some good news, anyway.”

Menue allowed herself a full smile. “The good news is you put a stop to that abomination’s foolishness.”

“Hopefully.”

Her gaze fell again. “Well, they’re waiting.”

“Right.” Though anticipating this meeting, I hesitated. I never liked confrontations, but sometimes they couldn’t be avoided. I slapped the bed with both palms and stood. “Lead on.”

She guided me counter-clockwise to the choke point, the corridors still busy with activity. Rectangles shone and fans drove a steady circulation. Paint colored the interior dormitories–yellow/red, blue/red, blue/green to the choke point, green/white just beyond.

As we walked, Menue turned and twisted, protecting her injured shoulder. She gasped and winced when bumped. I stepped up and draped my arm over her shoulders. Neither of us suffered bumps afterward.

Steps past the green/white dorm, we entered a corridor along the inner wall with three doors opposite a wide muxal fold–where Yolu had brought me and T’reth earlier.  O-2Q-1, per the Oladi’s designation, the first-third of one o’clock per mine. The exfusion chamber. Each rockwood door exuded the scent of the gyum, much like the corral crossbeams. Bracing crisscrossed the ceiling, two rectangles chased back the shadows, and small fans mounted in the rock at the far end ensured steady airflow.

Two armored guards with spears and knives stood near the large fold’s center. They snapped straight at our approach then stepped sideways to the edges. Their movements disturbed my lower pushers. I glanced down. Nulls ringed the bottoms of their boots. Their presence hindered the fold from opening–normally, anyway. One might still create a gooey-edged gap, as I had with the fold to my room.

“No one is to disturb us,” Menue said as she placed a palm on the muxal.

Fwam! The fold slammed into the floor.

“Acht!” She jerked her hand back. Even the guards twitched in surprise. “Sorry. I am trying.”

At least this effort didn’t dislodge any pebbles.

Then I noticed muxal buffering the frame. “That’s a good idea,” I said as we entered a corridor lit by a single rectangle. Supplies sat in shadowy nooks gouged into the rock walls and in piles along the floor. “How come you don’t do that with my room?”

“It’s probably low priority.” She turned to raise the fold. Thwam! “The muxal in the frame is a different batch. It holds the floor muxal in place.”

“That and the nulls on the guards’ boots,” I said.

“Stite seeks to keep out those who do not belong and keep in those who do belong.”

I nearly stopped walking. “You really think the witchen belong in here?”

“It’s just what Stite said.” Her steps slowed. After a moment, she whispered, “I’m...just here to fix things.”

She led the way around the sharp turn and into the large room beyond. The tang of blood and unwashed bodies hit me. A fan in the ceiling’s far corner hurried the odor into small vents carved near the ceiling.

Equipment plugged into two small cylinders humming with power replaced two of the slab-beds. Bright-red blood flowed through thin tubes winding across the faces of the machines into grape-sized muxal orbs resting in trays. Lights in ceiling fixtures illuminated the remaining slabs. Shaped into recliners now, they held the naked witchen in place with straps over chests, elbows, wrists, thighs, knees, and ankles.

Both looked gaunt. I expected to see rings beneath their eyes, but the harvest left them practically without color. The paleness of their skin rendered the limp down over their bodies nearly invisible. Their lips seemed as white, as did their finger- and toenails. E’sis’s once-dark-golden locks hung bleached and flat. T’reth’s hair had been sheared to her scalp. Even the rich black of her tattoos were drained and without vitality. From across the room, their cracked lips, glazed with ointment, looked puffy and painful.

Each wore null-studded leather straps around their heads.

The absence of jewelry accentuated their helpless vulnerability.

E’sis’s scratches from the cave-in stood out red and inflamed beneath more ointment. The wound on her forehead had healed somewhat, giving me hope the weavers were at least trying to keep infection at bay.

Poor E’sis. Poor T’reth! Had to cut away her hair to remove the gyum-covered towel of nulls Boon threw on her.

Cups filled with water and prut stood on a table between the slabs. Empty, crumb-dusted plates filled a lower shelf. A basket with towels smudged red and a basin of dirty water sat on the muxal floor.

T’reth’s gaze found me. She tried to smile. The effort clearly caused her pain. “Miles,” she croaked. E’sis raised her head, glanced in my direction, then laid back, my arrival not enough to rouse her from her stupor.

“God dammit.” I rushed to stand between the recliners. After checking that E’sis had only fallen back into a daze, I wrapped T’reth’s cold fingers in mine. “T’reth.”

“Ah-ah-are y-you well?” Her chin quivered, but her teeth didn’t chatter.

I laughed. “Bumped and bruised, but I’m all right. You two need help, though.” I touched the muxal straps and clamps.

Menue stopped a short distance away. “It hurts them to move–”

I raised my hand. “Please. I appreciate your work, but right now, I don’t want to hear a peep from you unless I ask. Extrude yourself someplace to sit and help me forget you’re here.”

She breathed sharply but did as I asked.

I glanced at her over my shoulder. “And Menue? Trust me. I know what I’m doing, and I mean no one any harm.”

She opened her mouth, thought better, and nodded.

I placed my hands on the T’reth’s recliner. “First things first.” Fwit! Snik! Thwick! The clamps retracted. I rounded the recliner’s edges and adjusted the cushions into more comfortable shapes. I relaxed the bend and lifted her legs. She whimpered as she settled. Removing the clamps exposed blood-smeared, light-yellow bandages around her joints.

Menue gasped. “Maels–”

A look over my shoulder silenced her. Her eyes were wide. Yeah. I can work your muxal. Surprise!

I repeated the adjustments for E’sis, who woke up blinking. Her gaze found me.

“Rest,” I said. “Are you thirsty?”

She glanced at the cups and nodded. I lifted the nearest and held the spout to her lips. She raised a shaky hand and tried to hold the cup. Together, we tipped it enough to let water trickle between her cracked lips. She swallowed then pushed it away. Her teeth chattered as she laid her head back.

“Good, good.” I set the cup on the table then held her hand, as cold as T’reth’s. “Are you cold?” Stupid question. Without waiting for her to answer, I turned toward Menue, who fetched a pair of blankets from a nook in the wall. More supplies filled others, large and small. “And slippers or socks, if you have them.”

She offered the blankets. “I’ll find some.”

“Not if you have to leave the room.” I draped a blanket over E’sis, who drew her shivering arms over her belly, then did the same for T’reth, who tucked her arms close as well. She winced with the effort. I helped her sip water.

Menue returned to her stool.

I pushed the table closer to the wall behind the recliners then shoved the basket and basin beneath it again. With room now, I extruded a seat for myself. Fwik!

“I can’t remove the nulls just yet,” I said to T’reth, leaning close to ensure she heard. She looked desperately tired, but her gaze remained focused, and she kept her smile. “Frankly, I don’t know if I want to. I don’t think you’ve been truthful with me.”

Her smile relaxed. “No,” she croaked. The musical echo beneath her voice came out parched. I reached for the water again, but she made a sound. “Other stuff?”

“The prut?” She nodded. I helped her drink.

“Thank y-you.” Her rasp sounded stronger.

Keeping hold of the cup, I adjusted her armrest so I could lean on it. “You were saying?”

“G-gaunt...lets,” she whispered.

I scowled. “My gauntlets? What do they have to do with anything?”

“Old. Need puh-portal. Should have s-stopped working.”

“My ux-metal gauntlets should have stopped working when the portal here was destroyed?”

She nodded. “Something f-fed them. We did not know what. Fuh-frightened us.” Her clicks and echoes strengthened the more she spoke.

“A source of ux here on Earth somewhere? Is that possible without a portal?”

She shook her head. I glanced at Menue, who also shook her head. “The ux is everywhere, but a portal needs to be established for a weaver to work her spells. It forms a–a crack in the barrier keeping reality and unreality apart.” She shrugged. “I don’t understand it all.”

I asked T’reth, “So, something kept my gauntlets alive? And that scared you and the others?”

Blinking so slowly I thought she might’ve fallen asleep, she nodded. “You are not h-human. Came to us out of the dark. Suh-suspicious.”

“Did not nuh-know...if you were a plant,” E’sis added in a slightly stronger voice. Her clicks sounded the same as T’reth’s but her echoes resonated more deeply. “We s-sensed something...out of place when we arrived.”

“But before I showed up?”

They both nodded.

“That was probably Kliq,” I said. “A Nassara agent gifted at concealing herself. She stowed away in your expedition somehow.”

T’reth and E’sis exchanged glances. “Hidden in supplies?” T’reth said. “No time to check them thoroughly.”

“The Nassara leaders here told me they have strands to certain low-worlds. If you got any of your supplies from them, Kliq could have stowed away easily enough.” I glanced at Menue. “She’s probably not the only daerling the Nassara had created. She just happened to get the job done.”

As expected, she shrugged again.

She wouldn’t know anything.

I told T’reth, “Kliq manipulated Boon to prevent you from bringing down the complex when the Nassara attacked. But be that as it may, you felt you couldn’t trust me. So, you kept things from me. Like you’re part of a rogue faction of Oladi and intended to cinder Earth to eliminate the chorloch.”

She slow-blinked again. “We hoped to save Earth. But it is so infested.”

“And when you discovered I was a warden?”

She glanced at E’sis. The older witchen said, “M’ringen wuh-wanted you off Earth. Let you argue at council. While we burned Earth.” She stopped to catch her breath. “T’reth did not know. Told to prep you.” She cleared her throat. “P-prut?”

I helped her drink then set her cup into a depression I formed in her recliner’s armrest. I placed T’reth’s cup in a similar depression on her chair. “Do either of you think my title as warden has any standing?”

“No,” E’sis said.

“Y-Yes,” T’reth said at the same time. They looked at each other again.

“League is dead,” E’sis said. “Council would not care.”

“They would have listened,” T’reth set her jaw. “Most still have strong feelings about what happened.”

“They hate the kuh-chorloch more.” After a moment, she added, “And those who use them.”

“No one here uses chorloch,” I snapped. “This whole planet is as much a victim as any single human.”

The two witchen exchanged looks again. T’reth croaked, “Not according...to archives.”

“That’s absurd. What archives?”

“Chorloch came as a request,” E’sis said.

“Earth Cell would never have requested a single chorloch brought to Earth.”

“Then how did they get here?” T’reth asked.

Her question jolted me. I’d never asked myself that. They weren’t from Earth. Seeing how one liquefied its leg as it moved through the tree told me as much. They’d obviously been here long enough to infest the planet, to breed, to evolve. How did they get here? The League certainly didn’t wish it.

Two weeks remained chained in my backmind, two weeks during which my fellow wardens and Earth Cell itself mysteriously disappeared from my life, leaving Larrika and me stranded on this broken world.

I relaxed my clenched jaw. “I...don’t know, but I know how we can find out.” I turned to Menue, who couldn’t root around in my mind. Her sisters were entirely out of the question. “Menue, I need to remove the nulls from T’reth’s head.”

Her eyes opened wide, and she jumped from her stool. “You can’t!” She raised her hand. “They’ll crush us all!”

The degree of fright in her expression startled me. “It’ll be all right.” I pointed. “Look at them. They’re too weak. The complex is safe. None of their muxal is in here.”

“Maels, no.” She approached. “That’s the one thing Stite demanded I not allow. We can’t risk either of them manipulating the ux. Please.”

“I need their help to remember.” I stood. “I need the final chains broken. I need this, and there’s no one else to do it.”

Menue looked at the witchen then back at me. “But...you can’t take the nulls off. If anyone finds out, they’ll be killed, and probably you, too, and I’ll be... Well, punished, for sure. It’s too dangerous!” She stopped in front of me. Tears brimmed in her eyes.

“If there was another way...”

“Maybe if–” She slapped her hand over her mouth. A tear rolled down her cheek. “If I say a trigger word, right? That’s what happened before when I spoke your name?”

I grabbed her good shoulder, scowling now. “Are you saying you know more triggers? You could’ve helped me remember?”

She cried out and retreated. “Jeko warned me not to, at least not yet. It’s coincidence too, so it might not mean...” She stepped back again. “I think one of my–” The word she said failed to translate, but in my mind, I heard grandaunt. “–may have been involved.”

I approached and loomed over her, fists clenched. “Menue, give me a reason not to remove their nulls the next time you open your mouth, or I swear, they’re coming off.”

“It’s possible I know how Earth became infested. My grandmother’s diaries... She mentions something that happened with one of her sisters, who became an exceptionally powerful weaver. It happened about the time... It translates to about a hundred years ago. A little more.”

“Your grandmother’s diaries? Is that it?”

“Maels, please! Jeko thought it too reckless to mention. She demanded I say nothing. But Grandmother mentions Earth in one of her entries. Specifically Earth.”

That curbed my erupting temper. “Go on.”

She breathed deep and wiped at the wetness on her cheeks. “Maybe...you should sit down. I can’t catch you if you fall again.”

I waved off her concern. “I can control that. Just say whatever trigger you think you know.”

“It’s my grandaunt’s name. The powerful weaver.”

“Fine. If it’s in my memories, it’ll probably spark something. The chains were meant to be easily broken.”

Menue breathed deep again. “Mistress Chourbrix ouz-Wanhese. Does that–”

Chourbrix!

I thought I was ready. I thought I could hold back the white. I failed to hear all of Menue’s question because I was stupidly wrong.

A pop resonated through my mind and spun my consciousness. The world tipped, Menue’s scream faded, and I fell.











18




LARRIKA AND I stood in Earth Cell’s rectangular, rock-walled portal chamber. She looked the same age as when I remembered us in the central dining hall, but here, she was filthy and disheveled, her gray robe smudged with dirt from the cell’s garden, half her long white braids hacked off. Her shoulders sagged and her lower eyelids were puffy, as though from crying.

I faced the portal chamber foyer. Stacks of crates and barrels, their construction different from Stite’s supplies, blocked the heavy wooden doors leading to the central atrium beyond–not the Nassara, then. The cell’s east and west corridors branched to either side, the doors for each removed.

On the polished chamber floor, two bodies lay in puddled blood. One was an old human female, whom I’d killed to quiet her suffering. The other, bludgeoned against the rock walls, belonged to a weaver named Minsuza, of the same race as Menue and her grandaunt. The weaver had cut the human to force Larrika to heal the wounds, a skill Larrika lacked.

Underportals shimmered with frothy ux along both corridors. Behind me, in the cell’s main portal, ux boiled white, bright, and violent. It twinged my puushers and called to me, whispering words just beyond comprehension. The memory tugged at my backmind. Voices in the ux–

An incredibly sharp squeeze from my backmind nearly staggered me with pain. Even in this recollection, it hurt. I believed it was meant to.	

“Maels.” Smiling, Larrika hugged me.

With elation and distant dread, I relished the feel of her against me. With all that had happened, I’d thought I’d lost her. To find her alive and mostly unharmed–

She said, “You’re almost done remembering.”

“I hope so,” I said, my chin in her soft hair. “I think I’m in trouble again.”

She looked up, smile widening. “Why am I not surprised?” Then she gestured. “Remember this?”

“I do.”

“Do you remember when this is?”

More chains broken now, the memories inundated me. If not for her arm around my waist, I might have fallen back. “I’d just escaped from the...the Qrill home world.” I looked down at my hands. Twin ux-metal gauntlets wrapped my wrists. Small, red-rimmed cuts lay between my knuckles, itching as they healed. “I’m still recovering from...Saawth’s blood curse.” Saawth! The name jellied my knees.

More names and faces from my days of captivity on Qryllen punched across my awareness. Col Prij. Seveew.

Mistress Chourbrix.

The Qrill, an ambitious race of feline warriors–the cat-warriors from Earth’s recent past–had stormed Earth Cell using devices called sub-portal openers, coming at me and my fellow cellmates from all directions.

I did remember those devices from before! T’reth was wrong. They’ve been around longer than she knows.

Of our cell, only Larrika and I survived. Her because the Qrill needed a witchen familiar with the cell’s protective wards to lower them. Me because Saawth wanted a plaything. A toy. When she eventually tired of me, she’d hand me off to her Crown of the Clan Guard, Col Prij, a warden she’d captured decades earlier. He’d train me as his replacement.

Mistress Chourbrix. I remembered sitting with her on Qryllen, the Qrill home world, at a trading zone on the hot dusty planet. Humans had been one of many species showcased as beasts of labor, cannon fodder, or food. By then, the Qrill had been subjugating Earth for maybe six days. They established a vast underportal network that reached nearly all corners of the planet. Through them, Chourbrix unleashed enfeeblement spells to eliminate human opposition–the dumbing-down disease. By the millions, humans fell victim. Those left unaffected could only watch their stricken comrades die.

At some point, the dumbing-down found a hold in the chorloch, whose urine soaked the disease into the forests where they lived. Burning the wood produced smoke contaminated with the spell. Maybe it was an adaptation toward self-defense–humans could not burn the chorloch, as the resulting smoke would destroy any settlements downwind.

Chourbrix created the original spell and unleashed it.

During our conversation, the weaver, as powerful as she was crazy, reveled in humanity’s suffering. She also confessed to wanting me as her apprentice, and said she’d convince Saawth to grant this wish.

More memories stormed through me: Seveew and three assassins storming her mother’s private den, looking to kill her and me. Chourbrix killing two before taking a dagger to the chest. Me finishing off the remaining two before turning my gauntlets on an injured Saawth. Then escaping to Earth via the assassins’ underportals.

Before that, Farmaleu Mesa, where the powerful preyed on the helpless. The Guild and League of Cells existed to stamp out such barbaric places. I gasped in realization. In the forest below the mesa, chorloch preyed on humans left in clearings as part of a demonstration of the beasts’ efficiency. That’s where I first encountered them and learned what they could do.

The League never requested chorloch! The Qrill had brought them to Earth to protect their outposts until enough of humanity succumbed to the dumbing-down disease.

They meant to get rid of the chorloch once humanity was conquered. They had to! No intelligent race would’ve left them to roam free and evolve.

Had I not interfered, the Qrill would’ve eliminated the chorloch on their own. Of course, humanity would’ve been decimated in the process. I had no choice but to do my sworn duty and stop the Qrill invaders...

More memories hit: Silverwake, where Larrika ascended in skill but was captured while I was thrown through a sub-portal to the far side of the planet; Silverise, home to one of the League’s primary headquarters, where Dell charged me with escorting Larrika to Silverwake. He intended to go, but due to an emerging crisis, he gave me the task while he helped with negotiations...

Only...the Qrill had infiltrated the League edifice and planted explosives that brought the structure down a few days later, killing everyone inside...

The Kerrid! The most dangerous creature I’d ever faced–a powerful witchen warrior with the ability to steal his victim’s memories. He infiltrated Earth cell to lower the protective wards and deliver it to the Qrill. He beat me into submission and attempted to steal my memories. But I electrocuted him before he finished... Or I...I might’ve been too late...

My memories churned. Harsh warning squeezes rose from my backmind. Something about that fight...

Most of the missing two weeks in my memories fell into place. Fuzzy gaps remained and would probably stay so until I reintegrated everything in my sleep. But right then, only small gaps in the ensuing decades were still locked behind the chainwall, the largest a month-long period fifteen years ago. After that, my memories lay clumped in three five-year batches, mostly on my wanderings across Earth’s stricken landscape.

In the first, beginning shortly after Larrika’s death, I left Spain for North America on an ocean voyage that revealed for the first time how much my presence threatened humans. I killed a handful in the first week and forced the captain to keep sailing. Doing so sickened me, but they wanted to cast me overboard, weighed down so I’d vanish beneath the waves. When close enough to land, I puushed to safety and left that nightmare behind. Only to live it again and again...

Trembling, I held Larrika at arm’s length. “Why? The chainwall. Why?”

Her smile disappeared. Her hands found my forearms. “Not yet, Maels. Not yet. You’ll know when. It’s still too dangerous for you to remember.”

Voices in the ux. Hissed whispers. Warning squeezes peppered my consciousness. Frustration welled through me. “I don’t know if I can wait. Things are happening now. I could be in terrible danger. Earth could be in terrible danger. I don’t know who to trust.”

My legs wobbled. I fell to my knees. “Larrika! It’s so hard. I’m so tired.” Thoughts of leaving Earth, where I wasn’t welcome, wasn’t appreciated, flitted across my awareness. They felt more like I was abandoning Earth.

She settled to her knees with me, eyes wet. “I know. I feel it. But you’re so close now. Please. Do what you do best. Persevere!” She shuffled closer, lifted my chin, and wiped at my tears. Then tapped my temple. “But remember, you still face grave danger, in here. The final chain... You must be ready. You must integrate these new memories first. Because when you remember, you’ll have a terrible decision forced upon you. One that will leave you scarred no matter your choice.” She winced. “I did the best I could.”

I held her hands. “I know. I know.” I looked down then raised my wrists. Anger swirled through my weariness and frustration. “It’s the gauntlets, isn’t it? It has something to do with these damn things!”

“Maels, please, don’t force it. Not yet. One more day, I think. Then you’ll remember. Please.”

“I’ll try,” I whispered as my anger dissipated. “I don’t know if...but I’ll try.”

She pulled me close. “It’s what you do. Oh, Maels! I wish I could be here with you.”

I sobbed onto her shoulder. The smell of earth from the cell’s gardens filled my nostrils.

She stroked my hair and whispered quietly, “I know. I know.”

Regaining my composure, I tried to hold her at arm’s length, but my hands passed through her fading presence. I gripped, but she broke apart in my grasp, little more than wisps of color. Behind me, the portal’s shimmering, turbulent brightness expanded across the chamber, engulfing me. “Larrika!”

“Please...” she pleaded across an impossible distance.

My knees burned with a sudden pain. Fear gripped me hard. I felt certain this would be the final time I’d be so close to my dear friend. I reached for what little remained of her. Larrika! Then everything turned white.

* * *

A hand slapped my cheek. “Maels!”

Menue? What–

Her voice shocked me back to consciousness. She leaned against me, struggling to keep me from toppling onto my side. I’d already fallen to my knees–no wonder they burned. “Wake up! I can’t hold you much long–”

“I’m here.” I gripped her forearm. With my other arm around her waist, I steadied myself. After a deep breath, I added, “I’m okay.”

“Are you well?”

I tried to smile. “I should’ve listened to you.” Jaw clenched at the pain, I stood and wiped the sweat on my brow. “That was rough. How long was I out?”

“Too long,” Menue said. “You were making noises, like you were hurt. Are you sure you’re well?”

“It was hard but...yeah. I’m fine now.” I stepped to the table on shaky legs. T’reth and E’sis watched with wide eyes as I guzzled the pitcher, water dribbling down my chin. Afterward, I wiped myself and set the pitcher down.

“Maels?” T’reth asked, her voice still shaky.

I returned to her slab. “Yeah. Learned that’s my name.”

“D-did you r-remember what you needed?”

I looked at her, E’sis, then back. Cold anger seeped through me. “I did. I remember the hell I endured to save Earth a century ago. I remember what it means to be a warden. I am a warden. I will be damned if I’m going to let you or Stite destroy this planet.”

“Easy words, warden.”

I whirled at Jeko’s voice. She stood in the chamber entrance, arms down at her sides, face devoid of expression. Menue gasped. Both T’reth and E’sis yelped.

“Can you stand by your vow?” the weaver asked. Her head twitched.

Fwit! Fwack! Thwack!

Straps reappeared over the witchen. The recliners straightened to slabs again. T’reth and E’sis bucked and whimpered in pain.

At the same time, shafts of muxal punched through my feet, the tips spreading out to hold me in place. I screamed, arms flailing, trying not to fall. Only quick puushes let me keep my balance.

“Jeko! No!” Menue shouted.

“Out of the way!” Jeko pushed. Menue slapped against the wall then tumbled to the floor, twisting to land on her good side. She grunted.

By then, I’d recovered from my initial pain. I reached for the muxal and fired my own shafts into Jeko.

Thwit! Thack!

But they missed, rising up instead to either side of her legs. Confusion and shock replaced my pain. Jeko jerked back from between my two razor-edged extrusions. I launched two more. Fwit! Thwip!

Again, I missed, these two coming in front and behind her. She danced sideways then turned to me, hands on hips, and laughed. “Noble efforts, warden. But did you really think we’d leave ourselves vulnerable to our own muxal?”

I missed a third time. Jeko laughed harder.

“This is how it’s done.” She waved.

Muxal shafts punched into my forearms, turned into hooks, and pulled down. More wound around my hips, keeping me upright. A loop circled my neck and pushed up, choking me. The cold metal spread behind me, then I fell back on an empty slab. Loops grabbed my fingers and pulled my hands and wrists beneath the surface. Straps crossed my chest and thighs, holding me tight. The shafts in my feet jerked free with cold burns. Then loops drew my ankles down so my feet sank into the slab, too. A bar behind my knees forced them to bend. Folds slapped against my cheeks, pinning my head. The lights above left blurs in my vision as I fell to a horizontal position then rolled a short distance to end up between the Oladi.

“Jeko!” Menue cried out. “Stop!”

“Get the strap!” Jeko snapped.

I squirmed and reached for the weaver’s muxal, but its presence in my mind was too slippery to grasp, Jeko’s too harsh and overwhelming. The chamber lacked Oladi muxal.

Menue’s cries floated from a growing distance. “No! You can’t–”

“Get it, you little worm.” Jeko suddenly moved into my line of sight. Though her expression appeared emotionless, her voice radiated malice. “So, of the blood, are you?”

A dozen muxal shafts needled into my body, at my elbows, wrists, knees, and ankles. My slab trembled. I imagined muxal tubes connecting with the machines beside E’sis.

“Let’s see just how potent your witchblood is.” She turned, reached for something out of sight, and turned back with a leather strap dotted with nulls. Just like those on T’reth and E’sis.

“Jeko, please,” Menue whimpered.

Muxal forced my head up then a loop crushed my chin to my chest. I squealed. A moment later, as Jeko wrapped the strap around my head, everything I thought I knew about pain turned wrong.

The top of my head disappeared, from my forehead to posterior scalp, like she’d replaced the top of my skull with a block of ice. The numbing chill penetrated my face and down my neck. My ears turned to frozen crusts and my vision bleached of color. Everything became glaring whites, infinite blacks, and washed-out shades of gray. Menue leaned into view. Loose strands of hair stuck against her cheeks resembled cracks. Blood trickled from her forehead wound, a dark worm oozing down her chalky brow.

I squeezed my eyelids shut and tried not to scream. The muxal beneath my head settled. My head fall flat. My teeth chattered.

“Miles!” T’reth gasped, her voice distant. “You’ll b-be all right! The nulls won’t hurt you!”

Jeko laughed. “Would you agree, warden?”

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t even breathe deep. My puush organs thrummed. The muxal holding my hands and feet prevented me from clenching my fists or curling my toes. It colluded with the ice in my brain to freeze me into agonizing motionlessness.

“Jeko! Please, don’t. He didn’t do anything!” Menue cried. Her voice came from a greater distance than T’reth’s, and I was falling out of the cold, tremendous pain into swirling darkness.

Jeko’s reply echoed from the edges of my awareness. “Stite would not want us to wait until after he acts on his threats. If you weren’t so besotted, you’d agree. Useless worm.”

A palm slapped onto my brow. Sharp fingernails pried my eyelids apart. Jeko leaned over me, her face shattered into a mosaic of black, white, and gray creases. Inky black hair haloed pale flesh. Dark tattoos slashed the side of her face. The rings across her eyebrow and down her cheek floated in milky emptiness. Her eyes, now a glistening light gray, held my gaze. A shade of decay darkened her thin lips. The glare of the lights above seared white at the back of my mind.

Nausea churned my guts. I tried to squirm, to adjust my position, feel myself move, anything. But the muxal imprisoned me.

“We’ll give the exfuser time to adapt to your vasculature. You may feel its probes poking around.” The stench of her breath, reeking with onions and garlic and meat, punched my face. “Then we’ll see about the potency of your witchblood. You were wise to hide your secret. It is more valuable than any beast preying on your precious little humans. And the way you heal... Oh. From you, we’ll harvest a hundred times the amount we’ll bleed from the Oladi!” She laughed. “Oh, yes, this expedition will certainly be profitable.”

“Jeko...” Menue whined from far, far away.

The weaver turned with a sneer. “Leave.” She looked down at me again. “In the morning, then. Sleep well.” She released my eyelids.

My world went dark.

The number of needles spearing my wrists and ankles, elbows and knees doubled, with corresponding waves of pain. My groin felt torn open as needles rooted. The itch of healing, hot against the cold, and my inability to move heightened the torture.

I retreated further into my mind, now a frigid castle of fragmented thoughts. Through it, a sense I’d suffered a similar experience and survived haunted me. I grasped at the possibility, desperate for any glimmer of hope.

The Kerrid attack. The memory rose from the angry blizzard of my backmind.

At the end, when he dug his mental fingers into my brain to steal my memories–the same burning pressure. Once anchored, he used his greater mental strength to drain my mind of all I knew, all I’d been. A similar utter helplessness.

In desperation, I punched ux-metal prongs from my gauntlet into a power socket I installed to provide electricity to Dell’s aquarium, my final gift to him. I electrocuted us both. My healing ability kept me alive. The Kerrid, his mind inside mine, suffered twice the pain. I don’t think he knew what hit him.

I retained lucidity throughout his assault by retreating deep into myself. Though this present situation was far different, its effect in my mind bore a crushing similarity. I burrowed into my own consciousness, drawing on my experiences sinking into meditative trances.

The incessant, biting cold swirled. My exposed nerves around the null influences pinched like hot pokers. I imagined the severed top of my head sitting on a hotplate slowly warming, and I felt every upward twitch in temperature. I couldn’t burrow deep enough to escape it entirely, but I did find somewhere less frozen. With my retreat, the alternating cold and burning itch in my limbs faded from my awareness.

Larrika! Please! If I’ve ever needed your help...

But I remained alone in my despair.

The nulls. They’re cancelling her out. She’s in my mind from a spell–I think that’s how she did it. A memory fragment, quick and fleeting, echoed: Larrika, old, wrinkled, and balding, leaning over me, her gaze holding mine. Her fingertips against my temples keeping me still; panic at her probing, which felt too much like the Kerrid’s assault; her soothing voice deep in my consciousness...

The ux, she whispered. You carry it with you still, after all these years.

The notion of ux within my mind didn’t frighten me. We’d both known it was there, discovering its presence shortly after we destroyed Earth Cell’s portal. Creatures of the ux, we decided–unimaginable beings, hitching a ride in the deep dark recesses of my consciousness, weaving through me like threads. The Kerrid’s assault exposed them.

They’d found their way into me when I was six–I was that old at my earliest recollections. Larrika suspected Raptori made suitable hosts for such beings, as we had a natural affinity for ux use through our puushers.

Why were they there? Larrika and I decided for the same reason we traveled the strands, explored new worlds, and experienced life: to see. We sensed no ill intent or malice, no effort to exert influence or control. In fact, when I nearly died destroying Earth Cell’s portal, they wanted me to survive. It was the only time they communicated with me.

The last time I’d been so close to death.

They used my memories as scaffolding for their house within my mind. When the Kerrid stole my memories, that scaffolding lay exposed. When I roused from my self-electrocution, the Kerrid’s body cooling atop of me, I suffered a sickening, floating detachment and disorientation. While the memories of that scaffolding had been my life, they weren’t mine. It had taken me days of torment in Saawth’s brutal clutches for me to integrate them into myself and become whole again.

Then, after decades, the hissed whispers invaded my dreams.

Larrika understood first. The ux beings were here to see. They likely wanted to share their experiences. But with the portal destroyed, their access to the ux unavailable...

Memories flared from the murk, giving a moment’s awareness before shattering like thin sheens of ice touched by warm air. With each, the chainwall squeezed. The pain prevented me from losing focus.

Hissed whispers. Faint at first, only in my deepest sleep, then rising to an incessant buzz through my waking hours. Larrika realized the need to act to help me preserve my sanity. She determined the ux beings wanted me to... Wanted to...

I could never descend deep enough into my mind to hear them properly to learn what.

They wanted something. Their efforts to let me know what–ghostly whispers night and day, unceasing, unstoppable, and unintelligible–drove me to the verge of insanity.

Gaps in my later years, before five-year chunks defined my life, filled in, the most recent the clearest. In one, an aged, determined Larrika drew on the tiny bit of ux within me and wove powerful spells that split my essence, locking my inner torments and all the associated memories inside my backmind. She quieted the voices. But I lost who I was, where I was from, and how I’d arrived on Earth. She deprived me of...me. All to keep me from losing myself beneath the ux beings’ relentlessly whispered demands.

For an instant, a fragment from our final night came into focus. Larrika, leaning over me, old, tired, defeated, and...sad.

Relax, she shared into my mind. Remember your training.

You’re never without hope.

In the here and now I cried out, Larrika! What hope have I now?

The memory fragment of Larrika leaning over me, her hands at my temples, flashed again. The ux. You carry it with you still, after all these years.

I played her words again.

The ux. You carry it with you still, after all these years.

Larrika! Hear me, please!

The ux... Her voice echoed strong and vibrant, forcing back the cold.

Understanding poked at my awareness. I sensed something there I could use. The feeling remained too distant for me to reel in. But it didn’t disappear into the fog, either.

The ux...

Larrika!

But she was dead. I was on my own.
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SOMETHING THIN and hard snaked into my mouth and down my throat, shattering my balance. Searing hot and bitter cold rocked me. I convulsed. My joints were tight and swollen and utterly immobile. Muxal in my rectum completed my violation.

Unable to stop, I opened my eyes and looked down at Yolu’s scarred, color-bleached face.

My slab had been stood upright, my head leaning over my feet–without the straps, I’d have fallen onto my face. The slab had also been raised, perhaps so she could see into my mouth as she forced a muxal tube inside.

“Ah, he wakes. Good morning, good morning.” She wiped the drool on her chin. Inky grays filled the crevices in her scars. Her hair frizzed about her head, a crown of tangled black. She cackled. “This bothers him.”

The sound slapped my ears. By then, the muxal worming down my throat had forced its way to my gullet, bruising my larynx along the way. I choked grunts. A spasm shook my body. I tried to shake my head, reach for the weaver, kick my feet. Muxal gripped me.

“He really doesn’t like that,” Jeko said from out of sight. Her empty tone made it a bland observation.

I blinked, my vision blurred with tears. Muscles in my neck and back spasmed and my puushers twinged with burning cold.

“Easy, easy.” Yolu patted my bare shoulder. My clothes had been cut away during the night. “Feeding and watering you we are. Nothing more.” Her hand moved to the muxal strap over my chest. She closed her eyes and looked as though she were concentrating. “The tube is in place. Time for your morning meal.” She opened her eyes, stepped back, and cackled. More drool slicked her chin.

A moment later, warmth surged into my stomach. Nausea swirled, hard. I tried to choke a warning I was about to vomit.

Then Yolu withdrew the tube. It snaked out before I even realized. I gagged, certain whatever she put into me was about spew out, but after heavy breaths, everything settled. My nausea dissipated. A wet belch, and my stomach felt less full.

I rasped, “Let me go!”

“Miles!” T’reth’s weak voice floated up from behind.

“No position to demand anything, you are.” Yolu patted my cheek then stepped out of sight.

A moment later, T’reth whimpered then gagged.

I squirmed. The nulls spun my balance. Tears wet my cheeks. “Stop. Stop it!” My voice emerged as a croak.

“Quiet!” Jeko snapped. “We’re not hurting her, fool.” She stepped into view and raised a grape-sized muxal orb between her fingertips. “The fruit of your first harvest, Raptori.” She gestured, and a table rolled into view. Atop it sat a large cube of Oladi muxal, light-gray against the weaver muxal.

I blinked. More icy wetness trickled to my chin.

T’reth gagged, gasped, then coughed and sobbed before quieting.

Yolu stepped into view, wiped her chin, then looked at me as she touched the Oladi muxal. “If we can manipulate this with less effort, then we’ll know your blood is powerful.”

Jeko handed her the orb.

“You f-fools,” I rasped. “I’m n-no witchen. I’ve n-no blood.” My teeth chattered between my words.

Yolu pushed up her sleeve, pressed the orb to her forearm, breathed, then sighed. The orb flattened between her fingertips. “I feel it.” Her voice trembled. She looked up, eyes wide, mouth agape. “Oh!”

“W-waste of time,” I whispered. “You’re buh-bleeding me for nuh-nothing.”

The empty orb fell from Yolu’s fingers. “Oh!” She staggered back.

Jeko watched dispassionately.

Her sister breathed deep and gathered herself. She yanked her sleeve down then wiped her chin. “This is strong. Oh!” She placed both hands on the cube.

“I’m no witchen,” I insisted. “Waste of t-time–”

Fwom! The cube transformed into a sphere.

Both weavers flinched with startled cries.

Yolu looked at the sphere, her hands, then me. “It worked!” She cackled.

Jeko touched the Oladi muxal. “Perfectly smooth.” She nudged it and it rolled off the table, bounced with a metallic tong, then into the narrow corridor.

I stared in horror as the sphere settled against the far wall, a bright roundness in the black. “N-n-no.” My thoughts spun. “No, that–that’s –not puh-possible.”

Yolu caressed my cheek. “Your blood is powerful, Raptori. Powerful, indeed.”

“No. N-no,” I said more firmly through chattering teeth. “You did that, on your own.”

“I think not,” she said. “For me, that muxal is nigh impossible to work. Even with the Oladi harvest.”

Jeko leaned close and smiled. “Left me to put right what the Oladi did wrong. Your blood doubles our supply of muxal.”

“Too bad it is hard to purify.” Yolu stepped back. “You challenge the exfuser. Your blood fights the process.”

“Like it’s trying to heal itself. Even outside your body.” Jeko crossed her arms and leaned against the table. “Interesting thought.”

Yolu placed a hand on her arm. “Harness that, too, we might, eh?” She cackled.

Jeko’s smile vanished as she glanced at her sister’s hand, which Yolu quickly jerked away. “In time, perhaps, but don’t think that’ll heal you, cripple. Concern yourself with the chorloch herds. Your lures need more balance.”

Her stooped sister bobbed her head. “Yes, yes. I will handle that.” She looked at me and wiped her chin. “More herds than anticipated cross the valleys, so sweet are my lures.” She brushed a clump of hair behind her mangled ear. It flopped loose when she lowered her hand. “We’ll have sixteen of the beasts soon! They will need feeding.” She glanced to E’sis’s slab.

My confusion over how my blood allowed Yolu to manipulate the muxal fell to the back of my foremind. “Leave E’sis be!”

The weaver cackled.

“Enough.” Jeko raised a palm over my eyes. “We’ve learned what we needed. It’s pointless to speak to you anymore.” A muxal fold snaked over my ear, beneath her hand and across my face, before covering my other ear on its way into the slab. It tightened, jerking my head harder back. No light snuck in from its edges.

My slab rotated so I lay flat again, the straps tighter. The concoction in my belly sloshed, but my nausea had disappeared. The needles in my joints throbbed, made worse by my healing itch. Even the fullness in my rectum pulsed hot.

The two weavers exchanged words, their conversation muffled by the muxal folds, then everything went silent.

“T’reth?” I called out. “T’reth! E’sis!”

Neither replied.

I have to get out of this. I have to stop this harvest. Save myself. The Oladi. Earth.

But I was out of ideas.

The cold pounding my head and battle of fire and ice in my joints urged me to retreat into my mind again. Simple thought became an exhausting struggle, and sleep beckoned. I resisted. For any hope of escape, I had to remain awake. I didn’t have time to wait for a solution from my muddied memories. The night had already passed. If this continued, I’d be too weak to accomplish anything, even if I freed myself.

Define the problem. Why am I helpless?

The nulls. Otherwise, I’d manipulate the muxal. T’reth and E’sis as well. The nulls prevented me from connecting with the slab–or any muxal. Prevented me from merely concentrating.

I still felt my connection to the muxal. The nulls hadn’t taken that away, only made it impossible for me to shape it. That neither T’reth or E’sis could manipulate their muxal, or the ux, told me they suffered similarly. The nulls essentially froze us out from contact with the ux.

The ux...

Larrika’s words tickled my memory. I focused on her mention of the ux before being torn from my thoughts. Something about it... She was trying to tell me... Since her presence in my mind was a spell, the nulls prevented me from reaching her.

Presence in my mind. The ux...

The ux.

I carried a tiny bit of ux in my mind–the ux beings. As insubstantial as thought, maybe, but no less a reality. That’s why I could still speak with Larrika. The ux within me powered what remained of her spell.	

My conversation with T’reth and E’sis the night before rose into my consciousness. Gauntlets. Old ux-metal. Should have stopped working. T’reth, explaining why her team didn’t trust me. Something fed them. We didn’t know what. Meaning another source of ux on Earth, hidden from them.

Then, later, with Larrika: It’s the gauntlets, isn’t it?

I understood. My old gauntlets, made of a primitive muxal, should have stopped working when the portal collapsed. Like my puush organs, they drew on the ux to work. Without the portal, they should have fallen inert–just as I shouldn’t have been able to puush.

No. My people puushed long before a portal was ever established on Raptor. It’s a natural adaptation.

But my gauntlets should have died. They had no natural ability to draw on the ux, having been designed for non-witchen to use. But they required access to the ux. Typically through a portal.

I’d kept them alive. For a century, I’d fed them.

How soon had Larrika suspected? Probably in the first days after the portal collapsed. I’d certainly used my gauntlets more than enough times.

She said nothing.

Forget about that. She did what she thought was best. Focus. You’ve got the ux within you. How can you use that?

If I could extrude from the slab, I could cut the null strap, thin leather hardly a finger’s width across. Jeko’s fold over my face was below the leather strap. My head remained mostly above the muxal–nothing to keep the strap in place if it were cut. Folds against my cheeks and around my neck prevented movement, but nothing touched the strap–at least, not that I could feel.

The null straps on the Oladi hadn’t been held in place by muxal either, as far as I remembered.

Of course not. Because of their nature, no one could manipulate muxal over nulls. T’reth deployed nulls in muxal columns to keep their shape. The one on the floor of my room kept me from lowering the fold. Jeko left the top of my head bare to tie on the strap.

If I could cut the strap, I’d free myself of the nulls.

I just couldn’t reach out to form an extrusion. The nulls prevented that.

God dammit! I lay on enough muxal to cut through a billion straps.

One sliver! It’s all I need.

Then I realized I did have a sliver of muxal–two, in fact. One in each hand.

The moment I focused on them, I felt them–blank spots in my palms where the iciness and itching failed to reach. Missed in the terrific jumble of sensations at battle in my awareness.

My breath hitched. How could that be? I couldn’t feel the muxal presence behind my eye. But what had T’reth said? With the muxal inside, I didn’t need that presence. The connection would always be there.

I exhaled, inhaled slowly.

Can I manipulate them?

I concentrated through the cold ring of hot pain. In a way I hadn’t for decades, I focused inward. There, in my neck, the tightness of a muxal strap. Traveling down, I butted against the squeezing from the strap over my chest. Retreating, I cast left and right, toward my shoulders. There! I slid beneath the squeezing in my upper arms.

Pain in both elbows hampered my passage down my limbs. I clenched my jaw as I exposed myself to the war there, in each joint multiple needles lancing inside and the hot scratchy itch as my body fought the intrusions. My bones radiated heat. Swelling compressed tendons. Immobility stiffened ligaments. The ache was pain made solid.

My forearms were less brutalized by straps or muxal. At my wrists, multiple needles sipped my blood. My body retaliated. The cold, heat, and swelling made it hard to sense my fingers.

I reached the blanknesses in my palms.

The Oladi muxal was receptive to my mental probing. It twinged when I thought to move it. The weaver muxal demanded more concentration, but it, too, shifted.

I remembered the pain from driving that sliver into my palm. Shit. It’s probably going to hurt ten times as bad pulling it to my scalp.

Did I have other options? T’reth has similar slivers inside her. She said as much when she put mine in. If she could–

But she was cut off from the ux. She had to reach out. I carried my ux inside me. She couldn’t manipulate her muxal, no matter where it was. Otherwise, she’d have freed herself. E’sis, too.

Looked like forcing the muxal to my head was my only choice.

I drew the Oladi muxal in my right palm toward my wrist.

A potent stabbing followed. When I hit bone, I angled the sliver upward, toward the skin. It easily penetrated the soft tissues in its path and like a blister popping, the tip poked through my skin.

Lights flashed behind my closed eyelids. I clenched my jaw at the pain, sharper than the rest of my terrible aches and harder to ignore.

Only the muxal around my wrist prevented me from expelling the sliver. No, no, keep it beneath the skin. No one must see. I pulled the sliver back, angled it, and drove it along the soft underside of my wrist.

The pain lessened. I blunted the tip and angled it when it butted against an obstruction, be it blood vessel, muscle sheath, or other tissue. I forced it to my elbow before resting, winded both physically and mentally.

Moving the weaver muxal became a test of endurance. I blunted it too, but it still hurt far worse. Sharpening the tip instead only increased the pain. I couldn’t determine why. Was the weaver muxal not as smooth? Did tiny teeth lie along its sides, and I was working against them? Even when positioned just beneath my skin and nudged along, it burned furiously.

I rested again after forcing it to my elbow. The bruising later would be spectacular.

Just...go with it. You’ve experienced worse. Remember when you cut Saawth’s poison from your lip? What a bloody painful mess that was. How many times did you pass out during that affair?

The Oladi muxal burned a path through my elbow, but once clear, advancing it to my shoulder was like a soothing hot bath.

I passed out while driving the weaver muxal through my elbow. Painful throbs shook my entire arm. My healing ability spent an inordinate amount of time dousing the flames.

Though it stung the entire time, I slid the Oladi muxal beneath the strap around my neck and to the base of my skull.

The weaver muxal left rent tissue in its wake from my elbow up. I didn’t know how long I spent catching my breath after I roused a second time, but it felt far too long–the weavers could return at any moment.

When I regained my composure, I forced the weaver muxal to the base of my skull, next to the Oladi sliver. Tears puddled in my eyes. Shit! Shit shit shit! I struggled to control my breathing. I can’t do that anymore. Do I have enough to cut the strap with just the Oladi muxal? I didn’t think so. Once one sliver rose into the area where I lost all sensation, I’d have to use the other to push it the rest of the way. I had to hope I had enough of both to cut through the entire strap.

I’d have to cut it at the back of my head. That area was free of nulls on the witchen’s straps, which made sense–otherwise, the slab would have to be pre-shaped. I didn’t think Jeko did that when she captured me. I’d have to cut through the thickest layer of my scalp as well, but I’d endured getting the slivers into position. The rest should be a simple matter of–

“Is he breathing hard? Why is he breathing so hard?”

I spasmed at Stite’s voice. Despite the muxal over my ears, he sounded close.

“I know not,” Yolu replied. She sounded closer.

“Why is he so pale?” Stite asked, louder. “Didn’t he have brown skin?”

Fwap! The strap over my ears and face retracted, allowing my tears to spill free. The slab rotated to an upright position. I remained immobile. My tears rolled to my jawline and pattered to the floor.

Yolu said, “His skin still is brown. Lightened by the harvest, is all. Like those two.” She slapped my cheek. “Raptori!”

The slab shook when it stopped moving. I waited until then to open my eyes. The two of them standing close–Yolu looking up while Stite glared at eye level–remained blurry until I blinked. Initially, the slashes of blacks and grays among pale flesh and the puffiness of fur against the lights beyond pained me. My vision quickly adapted.

At least that’s still working.

“Awake now, are you?” She slapped me harder.

I tried to jerk my head away. “S-stop that!” I heard Sop ha’. My cracked lips burned.

“Awake.” She cackled. “You may talk with him.” She gestured at me then stepped to the rock wall beside the table Jeko had extruded during her last visit. On it sat the round orb of Oladi muxal. She rubbed its smooth surface.

Stite sighed. “Jekobrix tells me you’ve decided, in your capacity as warden, to put a halt to my activities here.”

“Just d-doing my d-duty, as your little puh-pet would say,” I croaked.

He turned to the weaver. “I barely understood that! Get him something to drink.”

“I will feed and water them,” she said, “when you’re done.”

“He sounds like he’s speaking through a throat full of broken glass.” He looked back at me and pointed. “Look! His lips are bleeding!”

Yolu shrugged. “I have ointment for that, but it takes time to work. And he is better fed on an empty stomach. Otherwise, he’ll be sick. Will you clean it or leave that to me?”

Stite growled in obvious frustration. “Fine.” He turned and glared at me. Then he reached up, lifted his cap, rubbed his forehead, and set the cap firmly back in place. “Damn you, Raptori. I wanted us to be friends. I wanted us to work together, here on Earth and out in the threads. You could have been successful beyond your wildest aspirations.” He crossed his arms over his chest and paced. “Now, even if I wanted to let you go, the weavers would never allow it. Apparently, they’ve decided you are their bonus. No credits from the sale of any chorloch, no percentage from the native herd animals or any other ventures. You.” He jabbed a finger against the muxal strap over my chest. “Sorry. That’s too good a deal for me to pass up.”

“They’ll turn on you eventually and g-get their percentage.” My chattering teeth made it harder to talk. Stite’s understanding was no doubt further hampered by having to wait for the translation spells to work.

He waved off my warning. “I’ve no worries about that. I have over two hundred guards here, enough to bring them down. They know that. Plus, the weight of the Nassara would fall on them and their families.” He turned to Yolu. “Can he at least have sips of water? Hearing him like this is...disturbing.”

She scowled. “Sips he may, but no overdoing it!” She crossed the chamber to another table on which sat two pitchers and a handful of cups. She poured water into a cup then handed it to Stite. “You clean any mess he makes.”

“Bah!” He stepped close and tipped the spout toward my lips. I let the water trickle into my mouth, waited until he lowered the cup, then spat it back in his face. Or tried to. I wet his neck and chest more than his chin.

He jerked back, the cup falling from his hands.

Yolu guffawed.

“You fool! I’m trying to help you! Why’d you do that?”

“All in.” I forced a smile.

“All in. All in! What’s that supposed to mean?” He retrieved the cup, slapped it back into a still-laughing Yolu’s hand, wiped his chin, and resumed pacing. “I’ll never understand you warrior types. You had everything. Yolubrix expects the portal brought safely under control tonight. The threads lay at your feet! And you throw it all away! For what? What?” He leaned in close, face wrinkled.

It’s the warden’s creed. Something you’d never understand. I met and held his gaze. “Thugs like you don’t intimidate me.” I breathed slow, taking my time to gather my strength. I didn’t dare manipulate the slivers with Yolu present. She might sense it. It might serve me better to wait until she’d fed me. Then I’d at least be replenishing myself. “You may d-dress yourself as a man of business, but you’re still just a thug.”

Stite’s eyes narrowed. His mouth opened and closed. He seemed genuinely confused. “Why do you say that?”

I slid the damp tip of my tongue over my lips and tasted blood. “Five years from now, ten years from now, what if the humans stop handing over their own to feed your little beasts?”

“There will always be prisoners. Enfeebled humans. Outcasts.”

I snorted. “In time, people wuh-will forget the chorloch menace. Their children won’t n-n-know what tree spiders are. They won’t have any reason to thank you. What will you do then? S-s-simply take what humans you need to serve your purpose? Release chorloch back into forests around uncooperative cuh-communities?” My questions left me winded.

“We can always come to an arrangement,” Stite paced again. “The Earth is large enough. There will always be a community willing to pay.”

“By preying on w-weaker communities. You’d remain complicit in unwilling hu-human sacrifice.”

“Sacrifice for the greater good! Perfectly acceptable! I’m clearing away the chorloch menace for the vast percent of the planet–and at no small cost to myself or risk to my people, mind you. I’m doing your precious humanity a favor!”

“If you promised to use only herd animals as food, maybe. And bartered with humans as equals for all the other spoils you hope to gain. But we b-both know you won’t do that–why would you? From your perch of power, you only see p-profit.” I struggled for breath. “I am a warden, and I am sworn to pruh-tect this world from puh-redators like you.”

“Ridiculous!” he bellowed. “The League of Cells is a remnant of history. You stand tall upon ashes. Even the Guild would call you a fool!”

“You’re still n-nothing but a thug. You prey on the weak. Earth is nothing more than valuables to be mined. Once you’ve taken your fill, you’ll walk away. You care nothing for humanity.” I paused for more breaths. A headache pounded beneath the crushing cold. I blinked to keep him in focus. “What if the Guild comes looking for their lost witchen? Simply by being here, you invite m-more fighting.”

Stite leaned close. “You know nothing, Raptori. Inviting Earth into the Nassara would place it on equal footing with all such worlds. Lahad and I are working on the proposals. We’ll be the best thing for Earth since before its civilization collapsed.”

“You would just be dragging it into your hopeless cause. You may think you’re w-winning, out there in the strands, but the Guild simply has to bide its time.”

“What are you talking about? You know nothing about what’s happening in the threads.”

“I see everything I need to here. In your puh-recious weavers.”

His eyes narrowed again. “My weavers are fine. The fact that you’re making this argument where you are speaks against you.”

“I may be at their mercy now, but that won’t last. Just like the collective sanity of the Nassara’s weavers won’t last. You’re deluding yourselves if you think otherwise. Take Jeko.” I closed my eyes against my dizziness. Weakness and exhaustion weighed on me. I focused on my breathing, and only distantly heard the large Rau’s reply.

“What about Jekobrix? You can’t say with any certainty how she’s changed. Or not.”

I opened my eyes. “Her sisters can. Right, Yolu?”

He looked over his shoulder. She’d stopped laughing by then, but a wide smile creased her face. She leaned against the table, one hand stroking the muxal orb.

“Well?” he demanded.

Her smile disappeared. “What, well?”

“Has Jeko changed?”

“The Raptori knows nothing. Do not listen to him.”

I said, “It’s clear you’re afraid of her, Yolu.”

She straightened. “I do not fear her.”

“Then why’d you j-j-jerk your hand back so quickly?” The pounding in my ears receded some, but I still felt dangerously close to fainting. Had I been able to sweat, perspiration would have covered my brow.

“What?”

“When you were talking about my blood giving the exfuser fits. Its healing ability. You put your hand on her arm then snatched it back when she looked at you. I saw the look on your face. You were afraid.”

She examined her robes, adjusted her belt, and smoothed out imagined wrinkles. “She does not like to be touched. I forgot in my excitement, is all.”

“Was she like that before she became a weaver? When did you last hear her singing with Menue?”

She jerked her head up. “What know you about that?”

“She threw Menue against the wall last night when she captured me.”

Her mouth opened and closed. “She was probably in the way.”

“She’s your sister. She’s injured. And Jeko just threw her aside. Made her bleed.”

“Acht!” Yolu waved me off.

“And latemeal? When Jeko sat and you served her? Is that how it used to be?”

She might’ve flinched.

“Enough!” Stite bellowed with a slash of his hand. A growl followed. “Jekobrix is not unhinged. Neither is Yolubrix. Those are just rumors, spread by Guild fear-mongers. The worst that happens is fatigue. If I see any signs of that in Jekobrix, I will send her home to rest. Yolubrix is more than adequate to carry on.”

Yolu straightened. “More than adequate.”

I scoffed. “Perhaps with enough witchblood in her veins.”

“And we’ll have enough, thanks to you and the witchen.” Stite leaned close. His warm breath prickled my face. “We’ll have more than enough. Soon, we’ll have more profit than we’ll know what to do with.” He straightened, lifted his cap, brushed back his hair, and reset his cap. “As much as it pains me to leave you here, Raptori, I’ve decided you’ve earned your fate. As fates go, it will be an unpleasant one.”

“Don’t think you’ll s-s-survive this, Rau. I’ll be coming for you soon. All in.”

“Bah! You’re dead. You just don’t know it yet.” He stomped from the chamber.

Yolu cackled as she stepped close. “Feeding time.”

I braced myself and offered no resistance. The muxal tube snaked down my throat easily enough, though I still gagged. It dumped a full stomach’s worth then retracted. Drops of the concoction sprayed my cheek as the tube left my mouth.

“Foolish to antagonize him like that,” she said. “He might slaughter humans for fun.” She stepped back and wiped her chin.

“He’ll slaughter them regardless. Just a m-matter of time.” My balance settled with the fullness in my stomach. “His kind are all alike.”

“He is firm out of necessity. No more than you or I.” She stepped to the side. T’reth gagged and choked then wheezed.

I closed my eyes and breathed deep. Now, while my head’s somewhat free and I’m leaning forward. The cut strap will fall right off.

I maneuvered both slivers to just below the burning ring of cold that marked the nulls’ influence, teeth clenched on the pain. I shaped the Oladi muxal into a flat blade, angled slightly so it would cut up through the strap. It produced iciness when it sliced through my skin. I flattened its bottom end and balanced the weaver muxal beneath it.

“You should be more humble,” she said as she crossed to E’sis’s slab. “He will not suffer your foolish defiance for long. Neither tongue nor teeth do you need for the harvest. Or eyes.” She cackled.

E’sis gagged then coughed.

Steeling myself, I drove the weaver muxal up. The Oladi blade knifed through my skin. It butted against the strap then sliced through. Eyes squeezed shut, breath held, I forced the weaver muxal higher. A drop of blood oozed through my hair.

E’sis gasped then whimpered.

“Or fingers.” Yolu slapped my cheek.

Helpless, I opened my eyes. The pale digit she held in my face was one of E’sis’s pinkie fingers. “Ugh!”

“None of you need these.” She waved the severed digit. Drops of blood wet my nose and lips. “Oh.” She brought the severed end to her lips. “Tastes...unrefined.” She sucked on the severed end.

“Goddamn.” I closed my eyes at her cackle and focused on the muxal again. It had slipped when Yolu slapped my cheek. Now! I must end this now!

With a mental slap, I jammed the weaver muxal up hard. The icy shock of the blade slicing my thick skin nearly shattered my focus.

Then both Oladi and weaver muxal disappeared into the cold emptiness enveloping the top half of my skull. A moment later, they reappeared.

In a whiplash of agony, here and gone, the blistering cold fell from my head.

The strap slapped to the floor, the nulls striking with glassy plinks!

Fighting a wave of nausea, I opened my eyes as Yolu lowered the finger and looked down. “What?” Pricks of bright-red blood dotted the light greens of her chin.

She looked up. Her pale-green eyes opened wide when she realized what had fallen to the floor.

By then, I had reconnected with the Oladi muxal on the table.

“My turn,” I growled.
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SNIK! THAK! Whok! I extruded from the Oladi muxal orb.

Yolu’s head jerked as the thin blades punched in. She dropped E’sis’s severed finger. Her elbows bent, and her fists opened and closed by her shoulders.

Fwak!

Her body shook. Her fingers curled. Her eyes closed and mouth opened, and she groaned.

Thak!

Her expression went slack, her arms fell limp, and finally, her knees buckled. The muxal orb rolled until the blades caught on the table’s edge. I flattened the orb’s bottom to keep it from falling. Yolu bounced slightly as the muxal took her weight. Her body sagged, drool spilling from her mouth.

“Ih.” I sighed then connected with my slab. Slowly, I retracted the needles and the intrusion in my rectum. Almost immediately, the pressure and pain in my joints subsided to throbbing aches. I pulled my hands and feet free. When able to stand, I released the remaining straps and stepped to the floor. Quick thoughts flattened my slivers against the back of my skull. My lacerated scalp stung as it healed.

I leaned against a muxal table. My legs trembled. Dizziness threatened to tip me. Nausea roiled. Slowly, everything settled. Blood trickled from my elbows, hips, knees, and ankles. After deep breaths, I straightened.

“T’reth.” I stepped beside her slab. Her head tilted in my direction, and she blinked. I placed a hand on her slab and cut the strap.

Snik!

I lifted the nulls away.

Her eyes opened wide. She gasped and her body twitched. Breathing hard, she blinked. “Maels?”

“Get up,” I said. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

She looked down. The straps over her retracted with metallic thuds. “E’sis,” she groaned.

I limped to E’sis’s slab. Her wide eyes found me. Her mouth opened and closed silently. Blood puddled around the knuckle of her amputated pinkie. “Brace yourself.”

Fwit!

I dropped the strap to the floor. Her breaths wheezed hard before slowing. The straps holding her retracted.

By then, T’reth had risen to a sitting position on the edge of her slab. She sat hunched over, supporting herself on trembling arms. Drops of blood pocked her joints and left red trails as they trickled down her arms and legs and fell to the floor.

“Ih, I am...so dizzy,” she breathed. Her voice carried little of its musical echo.

I staggered beside her. “Can you stand?”

“I’ll try.”

Knees bent, E’sis sat, propped on her good arm. She cradled her injured hand to her chest. Blood dripped from her knuckle to her lap. “Oh. Oh.” She leaned forward and retched.

“We don’t have much time,” I said again, stepping back as T’reth cautiously lowered her feet to the floor. “Jeko’s likely racing back as we speak.”

“Jeko?”

“This one’s sister. Well, they’re triplets, actually.”

T’reth studied the dead weaver. “Jeko knows?”

“I think so. She caught me when I threatened to remove your nulls. Pretty sure she was listening through the other triplet, Menue, who probably never knew. She was supposed to be outside, though. Jeko, I mean.”

Legs trembling, she leaned against her slab. “If they were sharing when you killed this one...”

A tingle flushed through my puush organs. Sharing was a mind-to-mind form of communication. With such intimacy, what one felt the other did as well, to an extent. The day of the Kerrid attack on Earth Cell, Larrika had been sharing with the witchen on duty in the portal chamber. Upon arrival, he stabbed the duty witchen. Larrika felt it as if struck by the blow herself.

I said, “We might have time, then. What we need to do is block the main entrance. Keep Jeko out. Until the portal stabilizes.”

Sitting on the edge of her slab, E’sis said, “There should be enough muxal in the central gathering hall for that. Unless they moved it.”

“I don’t think they’ve harvested enough witchblood,” I said.

“Let us hope,” T’reth whispered.

“Can you feel it from here?” I asked. “Manipulate it?”

She and E’sis exchanged glances. “Too weak,” she said.

After a breath, E’sis added, “I can feel it but not work it.”

“So it’s still there?”

“Pretty sure.”

“If I protect you along the way, could you seal the main entrance?” Ideas swarmed my mind. If we could keep Jeko out until the portal stabilized, we had a chance. Without witchblood from the exfuser, Jeko wouldn’t be able to manipulate the Oladi muxal.

“Nulls,” T’reth said, toeing my strap on the floor. “We should use them to lock the muxal in place.”

“Can you walk?”

T’reth eyed the pitchers on the table. “I do not know.” The echoes in her voice emerged stronger. I glanced at E’sis, who shrugged.

“I will die fighting rather than end up back on that slab.” Her clicks sounded deeper, as I remembered from before. Her head wound had partially scabbed over.

“I would rather we used our own muxal, though. This feels unstable.” T’reth tapped her long toes to the floor.

I said, “The weaver muxal wouldn’t let me kill the weavers. We have to use yours. But I don’t have enough here.” I staggered to the table with the pitchers and poured each of them half a cup of the warm water. “Drink but take it easy. We’ll tend to ourselves later.” I filled a cup for myself.

T’reth edged around Yolu to join me. Her legs shook too much for my liking, but she shuffled well enough. “Ih.” She grabbed a cup. Blood still dribbled from her wounds.

I tossed back a second full cup. The water sloshed uncomfortably with whatever Yolu had forced into me. The itching throughout my body intensified, and my limbs strengthened. Between determination and puushing, I’d stay upright.

E’sis staggered to the table that held the Oladi muxal. She laid a hand on the somewhat flattened orb. The extrusions holding Yolu retracted with metallic thwips! The weaver’s body slapped to the floor. E’sis folded a muxal strap over her injured hand, with a smaller flap covering her wound like a bandage. Eyes closed, she whimpered, breathed deep, then flexed her remaining fingers. “Better.” She shuffled to the cup table.

I headed for the corridor, pointing at the nooks along the wall. “Finish your drinks, grab some blankets, and follow me. Try to stay close.” A blanket would get in my way.

Past the sharp bend, I stayed close to the wall in case my strength failed, but with each step, I grew stronger–far from normal but on the mend. Movement spurred my healing ability, and after being immobile for so long, simply walking felt wonderful, though my joints stung.

Pausing at the fold, I breathed deep and placed my palms on the muxal. Cold spots along the bottom revealed where the guards stood. I thought the top down. Fwak!

The two guards jerked in surprise and turned. Too late I worried Jeko had spelled the muxal to protect the guards against such attacks. Just have to hope they’re vulnerable.

Whak! Tak!

My extrusions speared their necks. Both jerked again and dropped their spears. Blood sprayed over the unlucky brigants loitering nearby. Several cried out. One dropped the boxes in his hands.

Using the extrusions punched into the guards for support, I puushed over the lower half of the fold. The effort exhausted me. Goddamn! No more puushing!

I dropped to a crouch, placed both palms on the floor, and gathered weaver muxal onto my arms. By then, the startled brigants were emerging from their shock. The first to flee down the corridor leading to the outer ring collided with a brigant coming in. Those by the corridor’s closed end squeezed together in a group, ears perked, eyes wide, and mouths agape.

“Out!” I pointed down the corridor. Best to have them in front, causing confusion.

The clustered brigants shoved their way through the brigants coming in. Yips became growls. Elbows butted, fists flew, boots kicked. Surprisingly, no one was severely trampled. Had I not hurt so much, I might’ve laughed.

I coated my arms with weaver muxal. In my weakened state, the familiarity of gauntlets would serve me best. Rising from my crouch left me panting and dizzy, but the burning in my joints kept me focused. The muxal weighed heavily.

“What’s going on?” a gruff voice demanded.

I moved behind the last Rau scrambling out as a trio of brown-garbed guards forced their way in. The nearest jerked to a stop, eyes wide, mouth opening. I raised my arms. Snik! Tak! Fwik!

Each fell with yelps of pain.

“Maels?”

I whirled and raised my arms.

Her good hand on her forehead, hair sticking out as though she’d been asleep, Menue stood in the last doorway of the three rooms across from the exfusion chamber, eyes narrowed, cheeks pale. Her gaze darted from me to the dead guards on the floor, the two hanging by their necks, then the witchen climbing through the half-open fold with blankets over their shoulders. She clutched the front hems of her thin robe, pulling it tight over her shoulders with her good arm, the other strapped to her bare chest.

“What–?”

Puushing to keep my balance, I stepped to her, fists pointed at her face. The effort left me even dizzier. I leaned against the rock and extruded an edge, ready to physically smash it into her forehead–I doubted Jeko’s safeguard would protect her then.

“Decide. Us or Stite,” I growled and jammed my other fist beneath her chin.

But please decide right!

Her shock turned to fright. “What?” She stumbled against the doorway.

“We’re ending this.” I leaned close. “You’re either helping or in the way. And don’t even think of manipulating the muxal.” Please, Menue. Help me. Help us!

She yelped. “Wait, don’t!” She twisted from my fist and looked at me out of the corner of her eye. A lighter scab marked where her scalp wound had split open from Jeko shoving her against the wall.

I lowered my arm, giving her room to breathe. “I don’t want to hurt you. But I need an answer. Please.” My arms shook.

Her gaze shifted to look past me, then back. “I–I’ll help. I’ll help.” She raised her hand. Her fingers trembled. “I’ll help.”

I lowered my fist and pointed at the witchen leaning on each other for support. “Help them keep up with me. And keep an eye out for guards coming up from behind.”

T’reth carried the pitcher in her hands. The ends of the null straps hung over the rim. “Strip the nulls off their boots,” she said in a sharp voice.

“Yes, yes.” Menue crouched and fumbled with the first guard’s boots.

“Hurry!” I called over my shoulder as I headed down to the outer ring.

Exhaustion pulled at me. I leaned against the wall a moment to catch my breath. The brigants clustered in the corridor entrance stared, then turned and fled. Four guards rushed toward me, the two nearest bowmen with arrows nocked.

I straightened and raised my arms.

The bows released with sharp tungs!

I formed rectangular shields using as much muxal as I could. Thwak! Whik! My arms shook with the arrows’ impacts. Just as quickly, I folded the shields.

In movements well-rehearsed, the bowmen stepped aside as they reloaded to let the two spearmen rush past.

Fwak! Thak! My extrusions caught both spearmen in the face. They dropped their weapons. I retracted. The two bowmen fired again.

Snik! Twik! My smaller shields deflected their shots. They scrambled back while reloading without panicking, nearly at the entrance to the outer ring. I couldn’t help but admire their professionalism and determination.

Tak! Wak!

They dropped their bows as they took extrusions to the chest, their armor no match for the muxal. One gurgled as she staggered back. The other flopped to the floor. I punched another extrusion into each. The one standing spun as she fell.

Step after exhausting step, I reached the outer ring. Clockwise, the green and white rockwood dorm filled half the corridor’s width. Behind me, twelve o’clock stood empty. I crouched and raised a thick, corridor-wide fold into the opening, using enough weaver muxal to expose the rock floor–there was no chrome muxal–then faced down the rest of the one o’clock corridor.

Choke point’s just ahead. I hurried forward.

The fleeing Rau must’ve interfered with the ambush, for only half the guards gathering past the choke point looked ready. I snapped blades into the four nearest, dropping to a crouch as I did so to make a smaller target for the six bowmen near the far wall. Retracting, I placed palms to the floor and raised folds in front of them.

Whik! Whak! THWUK!

Arrows clattered to the floor. Growls floated from behind the folds. One of the archers yipped–I wondered if he’d been struck by an arrow. If so, the diluted chorloch venom smeared on the tip–a near certainty–would render him helpless in moments.

The three remaining spearmen rushed at me. I launched extrusions from the floor. None of the spearmen tried to throw their weapon.

Palms still on the floor, I extruded blades from the far sides of the folds in front of the bowmen. Though I felt the muxal behind my right eye, touching it made it easier to manipulate such a large amount. The folds had been a spur-of-the-moment inspiration. Why not use them to finish the job? Krak! Thuds resounded from the rock. Rau howled. Small rocks and pebbles pattered to the floor. Still in a crouch, I lowered the folds.

Bleeding heavily, all six bowmen collapsed. Two panted and kicked. I punched extrusions into their heads before continuing.

The slaughter had lasted maybe five breaths.

“Maels!” Menue’s cry floated from the choke point behind me.

“Keep up!” I shouted. “I’m almost to the entrance!”

Halfway through three o’clock, two guards scrambled toward me. Staying well beyond the range of their spears, I snapped floors extrusions into each. After that, the way to the central gathering hall was clear.

Screamed orders–sounded like Venrik–warned of troops taking positions outside.

I snapped out shields as a formation of bowmen in the entrance launched arrows. In the quick glance before my shields popped up, I saw spearmen in two orderly clusters behind them. All around, brigants scrambled to escape, including all the kitchen staff–the large hall was empty. After the wave of arrows thudded against my shields and spun away, I blasted a large fold into the entrance with weaver muxal. Fwam! It gouged chunks of rock from the arched ceiling. Dust and pebbles rained down. Flexible pipes on the floor along the edges split. Water bubbled out in torrents. I dodged the falling debris and settled against the rock to the side of the fold, standing in the spreading puddle, arms raised, ready to strike should the muxal be brought down. I breathed hard, my balance swirling.

Blocks of chrome muxal stood off to either side. Around them, scaffolding rose from exposed rock floor. I tried to manipulate the muxal, to reinforce the entrance, but it did not respond. Must be different batches than my sliver’s.

Aromas from the cooking area left aches in my nose. Saliva flooded my mouth.

“Maels!” T’reth wheezed.

Arms draped over Menue’s shoulders, the two witchen staggered from the corridor. They walked bent at the waist while Menue stood straight. Sweat beaded across her forehead. Pain pinched her face. Jaw clenched, she endured, her good arm around E’sis’s waist. The Oladi left drops of blood in their wake.

“T’reth! E’sis! The muxal! Now!” I shouted.

The Oladi looked around then T’reth dropped the pitcher with the nulls. They both straightened and gestured.

The chrome blocks and the columns on either side of the entrance washed together with a smoothness I hadn’t seen before, their edges crashing together like waves in the center. The muxal became a single wall reaching a foot beyond the entrance on either side and above. As it settled, a half-circle of the weaver muxal along the floor pulled back, leaving a foot-wide gap of exposed rock. I stood at its edge.

The water leaking from the severed pipes slowed to a trickle, pooling in the gap between the two muxals.

Both witchen groaned. Menue squealed in pain but helped settle them to the floor. “The nulls,” T’reth gasped, pointing at the pitcher. She collapsed onto her side, then lay flat and still.

I dumped the muxal off my arms. “Menue. Help me.”

Crying, shaking, she rose to a kneeling position, grabbed the pitcher, and held it out. I grabbed a strap. As she struggled to her feet, I jerked a null from the strap, formed a divot in the muxal near the floor, and flicked the null inside. The null’s bite stung my fingertips.

Tilting as though weighed down by the pain in her shoulder, Menue followed me across the entrance. The gash on her scalp had torn again, and blood trickled down her forehead and cheek. She kept close, offering the pitcher as I dropped nulls across the base of the muxal fold. I puushed to add more into fist-sized recesses I formed near the ceiling, leaving myself dizzier than ever. After the last, I crouched beside T’reth. Menue dropped the pitcher and, clutching her shoulder, collapsed against the rock, where she sobbed, her bare feet in the puddle.

“That...should...hold,” I said between gasps.

“I hope so,” E’sis said. She lay on an elbow, her other palm flat to the muxal. “Is she–?”

“Passed out.”

A sound snagged my attention. I jerked around.

About a dozen brigants stood at the seven o’clock corridor entrance. More crowded behind them. The nearest raised his hands. “Please! Don’t hurt us!”

I rose. With focus that surprised me, I snapped extrusions from the floor, dangerously near their feet. Fwak! Snik! Tok! As one, they jerked back, several crying out. “Spread the word. Lock yourselves in your dorms. If we catch any of you wandering around, we’ll kill you without hesitation!” I don’t know how, but I raised my voice at the end.

The brigants fled. I then slammed a fold into the corridor opening. Fwam!

Again, I crouched, one knee in the puddle, and struggled to regain my breath. I felt overheated, too drained to sweat. Splashing water on my face helped.

E’sis turned. “Is shouting part of a warden’s arsenal?”

Menue stopped sobbing and wiped her cheeks, smearing blood across one.

I looked at them, then at the chrome fold. “A warden uses every tool at his disposal.” I splashed more water on my face. “Though right now, I’d prefer the kind that kills.”











SIX - WARDEN REMEMBERED








21




AFTER A rest, I staggered to the food preparation area, leaning on tables as I passed. Despite the concoction in my stomach, I remained ravenously hungry and painfully thirsty–my healing ability at work. The smells were too delicious to resist. I feared with the staff gone, the cooking food would burn beyond saving.

The others remained on the muxal, moaning, chests heaving.

A fire in the stove radiated welcome heat. I placed steaming gristies on a tray, along with a large bowl of leafy greens and a tub of honey sauce. I snagged a pitcher of prut along the way.

“Come on.” I limped to them. My arms shook as I set the tray down. I blinked back my dizziness. “We need to regain our strength. That muxal won’t keep them out for long.”

“Actually, it should,” E’sis wheezed, sitting up. She brushed back the limp hair over her face. “But you are right. I am starving. Thirsty.”

I said, “Nothing to stop them from blasting through the rock.”

“If they brought explosives.” She touched fingertips to T’reth’s throat.

“Can Jeko force her way through?”

“Not unless she is a powerful ux user. If she needed our witchblood to work our muxal, I doubt she is that strong. We are safe in that regard.”  Her breath hitched. She ran her hand over the stubble across her fellow witchen’s scalp lobes. Had she not been so depleted, I suspected she’d be weeping.

I asked Menue, “Did Stite bring explosives?”

With a sleeve wet from the puddle, she wiped her eyes and cheeks. Red stains dotted her thin robe. “It’s tricky bringing them down a thread. He depended on my sisters to handle the need.”

Bending low to examine T’reth’s face, E’sis moaned. “Maels, she needs help. We both do, but her especially.”

“Menue, where are medical facilities?”

She pointed toward the seven o’clock corridor. “Just past there. A large chamber in the inner wall. Leysah assigned a medical team there once I got the equipment working.”

“All right.” I gulped down a mug of prut, then wobbled to my feet. “Come on, both of you.”

They helped lift T’reth into my arms. She groaned but remained limp. Her pale skin looked...too white. Balancing her–she felt lighter than the muxal gauntlets from a moment ago–I shuffled to the fold-blocked corridor. They stayed close behind. “E’sis?”

She crouched and placed a palm flat to the gray muxal. The fold lowered. She groaned. “I am weaker than I thought.”

A cluster of brigants wearing shirts in a variety of colors turned, eyes wide. Ears straightened. Mouths fell open. One yipped a curse, then as a group they fled up the curved corridor, supporting the injured among them.

The chamber lay a third of the way along seven o’clock–around O-Q3-2-I if I used the Oladi vernacular. Six bunks with racks of equipment above and shelving beneath lined the far wall. Two sit-down stations stood off to the near side. Rockwood shelves along the far wall held stacks of supplies. In between, machines on poles or wheeled tables awaited use. Small monitors sat above a desk. Equipment hummed. Soft light from overhead rectangles chased back the shadows.

“Here.” Menue directed us to the nearest bunk. I laid T’reth atop it, then gripped the side as a wave of dizziness nearly tipped me. E’sis collapsed into the nearest sit-down station. Screens on devices above the bunk and the chair blinked to life.

Menue pulled rolled-up straps from cubbies beneath the overhead racks. “Strap these to her uppers arms and chest. This one around her forehead, with the tabs on her temples.” As I did so, she lifted small gadgets from beneath the bunk’s frame. One by one, she mounted them to the bunk’s side, then attached plugs from them onto the straps. Small screens on the gadgets flickered on. I used squares of light-yellow gauze from a dispenser between the bunks to wipe T’reth’s bloody elbows and wrists, knees and ankles.

The gadgets beeped and blipped and buzzed.

“She’s dehydrated,” Menue said.

“No shit,” I grumbled.

“An infuser’s preparing the proper mix of critical fluids.” She lowered a thick, manacle-like metal ring to T’reth’s elbow, shifted T’reth arm, then snapped the manacle around the joint. Small cables joined it to the rack. “Grab that one. Connect it like this.”

“This machine knows what it’s doing?”

“It’s safe. We brought equipment calibrated to hundreds of species. It’ll know what to feed into her.”

I placed a manacle on T’reth’s elbow then drew slack into the connecting cables. Lines of symbols and text scrolled down the central screen above, then a low chugging sound arose from beneath the bunk. Lights on the manacles blinked.

Menue studied the screen then her good shoulder slumped. “It’s working. She’ll need a few hours, but after, she should feel better.”

“How many’s a few?”

She tapped a fingertip to the screen. “When this orange line disappears.”

“Any way to speed things up?”

“I wouldn’t,” someone behind us growled.

We whirled.

In the chamber entrance, a tall brigant in a yellow shirt and denims with bulging pockets stood with hands raised at her waist. A shorter, similarly dressed brigant stood behind her, eyes wide.

“Trying to force the infuser could result in metabolic overload,” the tall one said quietly. “She’ll be better off if you let it do its job, no matter how long.”

“Imista,” Menue said. I remembered the name and the Rau’s face–she’d been tending to Menue when Yolu brought me and T’reth to the exfusion chamber. “Please. Can you help her? And this one?”

The Rau glanced at E’sis, who sat slumped over and looked asleep. “Coolu, tend to her. She’ll need an infusion as well. Set the register for extreme blood loss.” As the smaller Rau hurried to the sit-down station, the larger one crossed to T’reth’s bunk. Menue stepped back. Imista examined readouts and made small adjustments. “The tanks have enough of the proper fluids. She’ll recover. Until then...” She withdrew tubes of ointment and rolls of light-yellow gauze from a cubbie. “I will tend to her wounds.” She studied me. “You should lie down, too.”

I snorted. “I appreciate the help, but all this will be in vain unless I keep the rest of the Rau out.”

“At least eat. I don’t know your kind, but I know depletion when I see it. I’m surprised you’re still awake.”

“Honestly? So am I.”

As she spread ointment on T’reth’s wrists, knees, and ankles, she glanced at Menue. “And you. Sit over by that one. I’ll fix your shoulder and scalp the way Stite should’ve let me from the start, the fool.”

The other Rau, Coolu, glanced over her shoulder before turning back to E’sis. She propped the semi-limp Oladi upright, lifted her legs to a footrest, manacled both elbows, and tended to the bloody joints. E’sis groaned but remained unconscious.

Menue looked at me.

I nodded. “Go ahead. Meet me back in the gathering hall. As for the two of you...”

The two Rau looked at me.

“I’m sealing off the corridor farther down. You’ll be safe as long as you don’t try anything. This will be your only warning.”

“Go,” Imista growled. “Your fight is with Stite and his belligerents. Us brigants here will not oppose you. It’s not in our contract.”

I stifled a laugh. Not in the contract?

“It’ll be all right, Maels,” Menue said. “I’ll join you when I can.”

“An hour, if that,” Imista said. “Healing her wounds I can rush.”

I clenched my jaw and fisted my hands, then forced myself to relax. “One hour.”

Feeling their eyes on my back, I stepped from the chamber and faced clockwise down the corridor toward eight. The lights had been dimmed, but shifting shadows revealed people lurking about. Straightening, I marched to where seven became eight, based on a dip in the ceiling, then crouched and jammed fold after fold of weaver muxal into the opening, exposing the rock floor and pulling muxal from doorways. WHAM! WHAM!

“Stay out,” I grumbled. “I’m through with warnings.”

Then, hungrier and more drained than I felt in all my memories, I returned to the gathering hall.

Despite the urgency in my deluge of thoughts, I ate slowly, taking my time. By then, the gristies had cooled enough that large bites didn’t burn my mouth. Their flavors exploded over my tongue–spicy meat, minty crunchy sprouts, small salty seeds. Every third bite, I ate a mouthful of the leafy greens dipped in the honey sauce. The combination reminded me of one of the side dishes from the late meal two nights earlier–or was it three?

How long had I been on that slab?

After three gristies–and a tremendous burp–I organized the kitchen. Cooked food went on platters, along with chopped greens and small bowls of berries, nuts, and crackers. I checked pots, stirred the bubbling contents, sipped here and there. Added shakes from random seasoning bottles and placed bowls of finished food into coolers. Four re-heating devices humming with power stood ready.

Still in her thin, knee-length, blood-spattered robe, Menue shuffled from seven while I was cleaning up and sat at the table where I’d eaten, nearest the dividing counter. Her hair lay flat and tangled. Darker green smudges hung beneath her eyes. A square, scab-like patch covered her scalp wound. The surrounding skin matched her normal light green. Pouring prut into a mug, she moved both arms well enough, though hesitantly, as though still expecting her shoulder to hurt.

“Would you like a gristi?” I asked. “They’re still warm.”

“Please.”

I prepared a plate with a pastry and greens and brought it over. “You look better. Moving your arm, anyway.”

“It aches, but Imista assured me that would pass in time. I drank another pain cooler, too.” She bit into the gristi.

“T’reth? E’sis?”

“Both asleep. But doing well. According to the infusers, anyway.”

I leaned down and extruded a gauntlet onto my arm. Her gaze fell to it when I sat back up, elbows on the table. “I have to ask. Why’d you side with me? You’re throwing everything away, and if Stite gets in, he’ll punish you.” I kept my tone unthreatening but steady.

She chewed and swallowed another bite. “I’m throwing nothing away, really. This job fulfills my contract. Stite will kick me along, probably when the portal stabilizes and a full tech team arrives. He says he hasn’t been pleased with my efforts thus far–on my past two jobs for him, I mean. But he always demands too much.” She dipped greens into the sauce then into her mouth. A drink washed them down. “He’s never liked me. Hated that he agreed to fund my education before he–and I–discovered I’m not a weaver. I thought I did well enough here, considering I alone survived, but...” She shrugged with both shoulders this time. “I’m not wanted.”

I drummed my fingers on the table. “Is that it? Job dissatisfaction?”

“That, and... I don’t like what’s happening to my sisters. I’ve begged for them to step back, rest. Stite drives them so hard sometimes. It’s...changed them.”

“You mentioned that before.”

“Jeko finds it offensive I’m not a weaver, too, and wants me gone–I think she’s why Stite told me he intends to send me away. Yolu wants me around, but she’s so easily swayed by Jeko.” She lowered her gaze to her plate. “If I can get them away from Stite, out from under his influence, I hope maybe I can get them back.”

Hollowness opened in my stomach. “Jeko, maybe. Yolu? Well... She, um...”

Menue lowered her gristi, the bite in her mouth unchewed. After a moment, her eyes widened, her expression slackened, and her cheeks paled a lighter green. She quickly chewed and swallowed. “Has something...”

My gut clenched. First Boon, then Bawz, now... “I’m sorry. If I’d had another way...”

Her lower lip trembled. Hands shaking, she lowered the remaining gristi to her plate, then lifted a napkin to her eyes.

“Menue, I’m sorry.” I resisted the urge to take her hand.

After a lengthy silence, she lowered the napkin. “I understand. You...had no choice. After what Jeko did...” She rubbed her temple then breathed deep. Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I...think I...felt it. Why I woke up when I did.”

I waited a moment to let her catch her breath. “I couldn’t let her do to me what Jeko did.”

She wiped the tears spilling down her cheek. “She was in the chamber when you freed yourself?”

“Yes. Feeding us.” The churning in my gut partially relaxed. It’d be a while before it left entirely. “Had Jeko been there too, like last time...” I snorted. “She wasn’t supposed to be there last time. Stite told me he’d keep them away. But he didn’t, did he?”

“Our rooms are right across from the chamber. I met her coming in when I was leaving to get you. She told me Stite told her to rest. I...didn’t know he meant to keep them away.”

“The fucker. That’s how she showed up so quickly when I threatened to remove T’reth’s nulls. She was right there, waiting. Probably sharing our conversation through you.”

She lifted a palm to her temple. “I–I don’t know when they’re doing that.”

“I know. I don’t blame you.” I gestured at her plate. “Finish your gristi. You still look kinda rough, and I’m not sure when we’ll have it this quiet again.”

She nudged the remaining quarter of her pastry with a finger. “I’m full. What I really want is to get dressed.” She leaned slightly, looking me up and down. “You, too.”

I smiled. “I’d feel better. But I’m staying here to keep an eye on things. In case Jeko and Stite crash their way inside.”

“Would you mind if I..?”

“Go ahead. But finish your gristi along the way.”

She stood. “I’ll find clothes and boots for you. And the witchen.”

“That’d be appreciated.”

Gristi in hand, she disappeared down five into the quiet corridor beyond.

I let my gauntlet seep back into the floor then did a slow walk around the hall, checking scaffolding, the supplies stacked all about, and the remaining blocks and columns of Oladi muxal. Sure be nice to be able to use that anytime I want. I extruded slivers and, clenching my jaw, placed one for each of the four blocks into my palms. T’reth said she had multiple slivers. Made sense.

I left the original two slivers at the back of my scalp. I’d deal with them later, maybe with a pain cooler in me first.

With each sliver, the Oladi muxal presence behind my right eye strengthened. I practiced, extruding simple shapes from each block at a distance. I didn’t know how I tuned my thoughts to the right block, but each time, the extrusion formed from where I intended. Almost like the muxal itself knew what I wanted from which batch. Now strong enough for the weight, I formed gauntlets on both arms from different batches.

Save for my bare footsteps, the hall was quiet, the air still. Fewer rectangles lit the space, the crisscross of ceiling supports and wiring incomplete. A faint gurgle of water rose from the kitchen. The large stove popped and ticked now and then–probably cooling from lack of attention. I returned to the kitchen. The fire in the stove had mostly died, so I threw in another rectangular log. I filled two pitchers for the Oladi, pretty sure room-temperature water would be easier to stomach, then checked everything again to ensure nothing would catch fire or such. Last thing I needed was smoke choking the air.

Returning to the table, I fought against a yawn but lost. My eyelids slanted together. Shit, I was exhausted. The gristies warmed and replenished me, but only a good sleep would heal me. My body no longer itched from my healing, which helped–in all my torment, I hadn’t really been injured. Just the multiple needles at my joints and the steady blood loss. But did I dare let my guard down? If Jeko had been sharing with Yolu, how long before she recovered? It’d been two hours, at least.

The situation seems stable enough. A little nap wouldn’t hurt.

I settled back in my chair, propped my feet on Menue’s bench, crossed my arms over my chest, and prepared to draw on my recently remembered meditation skills.

Then the crash of something falling over, followed by Menue’s squeal, echoed from the five o’clock corridor opening.

Shit.

I lurched to my feet, hurried across the hall to gather more muxal for my gauntlets, added thin layers to my torso and hips, then moved to the five o’clock opening. Rectangles chased back most shadows. Nothing moved in the still quiet.

“God dammit.”

Fwak! I slammed weaver muxal into the entrance once I passed through.

Up to the choke point, the corridors were empty. Open doors into the dorms let me confirm they’d been evacuated. Sheets thrown back haphazardly on the twenty bunk-beds and clothing and boots spilled across the floor spoke of hurried retreats. The dead Rau and their weapons lay where they’d fallen.

The stench they produced grew worse at the choke point.

Got to move these somewhere. And get the air circulating again–it’s originating from the inner ring, I think, and I blocked that off. Maybe if I left a crack near the top of the folds...

Arms raised, extrusions ready, I passed through the choke point. Low yipped conversation drifted from the corridor ahead. The green-white dorm stretching halfway across the corridor blocked my view. I shifted around and crept forward.

At the far end of one o’clock, Menue, still in her bloody slip, stood at the corridor leading to the exfusion chamber and the weavers’ rooms. A well-dressed Rau held a dagger to her throat.

“Lahad.”

Her back to the rock wall, she scowled at me over Menue’s shoulder. Tiny lights blinked on the headset over her ear. Past her waited brigants armed with bows and spears. Three of the bowmen had drawn arrows aimed at me. They didn’t look confident, though, and their arms quivered.

I crouched and, palm to the floor, raised a fold behind me. There should have been a fold blocking the corridor beyond–I slammed one up at the start of my rampage to the central hall.

A small, overturned cart lay near the corridor entrance with clothing and boots scattered about. Here, the dead guards had been shoved against the far wall.

Okay, so maybe some want a fight. If that’s the case...

Anger overtook my exhaustion.

Lahad grumbled, “We were wondering if you’d ever show up. That’s close enough.”

“Sorry, Maels,” Menue said, her voice shaky. She shivered. “Lahad can manipulate the muxal. She took me by surprise.”

“It takes effort, but yes, I can work the muxal,” the Rau said.

So that’s how. “Lahad, if you wish to live, you’ll release Menue right now. I really don’t want to hurt you.” Through my palm and bare feet, I focused on the weaver muxal, the way it tickled the walls and smoothed the rough floor. For what I intended to do, I needed precision.

She said, “My brother tells me you’ve sealed off the complex entrance.”

“Sealed off the entrance? Something like this, you mean?” Whap! I blasted a fold across the corridor. It caught one of the bowmen, throwing him up and back, breaking his arm. His scream echoed through the fold.

Lahad jerked and turned at the noise, as I’d hoped. I punched extrusions no wider than my fingernail from the floor, aiming for her dagger arm. Two shafts grazed her fur. Two others punched through her forearm and wrist. She screamed. The dagger fell from her grasp.

With a yelp, Menu scrambled away, placing her back against the rock wall across the corridor leading in.

Teeth clenched, Lahad gripped the shafts stabbing through her arm. I extruded them higher to keep her from lifting her arm free. She cried out again. Her knees wobbled. I lowered the shafts that missed into the floor. “Menue, grab her dagger.”

She hesitated then plucked the dagger from the floor. Still trembling, she walked backward toward me.

I met her halfway. “Finish what you were doing,” I said quietly. “It’s all right. But if you see any brigants, use muxal to kill them.”

Chest heaving, she nodded. “I– My room’s down there.”

“Go ahead.” I grabbed her arm. “Just...don’t go into the exfusion chamber.”

Menue glanced down the corridor then back. “I–I’ll be quick.” She hurried off, bare feet padding across the floor.

“Traitor worm,” Lahad said through clenched teeth. She gripped her trapped arm at the shoulder. Blood trickled down the extrusions. “What’d you promise her, Raptori?”

“Nothing at all.” I approached and smelled a scent like what she’d smoked after our recent shared dinner. “She saw the wisdom of helping me, if only to save her sisters from your brother.”

“Useless worm. He should’ve culled her.”

“I should cull you. But if I let you go, will you behave?”

She eyed the shafts in her arm. “How long have you been able to work the muxal?”

“From the start.”

She snarled. “Should’ve chained you up the moment we found you with the Oladi.”

I tapped the extrusion through her wrist. “That looks like it hurts.”

“Go wet yourself.”

“You know what really hurts? Being strapped onto a slab in the exfusion chamber and having needles sip the blood from your body. Want to try it?”

She growled again, grabbed the shaft through her forearm, and jerked on it. I thought she meant to lower it and readied another pair. But the extrusion stayed as it was. “All right, all right. I’ll behave.”

“Any hidden weapons?” When she didn’t answer, I added, “I can cut your clothes off before I release you. It’s kind of cold in here, but with your fur, you probably won’t feel it.”

“Feh! Dagger, in the small of my back.”

“Throw it over there.”

Grimacing, she slung the small dagger away.

“Anything else?”

“No.”

I leaned close. “I won’t warn you again. You piss me off, I’ll cut you to pieces. Slowly.”

“Okay, okay.”

She yelped when I retracted the shafts. I grabbed her good arm and walked her to the clothes on the floor. She yelped again, her good hand tight around her wrist. Blood dribbled from her wounds.

“I don’t want you to bleed to death.” I plucked a shirt off the floor, extruded a small edge from my gauntlet to cut a sleeve off, then sliced it into strips. “Here.”

She growled but let me wrap her wounds. I used pinches of muxal to hold the loose ends in place. “Is that too tight?”

“No,” she replied through clenched teeth, “but it hurts like–” Her curse didn’t translate.

“Crouch down with me.” I followed her down, then shaped weaver muxal from the floor into a brace over her wrist. “Want more for the elbow?”

She waved me off. “I’ll survive.”

I stood. “Don’t engage in any fisticuffs for a while.”

Ears folding, she looked up. Her expression reminded me of our time together in my room, after Kliq’s attack. “What now?”

I should cut you down for what you and your brother have done. But I’ll wager you’re worth more alive, damn it. “Keep the brigants out of my way. I will kill them if provoked. And I’m damn near to being provoked.”

“Why? You’re not going to let any of us go.” She lowered her gaze. “Better we fight for our lives than die on our backs.”

I considered. She and they needed hope. “When the portal stabilizes, they can go through to a neutral world. You, too.”

She laughed and shook her head. “If they get their hands on me, neither the Oladi nor the Guild will let me go. My brother–”

“They will if I tell them to.”

“Ah, yes. You’re a warden.” She looked up again, just right to display the slight bend in her snout. “What guarantees can you give?”

“I’ll escort you to safety myself if I need to.” I offered my hand. “Work with me and we both might leave in peace.”

She eyed my hand then allowed me to help her to her feet. “I’ll keep my workers out of your way.”

“I don’t know how long this will take to play out, but I’ll make sure everyone has enough food and water and access to wash stalls.”

“Where do you want us?”

“That half of the outer ring. I’ve blocked off the end before the medical bay. Don’t fuck with it.”

She exhaled. “Not a lot of room. The dorms there were full when you–” She fluttered her fingers.

“They’ll have to make do for now. I’ll give you additional space once we’ve reorganized things in here. For now, just stick to that part of the outer ring. Please.”

She huffed and fisted her good hand. “Fine.”

“You’re their boss, Lahad. Make it work. I heard it’s not in their contract to fight.”

Her lip rose in a half snarl.

I asked, “Does your headset work?”

She jerked it from her ear and tossed it aside. “It’s dead. Don’t know why.”

“Too bad. Well, you’d better get organizing.” I raised a finger. “No more warnings.”

“You’re not going to guard me?”

“Like I said, I’m close to just wiping all of you out. I don’t know if this is translating for you, but next time I won’t hesitate.”

She studied me. “I’ll make sure we behave.”

Touching the muxal, I halfway lowered the fold leading to twelve. A rush of cool air swept out, pushing away the stench in the corridor. “Start with these clowns.”

The two bowmen in the opening raised their weapons. I moved behind Lahad.

She raised her good arm. “Lower your weapons. Step back.”

The brigants looked at each other, then one by one lowered and relaxed their bows. I sank the fold the rest of the way. Lahad stepped through.

“Your arm!” a brigant cried. “Are you well?”

“He hurt you!” another growled, scowling at me. The others, about a dozen total, crowded close. More waited down the corridor. The injured bowman cradled his arm to his chest.

“I’ll survive,” Lahad said evenly. “Spread the word. No fighting. Stay calm. This will soon be over.”

I stood tall and eyed each of them. “I see anyone wandering about, they die.”

I followed them through twelve to where it curved into eleven. Along the way, a glance into the corridor leading to the inner ring revealed it remained lit and empty. “Are any of your people in the inner ring?”

“I pulled them out. Security in numbers.”

“You can keep whatever food and supplies you scrounged. Like I said, I’m confining you to this part of the outer ring for now,” I said. “Get everyone settled.”

She scowled. “This will be tight.”

“If everyone behaves, I’ll open the rest of the outer ring.” I pointed a thumb at the corridor leading inward, out of sight behind us due to the ring’s curve. “Your brother said the portal should stabilize soon, if it’s not already. When we’ve recovered, we’ll check, and if it is, you’ll be allowed to leave.”

“Your word?”

“My word.”

She scowled, then nodded and turned to the brigants. “What are you waiting for?” she shouted. “Move it!” As a group, they hurried down eleven. She stalked after them, still shouting orders.

I stood there until they’d disappeared around the bend. Several took their time, casting suspicious glances back at me. Hoping the Rau ceiling bracing would hold, I shifted Oladi muxal from a nearby column to block the corridor. The ceiling cracked and dust puffed down, then everything settled.

Hold for a little while more. Please.

I circled back to the corridor leading to the exfusion chamber. Menue must have come, for the cart and spilled clothing were gone. I contemplated the quiet corridor. I hope to never have to walk down that way again.

Right before I raised a fold to block it off, dark spots along the floor caught my notice.

Blood. Small drops at irregular intervals. Darker than Lahad’s drips, they led from the inner wall corridor, crossed eleven, then headed into twelve. 

Lahad’s headset lay where she’d tossed it. Her small dagger was missing.

Kliq.

“Shit.”
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AS I returned to the central hall, I raised folds in front of all the dorm doorways. I also blocked the corridors at one, two, and three. The air would grow stuffy, the stench worse, but I didn’t want Kliq sneaking up behind us. Whoever installed the lighting had drilled holes through the rock for the cables and pipes, so the rectangles remained on, but the holes were too small to help with air circulation.

Slight itches crawled across the back of my scalp. I scratched and they disappeared.

Wearing a tan, thigh-length robe over a blue shirt, denims, and ankle-high boots, her metallic-thread belt heavy with gadgets, Menue turned as I entered, raising a fold behind me. She’d banded her hair back. The cart stood by the table, laden with the clothing. Small devices with blinking lights and a tool kit sat on a lower shelf. More devices connected by wires lay on a table. A plate of gristies and a pitcher of prut occupied one corner.

Confident I could manipulate it if necessary, I let the muxal fall from my body into a cube on the floor. My head throbbed, and exhaustion made breathing a chore. “The brigants should behave now, but Kliq is loose somewhere in the inner ring.” I crossed to where she stood, close enough now to see the thin leather strap around her head. A near-transparent null no larger than my thumbnail sat at the center of her forehead. “Menue! What the hell?”

She touched the strap. “From what I know about them, a null should keep Jeko from watching. Yes?”

“Um... I guess. Does it hurt?” I scratched an itch at my temple.

“I have a headache, but pain coolers are keeping it at bay,” she said, her voice weak.

“Shit. Well, if you’re okay with it...” I grabbed a lukewarm gristi–my fourth, but damn! I remained hungry.

She lifted a small stack of clothes from the pile and offered them. “What happened with Lahad?” 

As I dressed–wishing I had time to shower first, though I hadn’t even seen a shower since before the convoy–I quickly explained our deal. “Right now, the daerling’s our bigger worry. Can Kliq manipulate the muxal or screw with the portal?”

She thought for a moment. “I’ve never seen it manipulate the muxal. As for the portal, I doubt it.”

“How does she do that projection thing? Take over a person?”

“‘Force of will’ is how Yol–” Blinking, she sat and turned to the screen on the device in front of her. “It can exert more control if it has something from the target. Clothing, hair, that sort of thing.”

A chill sank through me. More itches ran down the top of my head. I dug fingernails through my feathery hair and abused my skin. What the hell? Feels like fleas.

She added, “The witchen should be safe. And I’m protected. Not sure about the medical staff. But if it’s hurt as bad as Yolu fears–er, feared, it may not have its usual control– Maels, what is it?”

“What about blood? If she has some of my blood?”

“Blood? From the harvest?”

“No. When I bashed her head in. She tore my hand with her claws. My blood mixed with hers. She squirmed like hell.”

Her cheeks blanched a lighter green and her mouth fell agape. “Especially blood,” she whispered, “according to Yolu.”

Then a hard itch slammed my thoughts.

I collapsed to a knee, both hands clutching my head. “Frick!” My half-finished gristi fell to the floor. 

 An animalistic and malignant presence hovered in my thoughts. It floated above, below, all over, denying me a clear sense in my mind of where it was.

“Maels!” Menue screamed from far away.

The presence shifted, and my body fell from my control. My consciousness slammed to the edge of itself. Though I felt no pain, I screamed again–or tried to. The overpowering presence took possession of my limbs and held me in my crouch, hands clutching my temples.

The sensation felt like Saawth’s blood curse, when it compelled me to obey her commands. Only this was far more...consuming and brutal.

“Here!” Menue shouted from far away.

The assault also reminded me of the Kerrid forcing its way into my memories. I refused to retreat deeper into myself, however. Such a move would be useless. But I could no more defend myself now than I could have prevented Jeko from yanking me around. Kliq was everywhere and nowhere, filling me like the prut in the pitcher.

Duty!

Kliq! Get out!

Kill! the daerling crowed. I will kill–

Then a ball of cold slapped against my forehead with an accompanying blast of pain. Kliq howled and fragmented. I regained control in the same instant.

“Agh!” I slapped at the cold at my forehead.

Crouched in front of me, Menue held my wrists. “Maels! Wait! Wait!”

“What– A null? Your null?”

“Yes.” She released my wrists to tighten the strap at the back of my scalp. “Is it working?”

I lowered my hands. Nowhere near as bad as the loaded strap, the single cold null produced a painful throb. The portion of my head within its influence felt scooped out instead of cut away. The edges burned. “Yeah. Okay. She left, I think.” I blinked. The shock of the sudden iciness ebbed. Once again, the null bleached the color from my vision. In the low light, the few whites left harsh glares. The surrounding inky blackness obscured more than I liked.

Menue lowered her arms. Stark grays slashed her face where wrinkles blemished her smooth skin. Her circle and wavy line tattoos floated like dark pools. “Kliq?”

I swallowed against nausea. “Yeah. She intends to kill everyone. Using me.”

“Can you stand?”

I rose. She followed, looking ready to catch me. I touched the null then pulled my fingers from its icy bite. “How could you stand this?”

“It lessens, in time. Can you move?”

I breathed in, exhaled, paced away and back. “A little shaky, but that should pass. Everything’s lost color again.”

Massaging her healed shoulder, Menue leaned against the table. She glanced toward seven o’clock then five. “We need to get it now. It won’t stop. It might go for Imista or Coolu next.”

“Hopefully, she doesn’t know about them.”

“Should we warn them?”

I collapsed back into my chair and retrieved my fallen gristi. “Should we? I can’t help but feel she’s still...in here. Right now, I don’t think she knows about them.” I blew on the pastry’s crust then devoured it in two bites.

 She gestured to the pitcher T’reth used to carry the nulls from the exfusion chamber. “Would another null help? There’s another small one left.”

I rubbed the strap. “I should be safe long enough to hunt her down. Do you want the extra null?”

She tipped the pitcher. The null tapped the edge. “I’d rather not, if that’s all right. Are there weapons in the inner ring? I’ve seen it using a knife.”

My dread deepened. “She has Lahad’s dagger.”

“Dagger? But I have it here.” She reached beneath her robe to the back of her belt.

“Lahad had a second, smaller one hidden away. But that’s fine. I have this.” I crouched and placed my palm on the muxal. But instead of flowing up my arm, it merely rippled beneath my fingers. “Uh-oh.” I focused harder, but the cold weight on my head stymied my efforts.

“What’s wrong?”

“With the null in place, I can’t manipulate the muxal.” I frowned. “But I could move the slivers. What the hell?”

Her eyebrows rose. “Slivers?”

I waved her off. “It’s not important right now. Kliq is. How good are you with the dagger?”

She offered it to me. “I think you’d make better use of it.”

I examined the simple, three-inch, double-sided blade. “No chorloch venom?”

“Lahad probably didn’t want to risk nicking herself.”

“Right, then.” I exhaled and stood. “You’ll have to manipulate the muxal.”

She stood and unclipped the gadgets at her belt, keeping only the small toolkit. “I’ll do my best.”

I waved at the gadgets. “Anything in here we can use?” Maybe she had a surprise.

“No. These are mainly for diagnostic processes. I was just checking all the systems. We’re good in here.”

“Ah. Well, that’s encouraging. Ready?”

I let her take the lead. She slammed the first fold down then rammed it up when we passed through. Fwom! Whup! Pebbles bounced across the floor.

“Are you all right?” she asked as we headed to three.

“Feels kind of funny.” I rubbed the strap again. “I feel like...I’m taller.”

“Can you fight all right?”

“I think so.” I hefted the dagger. With an odd bulge and small depressions, the hilt was designed for a smaller Rau hand. “I shouldn’t have a problem. If all she has is that dagger, she’ll have to get close, too.”

Whup! Fwom! When she raised three behind us, fewer pebbles rained to the floor.

She asked, “Can... Maels, can I stop in my room?”

“For?”

“I have a set of throwing knives. Mostly for practice. I’d...feel better with them.”

“Sure.”

As we entered two, she gasped and raised a hand over her nose and mouth. The stench hung heavy. “Acht! Was it this bad earlier?”

“I think raising those folds made it worse.”

We hurried on. I clenched my jaw passing through the choke point. Though I knew the way ahead was clear, I emerged with my dagger ready.

At one, dust fell with the pebbles when she raised the fold behind us.

Past the green-white dorm, we turned down the corridor in the inner wall. Her room was the last of the three. The tiny drops of blood lead to the middle door–Yolu’s room. While she went in, I plucked a second dagger from one of the dead guards at the half-open exfusion chamber entrance–the first I’d seen on any of the guards. I considered grabbing a bow and quiver then decided not to bother. I’d probably only get a single arrow loosed, and bow would get in my way.

She emerged with a trio of small knives sticking from her belt, a fourth in her hand. “Got them, for what they’re worth.”

“Let’s head on, then.”

At the fold leading into the inner ring, we paused. I hefted both daggers. “How good’s her hearing and sight?”

“It probably knows we’re here from the clumsy way I raise the folds. Sorry.”

“Beyond that?”

She shrugged. “I avoided it as much as I could.”

“Probably depends on stealth.” Memory of the massive, partially eaten bear flashed across my thoughts. “But if she can get close, she’ll be extremely vicious. Let’s expect an ambush. If things go bad, I’ll grab her and count on you shooting muxal into her. Don’t worry about hitting me.”

“What?” Looking at the floor, she shivered. “Maels, I can’t... All right. Just...don’t let it get to that.”

“Stay close, but don’t crowd.”

“Yes.”

We crept to the inner ring. Like in the outer ring, metal bracing beams hammered into the rock crisscrossed the ceiling where the Oladi muxal columns had been removed. Cables and pipes hung in brackets. The rectangles, dimmed to halfway, still threw enough illumination to spot Kliq, even with her ability to blend in. The spacing between the drops increased but enough remained to lead us clockwise.

I pointed with a dagger. “Raise folds there and there. Let’s keep her pinned in the inner ring and ahead of us.”

With eleven o’clock and the way to the outer ring folded off, we moved down one. The corridors here were shorter but more sharply curved with fewer rooms and corridors branching in. The supporting beams were more numerous. In places, cubes of Oladi muxal sat against the walls–columns lowered by either Yolu or Jeko and left in place. The drops continued well into two before disappearing. Still, my daggers at the ready, I cleared each room we passed–most filled with bunks or small empty crates and barrels or bags of trash–and had her raise folds in front of each and the branching corridors. “If we don’t find her, we can assume she’s in one of these.”

“We should keep them sealed and let her starve.”

I tapped my forehead. “I’m not keeping this on until then.”

She laughed. “Right.”

Kliq revealed herself where five curved into six. Though we walked slowly, our boots still scuffed and tapped the floor. I was just about to mention how we should’ve brought a pitcher of prut when a sliver of motion ahead caught my eye. I puushed back to the inner wall, pulling Menue with me.

The tung of a bow launching an arrow followed, the same moment something tugged at my sleeve. The arrow cracked against the far wall and spun away. Menue yelped.

“Shit!” I straightened and threw myself down the corridor, ready to puush out of the way of a second arrow.

Standing halfway down the corridor, Kliq fumbled with the bow as she tried to nock a second arrow. She looked up, bared clenched teeth, and growled before throwing the bow aside and fleeing into the corridor leading to the portal. Her feet slapped across the muxal.

I chased after her.

“Maels!” Menue sounded breathless and far behind.

“She’s heading to the portal!”

I caught sight of Kliq as she darted around the corridor’s sharp turn. The antechamber’s past that corner. Ready to puush to the ceiling should she be waiting, I twisted around the bend and into the antechamber’s broader half. Kliq was already at the far end, reaching for a rope tied to a metal ring as she ran past.

“Maels!” Menue hollered again.

Hissed whispers echoed in my mind.

Netting fell from the ceiling glistening with gyum–a smell I noticed earlier but gave no thought. I sliced with my daggers but become entangled. The weight of the strands drove me to the bare rock floor. The gyum’s pungent odor assaulted my senses.

I landed hard. One dagger spun from my grasp as my elbow struck a rounded knob of rock. The other became stuck to the netting, along with my arm. I whoofed as the netting’s weight squeezed the breath from my lungs. Lights sparkled in my vision.

Kliq doubled back. She unfurled a long towel over the sticky strands, darted in, slashed with Lahad’s small dagger then danced back out of reach. I raised my free arm to ward her off, but with everything numb from my elbow down, I accomplished little more than swatting air.

Where the hell’d she get that towel?

Coldness burned my wrist.

I pulled my arm back to find a gaping slash and dark blood spurting at the base of my thumb.

Feet slapped on the towel.

I puushed up and aside, rising a couple feet before the netting, gyummed to the rock, caught short. I smashed back down, driving out what little of my breath remained in my lungs. Dizziness hit hard.

Kliq, a smear of light grays in the half-bright rectangles, tumbled off balance. She twisted mid-fall, though, and somehow avoided the thin sticky strands, stepping on exposed rock all the way to the smooth wall that split the antechamber in half lengthwise. Claws on hands and feet gouging holds, she scrambled up the rockwood, glanced over her shoulder, then flipped off and landed on the towel spread out in front of me.

She slashed twice before darting back.

The first caught my scalp just above the null strap. Cold burned my forehead, distinctly different than the null, which hurt worse. Blood poured down, blinding me.

The second caught the narrow null strap. As I jerked at the first slash’s pain, the null flopped against my ear. The sudden repositioning of the brutally cold scoop drove a spike of nausea through me. I nearly blacked out. Only the whispers, pulsing in time with my pain, kept me conscious.

Then the strap fell free, and the cold scoop disappeared. The burn of my lacerations replaced that pain with the same brutality, churning my nausea and dizziness together. Healing itches compounded my torment.

“Kliq! No!” Menue’s cry still sounded far away.

The daerling closed again. I raised my arm, despite still not feeling anything past my elbow. Arm cocked and ready to strike again, she instead shrieked and stumbled. Her foot stubbed against a rock. She fell against my arm. I bent my elbow to absorb some of the blow, then shoved her away hard. My blood sprayed with my movements.

With a thud, she landed on her back, halfway on the netting, dropping her small dagger. With her free arm, she reached for the just-as-small knife sticking from her chest–one of Menue’s throwing knives. Her heels kicked at the towel.

I wiped my eyes, smearing more blood than clearing it, in time to see Kliq jerk the knife up.

“Maels!” Menue shouted.

I puushed and stretched out. The netting had enough give that I planted my palm on the knife and drove it back down.

Kliq thrashed, releasing breathless screams. She batted my hand aside and grabbed the knife again. My arm fell and stuck in the netting. I flopped, helpless.

“No!” Menue screamed, close now.

Kliq freed the knife. Blood dribbled from her wound. She spun the weapon in her grip then hacked at the strands holding her down. She freed her side, switched the knife to her other hand, and cut herself loose. She sat up, strands of netting gyummed to fur, feathers, and scales.

“Duty!” She spun the knife to plant it more easily in my head.

A rock slammed into her hand.

The knife flew from her grasp. She yelped and tried to scramble away but tumbled into the netting again. Still screaming with half-breaths, she twisted and thrashed and stuck herself more thoroughly. The dagger lay beyond her reach. She pulled at juts of rock. The heavy netting held her down.

“Maels!” Menue’s heavy, frantic breaths grew close.

“Don’t...get...stuck,” I wheezed before surrendering to the onrushing blackness, hissed whispers chasing me into oblivion.

* * *

When I roused to a low, steady thrum of whispers, I found Menue leaning over me, carefully cutting the strands. My gashed arm was free already, as was my torso. The burning itch of healing scoured my forehead and wrist. Pain pulsed, and my hand was too swollen to move.

I forced the whispers back as best I could, but they echoed, almost the same way Kliq had in my mind, reverberating all over...

“Don’t wiggle around,” she said softly. She had used Kliq’s trick and spread a towel over the gyum. Past her, the daerling lay tangled and still. Her head hung at an odd angle.

“Is she..?”

 Menue smiled. “I cut its head off.”

I exhaled. “Damn. How the hell did she get a net up there?”

“This was one of Venrik’s tricks, to slow any invaders. That and removing the muxal here,” she said. “There’s another net leading to the portal chamber.”

Across the ceiling, rods tipped with loops poked from the rock, connected by thin rope winding through the loops. Ringlets stuck to strands of the netting connected it to the rods. Pulling the rope freed the net to fall. I remembered the work I’d seen on my way into the antechamber’s narrower half, before latemeal. Had they been hanging this netting? Putting in the rods? I’d assumed they were reinforcing the ceiling.

Menue’s knife scraped across rock as she sliced through the strands between my legs. “Almost done. Think maybe you can puush yourself out? I’d rather let you use muxal to cut off your clothes.”

“I hope so. I’m still damn exhausted.” I followed the rope to where it hung through the loop Kliq grabbed at while running past and frowned. “Shouldn’t that rope have been at this end? Oh, shit. Kliq moved it there.” Planning. Like a fucking chorloch.

“Yes.” She cut the remaining strands with quick flicks.

“She sure put up a hell of a fight. And where the hell did she get that towel? She plan that, too?”

“They’re stored in cubbies by the entrance. They’re meant to cover the gyum if the attack is beaten back. Two of them are long enough to reach across the netting.”

“Oh. Well, that makes sense, I guess.” I glanced toward the portal chamber again. The hissed whispers momentarily grew louder. A rock stuck to the netting, near Lahad’s dagger, caught my eye. “You threw a rock? Why not another knife?”

“And potentially give it another weapon?” After a final slice, she settled back on her haunches.

“You learned to throw from Stite?”

She laughed. “He puts all his workers through such training–well, except for my sisters. Or the brigants. I told you, remember? I found I’m pretty good at throwing knives.” She snorted. “Jeko called it just another useless skill. Shows what she knows.”

I grunted. Puushing slowly, I extricated myself from the surrounding netting and knelt beside her. By then, she was crying, a hand over her eyes, shoulders shaking. I pulled her close, careful not to stick us together with the strands stuck to my forearm.

“You did good,” I whispered. “You did all right.”

“I was so scared, the way you were screaming.”

“I was screaming?” That earned a laugh.

She sniffled, wiped her eyes, then waved at the daerling’s body. “I always wanted it dead. Then when I had my knife to its throat, it made this...this mewling cry.”

I squeezed her shoulder. “I heard it, too.” Right before Yolu arrived to save her precious abomination.

“Then I saw you lying there, blood everywhere, and...my arm just moved all on its own.” She sawed the air.

“You did right.”

She sighed, breathed deep, and slumped over. “I could use a nap.”

* * *

We used a sink in Menue’s room to wash off the blood. I had to hack off chunks of hair, but I freed myself from the gyum. My injured hand remained swollen and stiff but abuzz with healing. My scalp wound had scabbed over, the pain reduced to a steady throb.

Distance from the portal chamber quieted the hissed whispers. Thinking too hard of them earned me sharp squeezes from the remaining chainwall. One day I’ll figure out those damn things.

Using cloth cut from a shirt, Menue wore the null again.

Among the racks at the end of the corridor, we found new clothes for me. Before discarding my shirt, I checked the sleeve where Kliq’s arrow had tugged in passing and shuddered. “Jesus.”

“What?”

“Kliq came this close. Look!”

She examined the sleeve, poking her fingertip through the small gash. “Is this from the arrow?”

“Yep. Had I been half a step closer...” I tossed the bloody shirt aside and waved at the clothing on the racks. “What is all this? I don’t remember these here earlier.”

“Someone must have shifted supplies around,” she said. “They’re normally in the larger storage room in O-Q3-3.”

“I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve had to change,” I said, provoking a giggle.

“You’re lucky Stite’s not charging per uniform. Your debt would be worse than mine.”

 I debated grabbing the chest- and backplates of armor from a guard then decided they’d be too small. I’d have to settle for muxal armor, which suited me more.

Before we returned to the gathering hall, I lowered the fold at eleven o’clock and shouted for Lahad. She arrived a short time later with a small group of unarmed brigants.

Her eyes widened. “What happened?”

“Kliq happened.” I waved. “I’m opening the folds down to the gathering hall. Have your people clean the mess. Pile the bodies and weapons in the exfusion chamber. And send those who know how to cook to the kitchen.” 

She and most of the brigants wrinkled their snouts. “You sure let the stench get bad.”

“It should clear as I lower the folds. Or, well, disperse a bit. With the main entrance sealed, I’m not sure it’ll clear entirely.”

“Then unseal the entrance.”

I arched an eyebrow.

She shrugged. “You have to open it sometime.”

“Once the portal’s working, we probably don’t. We could all just leave.”

“What about the chorloch? You can’t just leave them.”

“Yeah, yeah. The entrance stays sealed. Deal with the smell. And don’t let anyone forget. No warnings.” Hands on hips, I snapped half a dozen extrusions from the floor–the weaver sliver at the back of my scalp still worked.

As a group, the brigants shrieked and flinched back.

She snorted. “We’ll be along. I have to organize them, and they’re not going to like their tasks.”

“Isn’t cleaning up in their contract?”

“Feh!” She waved me away.

Menue and I returned to the central hall, leaving the folds down along the way. My boots slapped the floor with each step.

“God damn, I’m exhausted.”

“I can handle Lahad.” She touched the four knife handles poking from her belt. “Go to your room and sleep.”

“I’d rather not until either T’reth or E’sis are awake.”

I slumped into a chair. My eyelids closed, and I spent effort opening them again.

By then, she’d brought over another pitcher of prut. Now seated in front of her gadgets, she put a hand on my arm. “Maels, you need to sleep. Go on.”

“Dammit.” I sat forward and drank a mugful of prut. “Are you sure you’ll be all right?”

“I’ll be fine. Lahad’s given her word. Despite everything, she’ll keep it. She knows the witchen are still alive. She’ll do what’s in the best interest of her family.”

I sighed. “Like you.”

Her hold tightened to a momentary squeeze. “Like me.”

I exhaled then stood. “Well, if you insist. But I’m going to sleep here. And...” I went to my cube of Oladi muxal. “On something more comfortable than that chair or those benches.”

Moving the cube closer to the tables, I formed it into a recliner, angling and contouring it comfortably after numerous attempts. She watched with a smile.

I settled. “This’ll do. Wake me if anything happens.”

“Sleep well.”

Despite my misgivings, I closed my eyes. Hopefully, she was right; Lahad would keep her word and the brigants wouldn’t try anything. But before my worries could entrench themselves deeper, my exhaustion carried me away.
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THE BANG and clack of metal and wood over hushed conversation roused me. I blinked, lifted my head, and glanced around. Four Rau in the orange shirts of the kitchen staff bustled about the counters, grilling meat, chopping leafy stalks, stirring pots, and checking whatever was cooking in the oven. Loud in their work, they slammed, slapped, and dropped implements and pot lids as though in collective anger. The hushed conversation came from the two dozen or so brigants sitting at tables, eating and drinking.

One raised a hand-held gadget. “Still no communication.”

Another scoffed. “Of course not. Fixer made sure of that first thing.”

I inhaled the tantalizing smells. My mouth watered. My head throbbed and my hand ached, but the swelling had diminished. Stiff fingers weakened my grip. Hopefully, I wouldn’t have to hold any weapons, only muxal, if–when–we ended up fighting Stite’s forces.

More important, my thoughts, scrambled by unleashed memories and the tumult of my escape from the slab, had settled. You’ve slept long enough. Time to get back to work. This shit ain’t over. Still got that final forest to pass through, and it’s a long one...

Someone had shifted my recliner closer to the far wall. I stood and shaped it into a cube then drew a gauntlet over my right forearm. Someone waving at a table near the dividing counter caught my eye–E’sis, sitting alone where Menue and I sat earlier. I waved back then joined her.

When I stood, the murmurs stopped. Over half the brigants waited until I passed before leaving, most slinking down seven. The four that remained moved to the table farthest from ours.

“E’sis. You look better.” I settled into the seat across from her, a plate of gristies, pitcher of prut, and three mugs between us.

Chrome bands held back her dark blonde hair. Her skin bore a healthy pallor, rather than the drained look of hours ago, though dark smudges hung beneath her eyes and her lips lacked color. Scab-colored patches like the one on Menue covered her head wounds, another the stub of her knuckle. She wore a dark blue shirt, the fit snug. Clear tubing ran from a bag of fluid hanging off a pole beside her to a cuff at her elbow, where tiny lights blinked in time with faint mechanical chugs. A flexible band in the center allowed her to bend her arm. Light yellow bandages encircled her other elbow and both wrists.

She lowered the half-eaten gristi in her hand to the napkin in front of her. “I feel more alive than dead. Whatever that Rau pumped into me helped.” Her melodic echoes were not as faint as before.

“Metabolic stabilizers and balancing nutrients is what Imista called it, I think. She’s the medical technician.”

“What happened to your hand? And your hair?”

“Long story. How long have you been awake?”

“Enough to soap down, wash, dress, and tend to chores. I slept for six hours. T’reth is still out.”

I grunted. No wonder I felt good. I’d managed at least five solid hours of recuperation. My healing ability had done its job on my forehead and most of my wrist, as well as my depletion. I grabbed a gristi and filled a mug with prut before topping hers off.

She resumed eating. I noticed then she did everything with her non-injured hand. She said, “Your friend filled me in on what’s been happening. At first, I thought you had lost your mind letting these brigants run loose. But they have behaved. I am pleasantly surprised.”

“Per their contract, they weren’t brought here to fight,” I said between bites. “Where’s Menue?”

She waved at five. “Inside. I assume helping Lahad–is that her name? Lahad?–organize things.”

“Yes, Lahad. Her brother Stite is running the show. Fortunately, he’s out there with Jeko, his pet weaver.”

“Menue told me. A very unpleasant man. Let us keep him and his soldiers out.”

“Have you checked the portal?”

“My first chore. It is stable.”

“No risk of anyone coming through?”

“The strand is disturbed. I suspect others wrestle for control, likely my fellow witchen at Presico or the Nassara weavers. I did not think I could help my side, so I sent a reverberation through it again. No one is coming through.”

I sagged in relief. If the portal stabilized for the Nassara, we’d have nowhere to run. But I didn’t want the Oladi coming through either. “You don’t know how glad I am to hear that. I’m hopeful we can get through this alive if we have the time.” I polished off my gristi. “How did the Nassara get through the first time? I thought you were ready.”

Her jaw clenched. “Trickery and blunt force. They hijacked the strand at Presico rather than this end. Effective, but risky–their shockwave can be turned back if it is detected. When we opened the portal, even slightly, the shockwave was waiting. That is what caused the partial cave collapse. I was thrown against the far wall.” She shook her head then relaxed and continued eating her gristi.

“You get the feeling the Nassara knew exactly what they were doing?” I asked before draining my cup.

She thought for a moment. “They knew.”

“Pretty sure. They must’ve spent a lot of effort to get Kliq into position among your supplies. I heard from Stite that trade continues between the low-worlds on both sides. I’m guessing that was their entry point.”

“Yes. Such does continue.” She glanced at the muxal guarding the entrance. “But that means we have a traitor among our people.”

“Maybe. The Nassara might’ve let your spies find their ‘list’ of worlds and pre-positioned Kliq in supplies that had a likely chance of being used.” I snorted. “They might even have more daerlings. More Kliqs.”

She shuddered. “Let up hope they do not. What are your intentions once I trust the strand?”

“We still need to wipe out the chorloch without burning Earth. T’reth mentioned a way to do that if she had the time.”

“A lure strong enough would work. Draw them all here. Most would not survive the trip. Those that did would starve trying to reach the lure.”

“Or leave themselves open to attacks from humans. I like that. How do we make this lure?”

“Multiple lures. They amplify themselves.” She gestured at seven. “T’reth is skilled at it. Get her enough herd beasts for lures, she will make it work.”

“That’s why you brought her along? She’s so much younger than the rest of you.”

“One reason. In case the infestation was small enough.”

“Large herd beasts and lots of them. Anything else?”

“Time.”

“How long?”

She bobbed her head. “Five, six days?”

I winced. “Any way to speed that up?”

“Use the same animal you are trying to lure? I think T’reth said that once.”

“Use chorloch to lure other chorloch?”

“It helps tune the lure. Or...something.” She waved. “Ask her.”

“It can wait. At least we’ll have the chorloch. Should be a bunch in the corrals now.”

“Ih! How would we get them in here?”

I nodded at the entrance. “We’re going to have to open it eventually.”

She frowned. “Say we do open it. How would we lure them in?”

“We need meat, right? Would dead Rau work?”

She wrinkled her nose. “The bodies in the exfusion chamber.”

“You know about that?”

“That was my second chore.” She bent and lifted a device the length of her forearm from the floor to the table. Its shell was crumpled, wires and tubing sliced at the hubs, and a slight coppery odor rose from its exposed innards.

I arched a brow. “Is that...the exfuser?”

“Yes. I meant what I said. I will never submit to such a violation again.” She returned the demolished device to the floor.

“If Stite regains control, he’ll just get another one. How did they happen to have one, anyway? They expected to capture the witchen here?”

She finished her gristi and wiped her lips. “An exfuser has a multitude of functions. Perhaps they brought it to purify the local water. I am sure they have more outside.”

After a drink of prut, I asked, “E’sis, what is witchblood? What did that device remove from your blood?”

She sipped from her mug before grabbing another gristi. “It is hard to explain, but it comes from using ux. Repeated use leaves residue in our bodies. That residue tends to accumulate in our blood. It is not a particle or a bit you can study under a scan-scope, but it can be concentrated from collected blood. Though time consuming, the process is simple enough.”

“So, something like...experience given form?”

She thought. “That would be an accurate generalization.”

“Could witchblood be harvested from someone who’s not a witchen?”

“What? Why do you...” Elbow propped on the table, she peered at me over the gristi in her hand. “Did they try to harvest witchblood from you? I thought they merely imprisoned you on the slab and used nulls to stop you from manipulating the muxal.” She thumbed away flakes of pastry in the down beneath her lower lip.

“They didn’t try. They did. I watched them demonstrate it–well, Yolu, anyway.”

“Maels...” She chewed her bite of gristi slowly then chased it with another drink of prut. “I cannot declare that is impossible. You use ux every time you puush, and you have decades of that accumulated. Along with the other ux ability you have demonstrated. So, I suppose...”

I grunted. “Nice to know I wasn’t imagining things, then. But I’ll never be a witchen?”

She chuckled. “No. You must be born of the blood. You may fall into a rare category called a witch. You will never command the ux as a true witchen, but you display a propensity toward sensitivity. Brought mostly by your puush organs, I think. At some point, you may work a spell, but nothing more than what an untrained child might accomplish.”

I remembered one of the senior witchen of Earth Cell telling me the same thing, almost word for word–except for the “being a witch” part. That was new. I told her so.

“Few know. As I said, it is too rare an instance.”

We each finished our gristies. While she sat back, belched, and rubbed her stomach, I grabbed a second–technically, my sixth since freeing myself. “Stopping at one?”

“That was my fourth. I ate during my chores.” She wrinkled her nose again. “Acht! What a mess in there.”

“I figured we’d no longer need the room. I hope the brigants removed the supplies, though. What else have you done?”

“Tried to find my clothes. Seems they might have been burned. And my jewelry is missing. I expect a search of this Lahad’s room, or those of her siblings, will produce them.” She sighed. “I do not miss mine so much as I want my half-sister’s.”

“We’ll find it. All of it.”

She waved at the chrome wall over the main entrance. “I also took the liberty of strengthening our barrier. Pulled inside the weaver muxal on the outside so they could not use it then added small, angled vents to allow for air circulation.”

I straightened and breathed deep through my nose. The smell was gone. “Ah! Fantastic.” A glance at the far wall confirmed only two blocks of chrome muxal remained, the rest now in the barrier. “How did you get the new batches over the nulls?”

“I did not. I removed the nulls, with their help.” She nodded her chin at the remaining brigants. “Those outside started banging on the muxal not too long ago. I think they were throwing rocks against it. I shaped the outside to better resist the impacts. They stopped shortly after.”

“Why didn’t you wake me? Could the rocks have broken through?”

“With enough time and large enough rocks, yes. The muxal is not without weaknesses. Of course, I would simply reshape it as necessary. Since you slept through it, I figured you needed the rest.” She drained her mug. “I wish we had a way of looking outside. I would feel better knowing what they were planning next. I do not like the quiet.”

“The window-screens?”

“The weaver must have canceled their spells. I cannot turn them on, either. T’reth, perhaps.”

A quick thought confirmed her assessment–I hadn’t seen an active window-screen during the hunt for Kliq. When had Jeko done that? Or had it been Yolu–perhaps when I killed her? “What about those perimeter orbs Bawz, T’reth, and I spent the afternoon placing? Weren’t they meant to allow someone in here keep an eye on things out there?”

She straightened, eyes wide. “Blessed light! I forgot about those! If they remain in place, we can see exactly what they are up to out there.” She stood. The feet of her wooden chair scraped on the muxal. She grabbed her pole. “We must activate them, with haste.”

I quickly chewed and swallowed the gristi in my mouth. “Do you know how?”

“No, but T’reth does. She can do it very well. Come.”

Gristi in hand, I followed her through seven to the medical chamber. One of the wheels on the pole thumped slightly, causing the near-empty bag of fluid to sway.

Hand raised, Imista stopped me at the entrance. “No food,” she growled.

I glanced at E’sis, who shrugged, then I jammed the remaining quarter of the pastry into my mouth and wiped my hand on my thigh. Through a full mouth I asked, “Happy?”

Scowling, Imista lowered her hand. “Be respectful. I’ve already had to treat two of your victims.”

Following her and E’sis to T’reth’s bunk, I frowned. Victims? Then I remembered the brigant with the broken arm and Lahad’s injuries. Ih. At least Kliq’s not on that list.

At the bunk, Coolu was removing the monitoring pads. Both elbow cuffs had already been put away. Only the largest device above the bunk remained on, with numbers and text scrolling up its small screen. The orange line had all but disappeared. “She’s rousing, finally. Be only a few minutes.”

Imista checked the readings on the device, then a small screen at the head of the bunk. “She’s stabilized but will still be weak. I suggest food and sleep in her own bed. You did bring beds, yes?” she asked E’sis.

“Thank you for your help.”

The Rau rolled her ears back then upright. “Just be careful not to have this happen again. At least, not for a long time. You’ll both be feeling this for at least half a–” The word failed to translate. She checked E’sis’s cuff, removed it, smoothed gauze over the joint, then stepped away, handing off the pole to her assistant. “Clean and recharge the infuser.”

Her eyes watering, a low keen rising from her throat, E’sis rubbed the stubble across T’reth’s scalp lobes. She bent and whispered into the younger Oladi’s ear. When she looked up at me, a tear trickled down her cheek. “Let me tell her about Bawz. Menue explained what happened at the corral.” She looked down at T’reth. “The news will...devastate her.”

“I suppose I should wait on telling her about what I had to do to Awdoo.”

She stiffened. “Ih! What did you have to do to Awdoo?”

I summarized our fight at the corral. “But Kliq’s dead. She won’t trouble anyone anymore.”

“Ih!” She twisted her face in disgust. “It was not a daerling. What a terrible creature. You did right dispatching it.”

Not a daerling? Then what was? I suppressed a shudder. “Give Menue the credit for that. Kliq had me trapped but good.”

“Whoever. You both did the right thing.” She ran her hand over T’reth’s lobes again then cupped a cheek. T’reth moaned.

“T’reth?” E’sis whispered.

After more light moaning and shifting of limbs, T’reth blinked and opened her eyes. “E’sis?” she croaked. Her gaze found me. She smiled, her dry cracked lips plump again. “Maels. Ih, blessed light.”

“Treanarah.” E’sis touched her forehead to T’reth’s then kissed her cheek.

“I am better. But I had the strangest dreams.”

“Can you sit? The medical technicians want you to eat. You must regain your strength. Time is against us.”

We helped her sit on the edge of the bunk. She whimpered at first then moved with more certainty. Color returned to her cheeks. Smudges darkened her lower eyelids and her lips looked as pale as E’sis’s, but her round eyes remained wide and her breathing steady. Light yellow gauze covered her wounds. The device above her bunk chimed.

Imista checked a bank of monitors on the desk by the two sit-down stations. “She’s stable. Get food into her.”

“How about a wash and clothes first?” T’reth murmured.

“Come.” E’sis lowered the bunk and helped her stand. T’reth’s legs wobbled momentarily before she found her balance. Still, she leaned against the taller witchen, who added, “There is a wash stall and clothing back here.”

Limbs trembling, she shuffled to the wash stall, her arm around E’sis’s waist.

“Maels, we may be here a bit,” E’sis said over her shoulder. “We will meet you in the gathering hall.”

“All right. I have something to do first, anyway.” A couple things.

I left the chamber and walked clockwise around to O-1Q-1, then down the corridor to the weavers’ rooms. I suspected I’d find the missing Oladi jewelry there, as the Rau had shown no interest in adornments, while both Jeko and Yolu had their tattoos and piercings. I really wanted T’reth and E’sis to have it all back.

Though a faint current of air whispered up the corridor, I caught a whiff of the decaying bodies as I approached. Ugh. That weaver muxal must not be impervious to smells. Especially such rank ones.

A mournful chanting floated from the middle–Yolu’s–room, through the partially open door.

“Hmm.” Keeping at extrusion at the tip of my thoughts, I nudged the door and peeked inside.

A tang of blood washed out. On the table by the bed across the room, bloody towels lay next to a bowl of water and a smaller bowl of gyum. More balled-up, blood-stained towels piled on the floor. Red smears dotted the sheets and pillowcase, along with small iridescent feathers and strands of dark fur.

Those are Kliq’s. Yolu must’ve tended to her here. Makes sense. I doubt Imista would’ve let either of them into her medical chamber.

Her back to the door, Menue kneeled on the floor over a body wrapped in white linen. She rocked in time with her low chanting, the pauses punctuated with sniffles. Candles in silver holders stood on both sides of the shroud. On the floor beside her lay a collection of items: a colorful shell, a ruby-like crystal, a comb, folded cloths, a necklace of blue beads. Things that must’ve had personal meaning to the crippled weaver. Maybe even gifts from Menue or Jeko, or others important in her life.

Menue stopped chanting, wiped her cheeks, and laid the shell on the body. Her movements exposed more items also on the shroud, among them rolled-up papers tied with a golden bow, the corner of a picture frame, and a large blue-and-white feather. Her palm on the shell, she resumed chanting, though her breaths hitched with quiet sobs.

I quietly retreated, closing the door. I’d ask her later what she might be able to do with her gadgets and what she’d already done. She’d evidently shut down the communication network. What else might we use to our advantage?

More pain over a death at my hands. At least this one was either her or me. I can live with what I had to do.

Treading quietly, I moved to Jeko’s room. Like Yolu’s, this one had a bed along the far wall, a table, a larger desk and chair, shelves and racks for a handful of shirts, pants, robes, and other clothing, and a curtained wash stall off to the side. A gurgle of water whispered out. Polished wood gleamed. A faint flowery scent hung in the air. Half-burned candles rested on gleaming brass platters. A small vase held stalks of leaves and dried flowers. Items like Yolu’s, dotted the shelves and bedside table: another colorful shell, a collection of smooth opal stones, a symbol carved from a light yellow chunk of wood.

Mementoes of a better time, I wonder. Which of these did Menue gift her, if any?

I crossed to the desk first, which lay mostly bare. The large central drawer was empty. I found the jewelry in the small side drawer. Earrings, necklaces, rings, and bracelets in T’reth’s jade, M’ringen’s sapphire and white, E’sis onyx, and light turquoise, which must have belonged to A’nartha.

Get out of my room!

The shout crashed through my thoughts. I flinched then steadied myself. Jeko. Finally recovered from your sharing with Yolu? Still have a headache? I know what I did to poor Yolu must’ve blindsided you. And it’s polite to ask if you can share before you come barging in.

Her anger brushed my awareness. Get out, or I swear you will suffer ten times a worse fate than I intend to inflict upon you now, Raptori.  Merely bleeding you will not be enough for the suffering you’ve caused.

Relax. I’ll leave. But not without these. They do not belong to you.

I vow, if you harm my sister, no threads in the Tapestry will be safe, she seethed. I will hunt you down and burn your bones.

Really? You know, she sided with me to try to save you from your thug bully boss.

She snorted. I’m trying to protect her by sending her away. Neither of you know anything true, you fools. Now leave. Do not disturb Menue until she is finished. Leave us to mourn our lost sister in peace.

I scooped the jewelry into a pocket I formed in my gauntlet. I’ll see you soon. Tell your boss I’m coming for him, too. You should have left Earth alone. Oh, and Jeko? I shifted my gaze to my raised gauntlet, my fist clenched tight. This is for Awdoo.

Thak!

I clenched my teeth at the pain. The five extrusions I stabbed into my forearm from inside the gauntlet weren’t long enough to penetrate skin to skin, but deep enough to hurt.

Jeko’s howl abruptly cut off.

I chuckled and retracted the extrusions. My healing itch replaced the pain. Jeko wouldn’t be sharing with me again anytime soon. Maybe she’d learned her lesson and would stop sharing unnoticed with Menue. Though...I did feel a twinge of regret hurting her while she and Menue mourned Yolu.

Ih, fuck her. If given the chance, I planned to do much worse.

I returned to the central gathering hall, passing dorms half-full of sleeping brigants while others swept and mopped floors, scanned supplies with hand-held devices, or simply sat on boxes and crates, chatting quietly or reading on gadgets. In some stretches of corridor, the rectangles had been dimmed; in others, raised to full brightness. The circulating air had chased off any unpleasant smells. Every window-screen was a dull black flatness on the wall.

My forearm stopped aching, and I had time to sip a mugful of prut and eat a bowl of chopped carrot-like white stalks–using my stiff fingers–before E’sis and T’reth walked through seven, arm in arm. I pulled back a chair for T’reth and helped her sit, though she moved with certainty, if not determination. “How are you feeling?”

E’sis continued to the counter, where platters and bowls of food waited, buffet-style.

T’reth smiled. “Like I might survive this.” The melodic echoes in her voice sounded strong. Hearing them warmed me. She raised her nose and sniffed the air. “What are those delightful scents?”

“Your new favorite foods.”

She laughed and lightly slapped my arm. “Still wearing a gauntlet. Old habits, ih? You look a mess, by the way.”

“Had a rough couple of days. You know how it can be. Those old habits come in handy. Here, look.” I produced the jewelry.

Instead of the expression of surprise and joy I expected, she stared blankly, eyes watering, then nudged a turquoise ring with her fingertip. “This was A’nartha’s. Her mother passed it to her. It is to belong to her daughter now.”

“I thought it all might be important,” I said, voice low. “I decided we wouldn’t leave without it.”

She dabbed her eyes with a napkin, then clenched a fist around a silver ring adorned with a faceted rectangle of jade. “E’sis told me about Bawz. About the others.” Her gaze shifted to the sealed entrance. “They will pay. This I vow.”

E’sis arrived with two plates laden with gristies, stalks, greens, steaming noodles, and small bowls of dipping sauces. Her breath caught. “My jewelry. And–” She snatched the white necklace with the single blue stone at its center and clutched it to her breast with both hands. Her eyes squeezed shut and her breaths hitched. “Ih. Ih.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. “M’ringen.”

When she sat, she and T’reth hugged, touching foreheads and weeping. I looked away then left to fill my own plate of food, taking my time.

They’d composed themselves by the time I returned, T’reth digging into the food heaped on her plate. I doubted she tasted half the stuff she shoved into her mouth.

“We will need a quiet place to use the perimeter orbs,” she said, slowing down after half her plate was empty, noodle sauce smeared beneath her lower lip.

I asked, “Both of you?”

“I am still too weak to maintain the focus alone. With E’sis bolstering me, it will not be a problem.”

E’sis said, “But if we are focusing on the orbs, we cannot do anything else. Even sharing with you to give direction would tax us. Imista warned us not to overdo anything involving the ux.”

“Give us another day to recover,” T’reth said, “and we will be mostly back to normal. I do not think Imista said that to allow Stite more time.”

I nodded. “All right. I’d like the two of you to look through the orbs as soon as you feel ready, though. We need some idea of what they’re doing. Jeko shared with me, so I think she’s recovered from the shock of Yolu’s death.”

“Let me finish this plate,” T’reth said. “I remain shaky.”

“We should use the medical chamber,” E’sis said. “It is close to the gathering hall, but we can isolate ourselves if necessary after we unseal the entrance.”

I grunted. “I’m sure Imista won’t mind. There’s no other way out of the complex? It’s the entrance there or nothing?”

“That is a precaution we build into all of our expeditions,” E’sis said. “It does have limitations, but so far it has not hampered our success.”

I shifted to face the chrome wall blocking our way. My gaze fell to the gap between it and the darker muxal on the floor, then the flexible white piping coiled off to the kitchen side of the entrance. “When did they clean up the puddle of water?”

“While you recovered,” E’sis said. She thumped her mug back onto the table. “This prut is too good. I think I am over-indulging.”

T’reth chuckled, the sound of it as light and melodic–and warming–as I remembered. “Well, they seem to have brought enough of it.”

I turned back to the table. “For as many brigants as Stite brought, that’d be a lot to carry through the portal. Menue said they busted their asses for a few hours before the portal destabilized, but still. Would make more sense to bring it through in a powdered...”

My thoughts raced ahead. My gaze met E’sis’s, and I knew she was thinking the same thing. Where’d they get the water? Sealing the main entrance had severed the piped-in water. A study of the kitchen didn’t reveal any vats or barrels or storage tanks. I looked over her shoulder at the sink along the far wall. She turned and looked as well at the same time.

A Rau was using a spray hose to clean a pan. A second toweled off another pan then added it to the stack beside the sink. More pots rested in soapy water.

They wouldn’t waste water cleaning dishes. Unless they had a source–

“The underground stream,” I murmured. “When I first woke up and Bawz took me to the wash stall.”

T’reth’s eyes widened. “M’ringen sensed several channels running beneath the mountain. We drilled holes...” She glanced at the sink. “Bawz insisted we have more than we needed, for when we expanded.”

“I bet they feed into the lake.”

E’sis pushed her plate away. “It would be a simple matter of using muxal to widen a path. We ground through the rock inside easily enough.”

“The wash stall in the medical chamber,” I said. “Would that–”

“More than adequate.”

T’reth wiped her lips and extended her hands toward E’sis. “Let us look through the perimeter orbs.” She seemed and sounded more energetic. 

They turned their chairs to face each other, joined hands, and leaned foreheads close. Their breathing slowed. I propped my elbows on the table to watch. A moment later I jerked back at the zing in my puushers. It reminded me of the lakeside jolt I’d received when the orbs had been activated.

They remained silent for several minutes. Then T’reth whispered, “So many!”

“All over,” E’sis added. “They tore up the forest.”

“Ih.”

“What are those–ih! Chorloch!”

T’reth gasped. Her cheeks lost color.

My pulse skipped. “What?” I asked in a low voice, hesitant to disturb them.

“They have chained the Kerkuud inside the nearest corral,” E’sis whispered. Both she and T’reth frowned. “They do not appear injured. Just...restrained.”

“Stite is by the kuuddin,” T’reth said, still breathing slowly. Her brow furrowed deeper, then she slumped. “The Rau are ransacking it. That will enrage the Kerkuud!”

They both remained silent.

“Where..?” E’sis asked.

“There. By that machine.”

“Where–ih. Ih!” E’sis’s shoulder jerked. She opened her eyes. “They are triplets.”

I stopped breathing. She’d found Jeko.

She closed her eyes again and let her chin drop. “That machine...it generates power, yes?”

“Yes,” T’reth murmured. “See how the one next to it feeds the lights?”

“Look. Those guard in formation. They ready themselves.”

“What are they...” They both gasped and straightened. “The weaver has the sub-portal opener. She is trying to power it up.”

* * *

I found Menue sitting quietly in her darkened room. Tiny lights on the gadgets around her blinked like distant stars. I’d already used a block of muxal to move four bodies from the exfusion chamber to medical so T’reth could prepare the chorloch lures–the stench hung in the air. When I returned, I first grabbed the small bowl of gyum from Yolu’s room, along with a towel, and a dark heavy robe hanging from a rack. “Hey. I need your help. We have a situation.”

She sniffled, wiped her nose with a small towel, then joined me at the door. She’d removed her belt but wore another thin leather strap with a null at her forehead. She wrinkled her nose as she frowned at the robe over my forearm and the bowl of gyum. “What’s happened? What’s that smell?”

“I’ll explain on the way.” I grabbed her hand and rushed us down the corridor, to the outer ring. “The witchen peeked at what’s going on outside. Stite and your sister are trying to use a sub-portal opener to breach the complex. We need to go out and stop them. Can your machines outside power the opener?”

“What?” she said between our hurried steps. “I–I suppose. Jeko can provide the ux component.”

“Shit.” T’reth and E’sis had harbored doubts.

“You said we have to go outside to stop them? How?”

I explained our plan as we rushed into the outer ring and turned clockwise toward two.

She nearly stumbled. Her hold on my hand tightened. “Underwater?”

“T’reth assures me we’ll be safe enough. She and E’sis are widening a path through the rock now. They’ll lay a muxal thread to guide us. Shouldn’t take more than a minute to get us to the lake.”

“You’ll be with me?”

“Holding you nice and snug.” We squeezed through the choke point. Brigants in the corridors jumped aside. “It’ll be tight, but it’ll work. We’ll be fine–well, until we get outside.”

“What about Jeko? She’s furious with me. Even more angry at you.”

“I know. So, we either have to kill her or neutralize her.”

“Neutralize her?”

I raised the small bowl. “If we can stick nulls to her head, she’s out of the fight.”

“Maels, she’d never let us do that!”

We passed through four, into the gathering hall. I hurried us across to seven. “It’s either that or she dies.”

She groaned. “She– You can’t–”

I stopped us outside the medical chamber. A chrome fold blocked seven a few paces beyond. All the muxal blocks from the gathering hall had already been moved into the chamber, as had the pitcher E’sis used to hold the nulls when the brigants removed them from the muxal. I formed another fold behind us, sealing off the corridor.

“Listen.” I gripped her upper arms. “If you want your sister to live, you have to get the nulls on her. You must sneak your way close and neutralize her. That’s the only way she’s surviving this.”

Her cheeks lost color. “Maels, I...”

I squeezed momentarily. “This is the choice you made. I know it’s a lot, but this is it. The stand-off ends tonight.”

Squirming, she whispered, “She’s not a bad person. I remember the way we used to sing together and–”

“Her loyalties lie with Stite. She’d see us all back on the slabs. I won’t allow that.”

“But–”

“Menue, you’re her only chance to survive this. I or T’reth or E’sis will take her out. Permanently. If you want her to live, you’ll have to get the nulls on her.”

She continued to fidget. I let her wrestle with her thoughts. “If I do, you won’t... What you did to Yolu?”

“We promise not to hurt her if you neutralize her.”

Her breaths grew ragged for a moment. “Okay. But you promise! You won’t hurt her.”

“With the nulls on, she’s no threat.” I released her.

“If...if it’s the only way...”

“It is.”

Imista was spraying the stack of bodies with a handheld can. Both she and Coolu wore plugs over their snouts. T’reth kneeled close, eyes closed, fingertips at her temples. “This only masks the smell,” the Rau snapped at me. “Get these out of here as soon as you can.”

“Either we remove them, or Stite and his goons will,” I said as I led Menue to the wash stall. E’sis crouched by an opening in the floor reminiscent of the wash stall I’d used those many mornings ago. The slursh of rushing water floated through it. A large block of muxal waited by the entrance. A finger-wide tentacle threaded from its corner into the hole.

“The stream is wide enough, but not smooth. We will have to buffer you to keep the rock from bashing you.” She breathed deep, leaned forward, and frowned into the hole. “A twist, a bend...narrows there... Goes deeper...merges with another stream...and into the lake.” She sighed and settled back.

“Do you have to crack the rock anywhere?”

“Some places needed adjusting. I have done so. The rock is more pliable.”

Coolu helped Menue spread gyum on the towel. “Careful. This paste will stop the stickiness, but only for a short time. Make sure you have the towel unfolded.”

I grunted. Would’ve been nice to know they had a way to de-sticky the gyum before T’reth and I hacked our hair.

“How long?” Menue asked as she lifted one small null after another from the pitcher and gyummed it to the cloth. I wondered if this was how Boon had prepared his towel for T’reth, under Kliq’s guidance.

“Fifteen minutes? When the smell returns, you’ll know it’s sticky again.”

I said, “Set some nulls aside for me. Six or seven should be enough.”

Menue looked into the pitcher, then at me. “I want to be sure I have enough...”

“Looks like more than enough. Smear gyum over the towel, then let her deactivate the stickiness.”

“What do you need yours for?”

“The containment spells at the corrals. I intend to free the chorloch. Cause as much chaos as I can.”

She thought then nodded.

I offered her Yolu’s robe. “Wear this. With the hood raised, you can probably sneak about among the Rau.”

A look of sadness stole over her face as she fingered her dead sister’s robe. “I... All right.” She winced as she shrugged into it.

“Your shoulder bothering you?”

“It aches.”

Coolu said, “I’ll bring you another pain cooler.”

I tested the gyum with a fingertip, then rolled the towel tight and shoved it into a robe pocket. “As soon we get outside, unfurl this and wait for the smell to return. Find a dark place to hide. When the gyum’s sticky, find your sister.” She nodded. I dropped a muxal dagger into the robe’s other pocket. “Don’t hesitate to use it.”

T’reth stood and joined us. She walked hunched over, arms across her chest. “Ih, dizzy.”

Not liking the color of her cheeks, I asked, “You up to this?”

She waved. “Once I sit, I will be fine. I have enough food in me. You will need to remove the null if we are to guide you to your sister.”

Menue lifted the strap at her forehead. Her shoulder slumped. “Oh. That feels much better. Will...will you be able to share with me?”

“You will feel our presence.”

Coolu returned with the pain cooler. Menue drank it down. 

I pulled muxal from the chrome block into a suit of armor, covering myself head to toe. T’reth helped, thinning it in places, faceting it in large, exposed areas like my chest, back, and thighs, and adding flexible layers at my joints. “You may tire yourself puushing with this weight. If you need a rest, lower the muxal. It will remember its shape when you pull it back on.”

“Really? Good. I’m already beginning to sweat.”

She added small holes. “I dare not make them larger.”

“They’ll do.”

E’sis said, “Maels. Menue. The capsule is ready.”

My hand around her shoulders, I guided Menue to the small round platform over the hole in the floor. It touched the muxal tentacle disappearing into the darkness. She trembled. We stood facing each other, hugging tight.

“Remember, it will not be smooth. You will tilt, turn, roll, and bump a lot. But it will end before your supply of air.”

“Be brave,” T’reth said, kneeling beside her fellow witchen. “And good hunting.”

“I’ll be sure to at least free the Kerkuud,” I said.

They nodded then a thick layer of muxal folded around us. Menue moaned in the ensuing darkness.

A moment later, we descended.
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THE WATER slurshed around us. The capsule tilted. I ended up on my back with Menue lying atop me. We banged and bounced, twisted, dipped, and tipped. Menue whimpered through clenched teeth with each jam, jolt, bump, and bend. I worried she might exhaust our air.

By the time our feet were beneath us again, I barely heard anything over the ringing in my ears. Finally, the capsule jerked to a stop.

I cracked the top open. When only drops of lake water fell in, I opened it wide enough to look around. The waterfall sounded close. Mist washed over us. We faced the waterfall.

“Okay, relax,” I whispered. “We’re safe for now.”

“Yes,” she whispered back.

I turned us toward the complex.

The lights faced the complex, leaving the shoreline in deep shadow. Brigants clustered about, their round heads visible between the darkness puddled around the machinery. More perched above the complex entrance with piles of small stones at hand–did they intend to throw those on anyone who emerged? Bowmen and spearmen waited in small, orderly groups. Flying carpets, each carrying at least two guards, hovered over both the complex entrance and the ruined kuuddin. Murmurs of conversation came and went with the shifting breeze.

“I’m going to puush us over there,” I whispered, indicating a spot past the large dorm the brigants had built. She nodded.

I breathed deep, then puushed, clenching my jaw at the effort. Afraid she might squeal otherwise, I maintained our feet-down position as we skimmed across the still water. At least the weather’s in our favor. Cold, a little windy, but dry. No moon. And no goddamn geese or ducks flapping and quacking and giving us away.

I landed us near a pile of rocks and stacked beams. She grunted and stumbled on the dry dirt. My vision adjusted. “Lay out the towel.”

She withdrew it from the robe and unfolded it. “Here are the rest.” She handed me the bag.

“I count eight corrals,” I said. Wind brushing the containment spells produced faint yellow glows. Have to be mindful not to crash into one of those. I didn’t see any yellow where the Kerkuud lay chained. “You’re sure I only need one null to bring down a containment spell?”

“Just place it anywhere on the fence. It may take a moment, but the spell should collapse. If you run out, find ones you’ve used and use them again.”

“There’s six remaining. I’ll make them count.”

She smoothed the towel then massaged her injured shoulder.

“Are you all right?”

“Residual aches. I’ll be all right.”

“Okay. Time to do this,” I said. “Keep your dagger handy.”

Her breathing stopped. “Maels, there’s so many...”

“Don’t worry. I’ve faced worse odds.” I pressed a fingertip kiss to her cheek. “Your sister needs you.”

“For Jeko.” She winced as she removed and dropped the null into her pocket. “Please, be careful.”

I adjusted the robe’s hood. “You, too.”

Memories flooded back. I’d indeed faced rough odds before–the Qrill army invading Earth. Granted, it’d been scattered, but they had protective armor shields, forbidden range weapons, and a certain...ferocity. In my muxal armor, I stood a chance against the Rau bows and spears–as long as I didn’t allow one single edge to nick me. A tiny bit of chorloch venom, and this would all end rather abruptly.

After a deep breath and a palm to Menue’s cheek, I puushed into the night sky.

I considered going right for Jeko and the sub-portal opener, diving down in a wave of violence. Quick slashes from my muxal might kill her and knock the device out of commission. If I missed, though, the Rau would swarm me–shit, they’d swarm me anyway. And with Jeko throwing spells, I’d get smashed.

She wouldn’t let herself be surprised. Stite no doubt had flying carpets close by, and everyone knew I could fly. Once Jeko realized Menue was outside, they’d be on guard.

So a blitz didn’t stand much of a chance. While my goals were to knock out Jeko and the sub-portal opener, I forced patience. I needed chaos first. Then to free the Kerkuud. Then maybe go after the prime targets.

Unless opportunity presented itself.

The nearest corral was about fifty yards away. I puushed near and drew a null from the sack. As I prepared to descend, voices floated from the dark. Two guards, each carrying spears, walked the perimeter, studying the surrounding darkness.

“...got the chorloch spooked, that’s for sure,” one said.

“As long as they stay behind the fence, they can spook around all they want,” the other replied.

I dropped the null back in the sack, secured the sack in a muxal loop, and dropped behind the guards. Snik! Fwak! Both fell without a sound, but one’s spear fell against the fence. A smear of yellow washed across the containment spell. Shit!

“Drogu? Minz?” a distant guard behind me called out.

I puushed away, circling around until I found the other guards.

Thip! Thak!

This time I made sure the spears fell without brushing the containment spell.

I jerked at shifting shadows. Four large chorloch prowled along the fence. Now and then one brushed the containment spell, leaving small, fading light-yellow smears. T’reth must have finished her spell. “Want the lures, do you? Well, let’s let you go get them.”

Wincing at the iciness in the sack, I plucked out a null and laid it on the ground against the foot of a post. A wash of yellow light spread out in a half circle as I puushed away.

“Hey! What’s that?” a Rau shouted from the adjacent corral.

I angled toward the voice.

Then, with a flash of light, the containment spell behind me failed. KWAM! A loud crackle thundered across the valley. A painful surge of ux influences crashed me to the ground. Shit! Should’ve expected this!

Grunting and cursing, I bounced and rolled. Fortunately, the grass provided a soft enough cushion. Still, I spent a moment catching my breath and waiting for the ringing in my ears to fade. When I sat up, four guards were rushing toward me from two different directions and three flying carpets from others. The on-rushing guards had lowered their spears. Bowmen on the carpets nocked arrows.

Still dizzy, I puushed up and back, avoiding the first thrown spears. Then I let them close. I aimed my arms at the guards, who skidded in surprise. Fwak! Tak!

They cried out as they fell.

I puushed up as the first volley of arrows whistled through the air. One struck my shin with a metallic plink! It bounced away, leaving a painful sting above my ankle. “Ow! Shit!”

One of the guards on the ground blew a whistle. Three strong tweets carried across the valley. The other looked ready to hurl his spear at me. With two more available on the ground nearby, he could take such a chance.

At the same time, though, a loud cheer rose from the large group of people near the complex entrance. A series of shouted orders quickly followed, as well as more whistle bursts.

Hissed whispers rose at the back of my foremind.

They got the sub-portal opener working.

I dove at the guards. The nearest heaved his spear, but it arced above me. He turned to run. The other let the whistle fall from his lips and raised his weapon. I cut the first down with an extrusion to his head, then twisted away from the second’s spear as I passed, stabbing an extrusion through his breastplate. Both fell with choked yips.

Another volley of arrows zipped through the air. Two struck my back, but again bounced harmlessly off.

I puushed above the three carpets then dove at the nearest.

The driver tried to maneuver below me, to give the bowman behind her a clear shot, but being smaller and faster, I easily jigged beneath them. My extrusions cut through carpet as well as Rau. Their shrieks ended when they smashed into the grass.

I accelerated into the sky.

The two remaining carpets diverged, preventing me from engaging both in a single run. As I sped toward the nearest, the bowmen fired. The arrow struck the space between my shoulder and neck. Muxal protected me, but the impact punched out my breath and dipped my puush. I closed before he could re-arm and decapitated both him and the driver.

The remaining bowman’s shot struck my knee. “OW!” He tried to raise his spear as I closed, but a quick jink rendered his thrust useless. Tak! Fwak!

Their carpet spiraled into the ground and shed the lifeless Rau.

Whistles sounded out all over. Rau guards rushed in from all directions. The four released chorloch caused panic among the brigants. Ascending, I caught sight of the formation of Rau guards marching toward a glowing circle of frothy, bubbling ux low in the rock beside the chrome muxal fold.

The hissed whispers continued, growing louder.

“Shit!”

About a dozen flying carpets sped in my direction. A formation of guards raced through the grass in a wide half-circle. No one seemed sure what was going on. I arced above the approaching carpets, toward the nearest corral. About six chorloch prowled along the fence.

I puushed hard when I laid the null beside the nearest post, staying low as well to avoid the bruising fall I suffered last time. I also stuck to the shadowy tree line past the corral. PWOM! The containment spell flashed and crashed. The zing that gripped my puushers hit with less force, but I still suffered a nasty roll.

Maybe I shouldn’t puush when those things fail. Can’t seem to get far enough away.

Another series of whistle bursts sounded as the chorloch charged across the grass toward the complex. The guard formation changed direction and headed toward the beasts. Their blades laced with venom could incapacitate chorloch as well–according to Menue; they likely figured they could handle the crazed beasts.

I picked myself up and puushed toward the next corral.

Arrows plunked into tree trunks behind me.

Six carpets maneuvered close.

I stopped, reversed direction, then puushed behind the nearest. Again, the others spread apart, giving me only the one target. I cut through the fabric. The Rau on board screamed as they fell into the trees. Arrows plunked my side. Only two hurt, but their stings brought tears to my eyes. “Frickers!”

Shouts and whistle bursts sounded from all directions. Guards on the grass hurled spears. Two nipped my armor. Around me, at treetop level, the flying carpets maneuvered in close again.

Breathing hard from puushing and the accumulating pain, I sped beneath them and raced for the next corral. Angling around it, I descended, ran to a stop, set a null beside a post, and fled back into the shadows.

When the containment spell failed–FWUM!– the zing sent me sprawling. But I recovered just as quickly and puushed. A volley of arrows sank into the grass behind me. One bounced hard off my foot.

“All right, you fuckers,” I growled.

I puushed at the nearest with renewed anger. The others broke away, as expected. I changed direction and sped toward a group of three. Two bowmen hurriedly loosed arrows and missed.

Thak! Wak! Fwip!

I did a half loop and aimed myself at the nearest cluster of carpets. Again, they spread out, and I banked at the most targets. Two of the four expected my maneuver and dove below the others. I suffered arrow blows to my sides as I hacked through the two carpets in my path.

My speed and angle of attack became weapons as deadly as my extrusions. Thok! Fwip! Snik! I cut down another five, guards tumbling. Three arrow strikes left an elbow numb, a knee throbbing, and ribs aching. My healing itch burned throughout my body.

Then a spear struck me in the gut.

I bent in half. My puush became an uncontrolled tumble. I recovered enough to slam into a quartet of guards who seemed as surprised by my fall as me. They tried to raise their weapons. Despite being winded and dazed, I moved quicker. I slammed out more extrusions than necessary, cutting through spear shafts and flesh alike. Blades of grass tickled my chin–my face covering had folded back.

Shit! I reformed my protection, aimed away from the nearest corral, and puushed.

I surprised more guards, some armed with daggers. Popping up shields, I angled toward them. They tried to run. I cut legs from bodies as I puushed past. Spears from those who decided to stand their ground slammed into the grass around me–the Rau hadn’t been trained to fight an opponent flying low and fast.

Fwak! Wak! Tak!

I slaughtered maybe a dozen more before another wave of flying carpets congregated overhead.

Sweat wet my brow and my breath came in gasps. I thought about diving into the trees to rest, but there came another series of shouted orders from near the complex entrance. I puushed above the carpets for a better look but couldn’t tell what was happening in mess of lights and shadows. It looked like troops rushed into the complex as chorloch rushed the troops.

A loud Kerkuud toot floated up.

A rock the size of my head sailed out of the night sky, missing by an inch. Holy shit! What the– A second slammed into my ankle.

The blow kicked my leg out and sent me spinning. Then a third rock, spied from the corner of my eye, grazed my shoulder, twisting me around. The pain from my ankle overwhelmed anything I might have felt from that slight blow.

I stopped puushing and fell until just above the ground. More rocks sailed through the sky, most above me as I puushed toward the lake and away from the complex entrance. Some whistled just below me. One clipped my thigh and momentarily spun me around. Arrows chased me as well, with several plinking off the muxal and armor on my legs. But the flying carpets quickly fell behind.

A stream of rocks pursued me over the lake.

Jeko! I remembered T’reth’s ux demonstration when she lifted the rock from the mud. She’d spoken of A’nartha and air arts. She could probably throw that boulder and hit a specific branch in a specific tree.

If Jeko was anywhere near that good, I was in trouble.

Still, if she was focused on me, she wasn’t helping the guards.

Menue! Where are you?

I wouldn’t last long against Jeko’s rocks. One hit in the right spot and I was done. In pain, I shivered beneath my armor, nearly out of breath. I needed a moment if I hoped to survive.

Rocks splashed into the water all around, some skipping across the placid surface. I angled toward the waterfall, needing a moment to locate the capsule. Then brigants shifted a pair of light towers in my direction, lighting me up. A rock bashed my hip from behind, causing my boot to drag in the water, but I shaped the capsule into a shield and crouched behind it before suffering another blow.

Too late, I realized I’d trapped myself. With an unlimited supply of rocks at her disposal, Jeko could keep me pinned until a bowman on a carpet scored a lucky shot.

The muxal shook as rocks hammered against it. Then the rocks stopped falling. They ground together somewhere above and behind me–as though Jeko was gathering them.

The harsh lights revealed flying carpets floating off to either side, too many to count. A squarish shadow filled the center, its edges shifting as the rocks within dipped and bobbed in Jeko’s mental grip. A wall of rock, just waiting for me to leave my shield.

Shit! Shit shit shit! I glanced at the dark water. If I go down with all this muxal, can I puush back out? I didn’t think so.

“Warden! Stop hiding and face justice!” Stite shouted from the distant shoreline. “It’s over! The complex is breached, your witchen trapped. Surrender and I will allow you a quick death!”

I remained crouched behind the muxal, gasping for breath, massaging my ankle through the muxal. It barely held my weight. The stinging itch of healing there overrode my other aches. I dipped a hand into the lake, splashed cold water over my face, and drank a palm full.

“Show yourself, coward!” Jeko screeched.

Then came the sound of a commotion. Stite cried out, “What?” Startled cries arose from brigants. Jeko shrieked, her scream the loudest thus far.

The wall of rocks splashed into the lake. Water crashed over the muxal.

I extruded a pair of short spears from the capsule, then puushed up.

With the rocks out of the way, the commotion on the shoreline became apparent in the glare of light. People scrambled in all directions, away from the knot at the lakeshore.

Stite stood alone on a spit of rock and dirt, pointing at two figures thrashing in the water. Both wore dark hooded robes. One was trying to pull a towel off her head. The other was trying to drag her farther from the shore, her kicks splashing water over Stite.

Both screamed, Jeko in pain, Menue in anger.

“Get them! Get them!” Stite shouted.

Arrows plunked against my armor. I heaved a spear at the nearest carpet. To my surprise, it hit the driver. As the carpet tumbled, I heaved the second spear. The carpets pulled back en masse. That was all I wanted.

I dove at Stite, arms extended.

Arrows bounced off my armor. They all stung. I clenched my teeth at the pain.

The large Rau looked up at the last moment. He raised his hands and screamed. Instead of pulling up, I plowed into him, driving us into the crowd. The extrusions I drove through him punched into those standing too close behind. His scream turned to a howl of pain, and he tried to grab my arms.

“Raptori!” he gargled, coughing blood.

“Warden, fucker! All in!” I drove him back. At motion in the periphery of my vision, I puushed up and back. A lance slashed into the space between me and Stite.

“Brother!” Venrik shouted. He snapped the lance up, the flat edge catching my chin. My head jolted back. “Ugh!” At the same instant, I launched a trio of extrusions at him. Fwak! Tak! Fwit!

Venrik howled and spun out of sight. Something red and wet–his insides, perhaps–splashed to the ground. The brigants around him shifted. Screams filled the air.

Beneath me, Stite growled. Something hard slammed my side. Without having to look, I realized he’d tried to stab me with a dagger. “Fool!” he coughed.

“All in!” Two extrusions from my wrists into the soft flesh beneath his chin silenced him in a spray of blood. I retracted and puushed back to a standing position.

Snik! Fwak! Wak! Thwip!

I moved in a frenzy, driving extrusions into brigants all around me, in every direction. I punched, retracted, fired more, retracted, launched another dozen. I rushed the crowd, puushing to avoid the fallen bodies. As the crowd fled in a panic, I turned and charged the guards trying to reach the weavers.

Tak! Fwak! Snik!

The water turned red. Arrows continued to rain down from above. I formed a box of muxal around my head, protecting my face. It limited my vision, but my only concern now splashed in the water ahead of me.

“Menue!” Somehow, I plucked her from the waves. She gasped and coughed. A gash on her temple bled freely. The ends of her sleeves looked stuck to the towel over her sister’s head. I slashed the fabric. Her arms whipped up. A thrashing Jeko, her hands stuck to the towel–just like T’reth–sank beneath the surface.

“Hold on!” I folded muxal over Menue to protect her from the arrows as I puushed us back to the capsule. She squealed in pain. I sat her on the capsule platform and wrapped the muxal around her. Arrows plinked and spun into the water. I thought one hit the bottom of the capsule by Menue’s boot before I sealed it, drawing blood, but had no time to check.

With Menue protected, I puushed over the water, beneath the carpets. Arrows aimed at me struck down fleeing brigants. I angled toward the small corral where the Kerkuud honked and hooted. Spearmen and bowmen on the ground tried to draw beads on me, but I dodged their efforts. Someone blew a whistle and shouted orders, but no one seemed to be listening.

Spearmen guarded the chained Kerkuud. Without cover from the flying carpets, though, I devastated their ranks. “Do what you can to turn off that sub-portal opener!” I shouted to the first Kerkuud I freed, the chains holding it down no match for my muxal or anger. I puushed to a second, slashed the links, hopped to a third.

“Free your friends! Get the sub-portal opener!”

I paused to cut down a trio of guards, all armed with daggers, before freeing another three Kerkuud. By then the first trio had armed themselves with anything they could grab. The nearest trumpeted and hurled a Rau into the sky.

I turned to see the body slam against a carpet, knocking the driver clean from her perch. The remaining bowman spiraled to a violent landing.

A spear arced into the sky, and another carpet twisted out of control. It slammed into a carpet traveling too close. Both tumbled to the ground. Bodies bounced.

I freed another pair of Kerkuud then puushed high. The strength and accuracy of the Kerkuud throws forced the carpets back. They clustered and failed to notice my approach.

I cut through six before any others realized I was slicing through their ranks. A pair of arrows stung my flank. I quickly changed direction and swept extrusions through soft Rau flesh. Someone barked orders. Carpets wheeled in all directions. Another Rau thrown from below bucked two riders from their carpet. They fell screaming.

With their attention divided between me above and the angry Kerkuud below, another eight carpets fell before the rest retreated. I scanned the night sky and counted twenty or so left.

Movement at the entrance caught my attention. Light rippling across its surface, the chrome muxal folded down. Four large chorloch butted against each other as they scrambled inside. All around, brigants scattered into the surrounding darkness. Guards shouted and whistles blew, but to no avail.

One of the light towers toppled over as a chorloch scrambled by. It smacked the ground, throwing a shower of sparks, but remained on.

A small formation of spearmen approached the Kerkuud, weapons lowered. Two Kerkuud stood guard as the rest freed their brethren. Trumpets and whoots rose into the night air.

I dove into the formation from behind, snapping extrusions into skulls. Freed Kerkuud scooped up and hurtled everything within reach, including Rau. Two let loose into the sky as I puushed up and circled back. A carpet spun into the rocks along the mountainside.

Once all the Kerkuud were free, they armed themselves and charged down the road with loud trumpets. Things flew–spears, rocks, Rau bodies. A moment later, the sub-portal opener shut off, sparks cascading from the power generator beside it as a pair of Kerkuud-thrown spears punched through its casing.

The hissed whispers, uncomfortably loud by then, abruptly cut off. I shook my head–in all the excitement, I’d stopped hearing them.

I attacked the flying carpets to keep the bowmen from letting loose. I was beyond exhausted, beyond feeling pain, striking with the ferocity of a cornered animal giving its last. I cut through their ranks, chased them down, and slashed them from the sky. Arrows pelted me but I felt only the hardest hits.

Until suddenly, none remained.

The Kerkuud had driven into the guards clustered at the entrance. The large beasts spread out, smashing through guards and brigants alike. One took spears to its flank, the blades opening terrible gashes. The beast struck down both of its assailants before it toppled.

I hoped it fell only as a result of the venom.

I puushed in at head level, extrusions slashing. Just like the Kerkuud, I didn’t discriminate. Body parts fell. Warm blood sprayed. I suffered a nasty spear thrust, twisted, and crashed hard. The Rau had fled, leaving the entrance to me, the Kerkuud, and the chorloch.

Of those freed, nine made it into the complex. They congregated at the fold blocking seven, their bodies mashed together, legs flailing, leaving them more sprawled on the floor than standing. Near five, guards clustered, seemingly uncertain what to do. Their spears might put the chorloch down, but then what? I wondered if they expected Jeko to lower the fold.

More guards inside only meant fewer died outside. Assuming Jeko remained neutralized.

“Jeko!” I puushed to the lakeshore, aiming for the largest cluster of bodies. The weaver had either crawled to shore or been pulled from the water. A group of brigants knelt around her and cut at the towel.

“Hold still!” one shouted over and over. Strips of fabric stuck to his hand pulled at her hair.

“Get it off! Get it off!” she shrieked, hands still stuck.

Nulls glinted in the light sneaking between the shifting bodies.

A brigant sliced away a fold with four nulls and a hunk of Jeko’s hair.

I slammed an extrusion into him and jerked him away. The remaining three looked up.

Snak! Wak! Tak!

Jeko cringed as blood splashed over her. She continued to thrash, kicking mud. Breathing hard, sweat dripping down my forehead, tiny motes of light flashing in my peripheral vision, I bent, cut her hair free of the brigant’s hand, grabbed the front of her robe, and jerked her to her feet.

“Weaver,” I growled.

She stopped thrashing. One eye was swollen shut. The other closed to a squint as she studied me. Blood trickled from her nostrils and dripped from a gash on her chin. One hand stuck to the sopping fabric against her face, the other to the top of her head. Her hair clung to her soaked robe.

“Raptori,” she snarled, breathless.

“It’s over.” Nulls chilled my hands and face as I drew her close. “Over.”

Growling, she tried to twist free. “Never!” Flailing, she struck me with her elbows.

“Earth is mine!” With muxal over my knuckles, I punched her face as hard as I could. Bone crunched. Her head snapped back, and her body sagged.

I let her fall, closed my eyes, and breathed deep. My body itched furiously. Kerkuud thudded around me, trumpeting, drawing cries of terror from brigants fleeing en masse.

Once my breathing calmed, I opened my eyes. I faced the lake, bright in the light from the towers. It took me a moment to realize the capsule with Menue inside was gone.

A chill gripped me. I remembered what might have been an arrow plinking inside as I sealed it. A flash of red. Oh no. No!

Grabbing Jeko, I puushed to the complex entrance.

“Watch her!” I shouted at the nearest Kerkuud as I dropped Jeko to the side. Chorloch flailed at seven. The guards at five had either fled deeper into the complex or escaped through the entrance. I poured all muxal from my body as I dove to the smooth floor. A chorloch foot slapped my thigh as I formed a protective tunnel through the muxal. I barely felt the pain.

Not Menue! Not now! No!

Exhaustion made my puush down the tunnel shaky and unbalanced. I bounced bruisingly hard several times. Sweat drenched my clothes, sent shivers down my back, and left my limbs trembling. At the chrome fold, I smacked my palm to the cool muxal, formed an opening, and puushed through.

Another fold walled off the medical chamber. I slapped both palms against it and tore an opening. Clustered at the wash stall entrance with Imista and Coolu, T’reth and E’sis jerked around as I rushed in.

T’reth cradled Menue in her arms. Near her feet, a broken arrow sat on the capsule bottom. “She is not moving,” T’reth said. “I do not think she is breathing.”

“She’s breathing, but barely,” Imista said. “Coolu, kit number two! Hurry!”

The younger Rau rushed across the chamber.

I fell to my knees beside T’reth, ignoring the burn from where the chorloch kicked my thigh. Sweat and tears blurred my vision. “Menue! No! Please!” I wiped at her face, looking for any sign of life. Her eyes remained closed, her face slack, her lips parted slightly.

“We saw an arrow...” E’sis said, her voice coming from far away.

I squirmed around as Imista positioned a motionless Menue between us. “Where was she hit?” I demanded, fumbling with the belt cinching her robe closed. “Where was she hit?”

“Here! Her forehead!” T’reth said.

Imista bent close. “No, I don’t think–”

“She got that getting the nulls on Jeko,” I said, remembering the gash when I pulled her from the water. “It’s somewhere else.”

E’sis rolled her pant legs and clawed at her boot laces. “There is blood on her pant leg and boot, but I do not see a wound.”

“Keep looking!”

Coolu arrived with a kit, which she napped open and lay close to Imista. The older Rau unfolded a small gadget and pressed it to Menue’s forehead. Wavy lines appeared on its small screen.

“She lives, but her heart beats slow. Her oxygen levels are diminished. Grab a stim pack.”

“I’ll bring a medicart.” Coolu rushed off again.

“God dammit!” I shouted.

With muxal, we slashed off her clothes. All the while she neither twitched, shifted, nor made a sound.

“Menue!” The dread within me deepened, making it hard to think, hard to even breathe. Not after all this– “Menue!”

“Her vitals are falling critical,” Imista grumbled. “We need to move her to a bunk.”

“Maels. I am so sorry.” T’reth was crying openly now. “I am so sorry.”

“No!” I shouted. “Where’s the wound? If she was hit, there should be blood!”

Then E’sis raised Menue’s leg, bare from the knee down. “Here?”

I bent and studied the shallow gash along the outside of her calf, just above where the top of her boot would’ve been. “No, no, that’s just a nick! There has– Has to be...”

Then I realized.

E’sis slit the outside of Menue’s pant leg, then threw back the soaked edges of the robe. “Keep looking! She is cold but–”

“Stop!” I grabbed her wrist. “E’sis, stop.”

The older witchen ceased her frantic search and settled back on her knees. “Maels?”

Imista, who’d worked her hands beneath Menue’s shoulders, also paused. “You know something?”

Still kneeling, I settled back as well, unable to breathe as I dared to hope. Harsh pain flared again in my leg. I ignored it. “Here, let me,” I said to T’reth. I have to check, have to make sure, but...

I drew Menue into my arms. T’reth’s eyebrows rose as she relinquished her hold. I imagined the smile on my face was hard to miss. Tears blurred my vision too much for me to read the screen on the gadget at Menue’s forehead.

Coolu arrived with a cart on wheels and tore at the flimsy lock holding the drawers shut. “What first?”

Imista raised a hand. “Wait.”

T’reth leaned away. “Maels? I don’t–”

I raised a finger for silence then bent an ear close to Menue’s lips. Everyone fell silent. For a long moment, all I heard was the burble of water from the hole. Then Menue’s warm exhalation tickled my ear.

“Cold,” she whispered, ever so softly.

The device on her forehead beeped.

My laughter erupted. I stood with her in my arms. “Let’s get her out of these wet clothes,” I said, heading to the nearest bunk, “and beneath warm blankets.” The others followed. “Imista, what do you have to counteract chorloch venom?”

“Chorloch– Oh!”

Without having to be told, Coolu dug through a different drawer and produced an injector.

I lay Menue on the bunk and wiped her damp face. “It’s okay, you’ll be okay. The venom will lose its hold soon. You’ll be able to move then. Just keep breathing. Keep breathing.”

My tears fell on her cheeks.

“Just so you know, you saved your sister.”

My vision cleared enough to reveal her very light, very faint smile.











EPILOGUE




AT SUNRISE, Leysah led the first large group of brigants back to the complex.

I met them at the entrance. By then, T’reth and E’sis had corralled the freed chorloch, leaving the gathering hall safe. Venom from spear thrusts kept the beasts quiet.

“I’ll offer you the same deal as your sister,” I said, wearing yet another set of clean clothes and gauntlets on both arms. Bruises from Kliq’s attack colored my forehead and hand. I probably looked somewhat deranged in the morning shadows, but having slept an hour, healed up, and eaten a gristi, I felt triumphant. Morning sunlight glinted off the chrome muxal framing the entrance.

Ears perked, eyebrows raised, Leysah asked, “Lahad lives?”

“She’s kept the brigants inside under control and earned her life.” I crossed my arms and glared at the shorter Rau, whose clothes were dirty and torn, with sap, pine needles, and small leaves on her pants and boots. Her fur was mussed and her shoulders slumped. The dozens of brigants behind her looked even less rested.

Neither T’reth, E’sis, Menue, nor I were surprised they’d returned. Where else would they have gone?

She asked, “My brothers?”

I shook my head.

Eyes closed, she trembled, sniffled, then regained her composure. “What do you offer?”

“Food, water, and shelter. When the portal is safe, passage to a neutral site. In return, I expect everyone to behave. And this–” I gestured at the machinery, light towers, buildings, corrals, and bodies behind her. “–all needs to be torn down and cleaned up. Everything. I don’t want a trace of you having been here.”

“We can’t do anything about the trees we’ve cut down.”

“That’ll fix itself, but with so many chorloch on their way here, I doubt humans will be around to investigate before then.”

Her eyebrows rose again. “How many?”

“From all over Earth. Coming here to die. All of them.”

She winced and glanced around. Brigants behind her murmured and muttered. “A meal first, and rest. Then I will see to it we erase our presence.” She looked around me, into the complex. “I wish to speak to my sister.”

“I’ll bring her out. Send in any brigants who worked in the kitchen if you want breakfast. The rest remain out here. The dorm should be large enough for most to get their rest.”

She turned and shouted orders. Nearby brigants followed suit, organizing the rest into groups. The crowd, probably hopeful for any guidance after the previous night, obeyed without argument. More emerged from the surrounding forest in small groups. The Kerkuud on patrol made sure those with weapons surrendered them.

As the brigants dispersed, Leysah turned back to me.

“Wait here.” I went to get Lahad.

* * *

By mid-afternoon, T’reth, E’sis, and I had escorted all brigants outside.

They worked hard, disassembling the machines, tearing down the structures–leaving the large dorm for last–and gathering bodies and debris. They seemed happy to do so. Lahad and Leysah maintained firm control.

Angry Kerkuud kept watch. Two had died from their wounds. Awdoo still walked with a limp, leaving Gaulthrus in charge. The injured leader had tooted and embraced me to assure me it bore no hard feelings. Seeing it left T’reth in tears–she cried when I told her about our little battle. My own eyes misted, but I’d been too exhausted to cry.

We kept the captured guards inside, split into small groups. They surrendered both armor and weapons. T’reth wanted them to starve. I let Lahad bring them food and water–we had an agreement, after all.

“We can’t release them,” E’sis said. We sat at a table near the complex entrance, enjoying the late afternoon’s light breeze. After more sleep and food, both Oladi regained most of their strength. Behind us, brigants prepared meals, cleaned, and inventoried the remaining supplies. The stench of chorloch hung in the air despite the steady circulation–in their frenzy to reach T’reth’s lures, they splashed the chamber with scent glands I didn’t know they had. I doubted the stink would ever dissipate.

T’reth finished her bowl of greens and honey sauce and wiped her lips with a napkin. “Our superiors would never allow them back into the fight.”

I leaned back in my chair. “What, then? Send them to work in mines or fields far from home until they die or the war ends?”

They glanced at each other. E’sis said, “A few may be swapped in a prisoner exchange. We would have liked the two female Rau leaders for that. But, yes, most will be put to labors. That is how they treat our warriors.” She chased a gristi bite with prut. 

“My understanding is your deal did not include the guards.” T’reth’s tone carried a hint of distaste. “Just the workers and those over them. The brother, Venrik, supervised the guards.”

“True.” I shrugged. “As long as they’re not killed outright, I have no problem. Lahad and Leysah might raise a stink.”

“If they complain too hard, they can work the mines as well,” T’reth said, the song in her voice clashing with the threat in her words.

“What about Jeko? Menue doesn’t think her sister will do well in captivity.”

E’sis said, “That is a prize the Guild will not surrender. The weaver will be kept well, but her weaving ability cauterized.” She sipped from her cup. “She has already lost her mind. At this point, she would be more of a problem to her allies than an asset.”

“So sad,” T’reth added. “Menue says they used to be close. So much lost by those who succumb to the lure of weaving. They learn too late the cost.”

Brigants hauled crossbeams from disassembled corrals to a pile slated to be burned. Behind them, dozens more tore apart the dock, scattering the rocks back along the mountainside. The flow of brigants staggering from the forest slowed to a trickle. After a count, Lahad estimated seventy-eight perished in my attack, with a similar number unaccounted for. Hardly any sustained injuries–they either got away clean or died. Still, Imista remained busy.

I said, “Maybe when the war is won, the Oladi will decide to help the non-aligned worlds this time.”

T’reth sighed. “Maybe, but I fear none of us will be alive for that.”

“Perhaps.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

“One can hope,” E’sis said. She finished her gristi. After emptying her cup, she stood and wiped her hands on her robe. “I should send another message to our superiors, let them know we are still all right. They are quite angry you are not allowing anyone through.”

“They can bitch and moan all they want. No one comes through. As warden, it’s my decision.” I feared if more Oladi arrived, they’d never leave. Not without a fight.

Amazingly, E’sis and T’reth agreed to my demands and insisted the Guild respect them as well. No doubt the senior witchen of their coven had questions for the two of them. Giving answers might be...unpleasant.

Ultimately, I wanted the chorloch exterminated, Earth left alone, and the portal permanently sealed. No becoming an Oladi low-world, no joining the Nassara. E’sis promised me she could prevent any new portals from being established as long as ours remained intact. She required another three days of preparation on our end. With all the brigants’ work remaining, she’d have the time. She didn’t seem worried about repercussions. Perhaps she feared the Nassara spy, if there was one, might escape to Earth. By then, T’reth would be done with the lures. They already left a tingle in my puushers.

E’sis laid a hand on my shoulder and bent to peck my cheek. “I will find you again after sunset and update you on the portal’s condition. We should be able to start sending brigants through tomorrow.”

“Thank you.” I placed my hand on hers.

T’reth stood. “I had better work on the lure. It is not going to layer itself.” She smiled and mussed my hair. I tried to swat her behind, but laughing, she danced away toward the incapacitated chorloch.

* * *

“She just fell asleep,” Menue said, brushing strands of hair from her sister’s forehead. Jeko twitched. Her arms pulled against the straps holding her wrists. Save for where my punch had left an ugly bruise, she looked colorless and frail, far more than her sister. “She says her head still hurts.”

Menue wasn’t speaking about my punch, but rather the result of Jeko sharing with Yolu when I lanced the crippled’s head. Such pain could wound–years after her own such experience, Larrika had clutched her chest at times, the pain from the Kerrid’s lethal assault on the duty witchen hitting her just as hard. Menue and I agreed Jeko’s trauma had hindered her long enough to allow T’reth and E’sis to seal the complex. The weaver needing time to recover in turn gave us time.

“She’ll probably hurt for a while,” I said, adjusting the blanket over Jeko’s knees. T’reth had molded the recliner into as comfortable a position as possible, with rounded edges and form-fitting depressions. She moved it into Menue’s room, so the sisters could sleep together. But I could tell in the four days since dropping the nulls on her sister’s head, Menue hadn’t slept much. “She’s lucky to have you.”

She looked at me. “I’m so sad about what happens now, burning her abilities out of her.”

I held her hand. Bruises surrounded the healed wounds on her scalp, beneath the black stubble of hair. “E’sis assures me she’ll be treated well. The cauterization of her ability is supposedly painless. But necessary.”

Menue sniffled and wiped her eyes. “That’s maybe for the better. She’s changed so much. She should never have become a weaver.”

“I’m sorry for your whole family. T’reth says you can stay with her at Presico until Jeko’s settled. The Guild will probably want to look at you too, since you’re triplets.”

She laughed. “They’ll dismiss me as a threat within the first minute of any examination.”

“We’ll find something for you to do. There’s always a need for those with technical talents.”

“Will you be there?”

“Of course. You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

“Maels...” She stroked her sleeping sister’s cheek. “Thank you for not killing her. I know you had the chance.”

Rubbing my thumb across the back of her palm, I smiled. “No. Like I said, you saved her.”

“Thank you, anyway.”

I kissed my fingertips and touched them to her cheek. “You’re welcome.”

* * *

As the sun set on the sixth day, we burned our dead. The brigants piled crossbeams into a pyre large enough for the fallen Kerkuud, the dead Rau, the Oladi witchen, and their human friends. Menue added Kliq’s tiny, shroud-wrapped form.

Lahad and Leysah asked to sink their brothers into the lake, but I refused, not wanting the intact bones to be discovered by chance sometime down the road. Plus, the Guild wanted the bodies. I saw no reason to deny the request.

I recovered Bawz’s cocoon earlier that afternoon. Finding it was simple–hers was the smallest in the trees. At first its light weight caught me by surprise. Then I realized the body inside had been dissolved and devoured.	

Emotions hit me once I laid the empty cocoon with the bodies. I kept expecting to see Medic’s face peeking from a hole at one end. Her vacant stare and slack expression haunted my thoughts. With her came memories of Slobber. Big, stupid Slobber, dead inside his cocoon. Clutching Bawz’s cocoon reminded me of my failure to protect them. After I laid the cocoon beside her husband’s body, wrapped in blankets, I couldn’t stand. My legs wouldn’t support me. I also had trouble letting go of the cocoon.

Only Menue’s hands on mine and quiet whispers of assurance that I’d done my best let me walk free.

Lighting the fire was a solemn affair. We all gathered around–me, the witchen, Menue, the brigants, Lahad and Leysah. No one spoke. The Kerkuud hooted softly in unison then fell silent as flames licked the crossbeams before engulfing the pyre. The rush of wind, the pop of wood, all sounded too much like the forest burning around the convoy. The flames’ heat pushed against me.

Weeping, I fell to my knees, my thoughts in chaos. Yes, I had failed them. Yes, humans had died on my watch at the hands of creatures not of Earth. They were not the first I failed to save.

But they would be the last.

Medic! I’m so sorry. I hope you’re at peace. Slobber, big fella, I’ll never forget you. And Bawz. Our time together was short, but I feel I made a friend in you.

At some point, E’sis and T’reth, both weeping as well, knelt and hugged me. I hugged back, finding relief, comfort, and release in their embrace.

Later, as she spooned against me in bed, Menue’s light snores reminded me of my human friend. But for the first time since leaving her at the Sissippi’s edge, thinking of Medic brought no pain. Only sadness at how it ended and joy at having known her for those few weeks.

Be at peace, Maggie, my dear sweet friend. Be at peace.

* * *

“Ih! It is much cleaner, but still!” T’reth lifted her fingertips from my head and leaned away. Her presence in my mind, a faint tickle felt all over, dissipated. “That last part of the chainwall lays heavy. Resistant.”

I rubbed my temples. “I need the final trigger.”

She settled to a kneeling position on the bare rock floor. The silence of the gathering hall hung around us. We had the complex to ourselves now, everyone else having departed over the course of the day. The serving hall seemed more vast as a result. Darker. Emptier.

Above us, hung in netting, the eight chorloch T’reth had layered into the powerful planet-wide lures swayed from muxal beams spread across the ceiling. Muxal hooks held the cocooned herd animals that would feed the beasts for as long as possible. They’d been positioned at the mouth of each chorloch. T’reth calculated that slowing their metabolisms into a sort of suspended animation would keep the chorloch alive long enough to do their job.

We collapsed the face of the mountain over the entrance that morning, the tenth since our victory. By then, chorloch were emerging from the forests, some hurrying, others dragging themselves. They scratched at the rock burying the entrance. Leysah assured us none would get inside.

As they approached, they skirted the still-smoldering remains of the pyre built by the brigants and set alight the previous afternoon–the only trace of Stite’s expedition. The brigants did a better job cleaning up than I expected. The sub-portal opener helped in moving the bulkier machines into the antechamber, where they were further disassembled before removal.

I stayed away, bothered by the hissed whispers. They grew in intensity the longer the sub-portal remained open. When the sub-portal was finally sealed, they hadn’t entirely gone away. That pulled at what few of my memories still lay behind the chainwall.

The brigants seemed proud of their accomplishments as they marched through the portal later in the evening, carrying the last of the equipment and supplies. Lahad and Leysah were less proud, though relieved at being allowed the safety of a neutral site, which they hadn’t believed would happen. Though our friendship was over, Lahad hugged me longer than necessary before departing, perhaps out of respect.

I persuaded the Oladi to honor my agreements with the prisoners. Delivering Jeko and the bodies of Stite and his brother helped. Guaranteeing the destruction of the chorloch sealed the deal.

The Kerkuud insisted on cleaning up the remains of their kuuddin by themselves. When they left three hours earlier, they took all their debris with them, too. The sadness in their whoots, toots, and hugs during their departure left T’reth in tears. She revealed she’d probably never see Awdoo again.

Menue, Jeko, and E’sis left about a half-hour ago. E’sis warned us not to delay our departure too long. The reverberations she sent into the strand linking Earth to Presico would kick up soon, making passage risky. By morning, the strand would be permanently untraversable.

T’reth said, “Your friend Larrika planned for several contingencies, but as for the final trigger, I cannot tell. You still cannot remember how you manipulated your slivers while wearing the nulls?”

I shook my head. “It must be one of those memories locked away. What’s left of the chainwall squeezes when I think too hard about it.” Both T’reth and E’sis had pestered me about how I cut the strap of nulls free. Each time, I drew a blank, and the chainwall squeezed hard in warning.

She held my hands. “I do not know what danger Larrika warned you about, and I can do no more by myself. You will have to risk the portal to leave Earth.”

“I know.” I glanced at seven and the hole in the medical chamber wash stall I knew was still there. That was my only way out now. But I would not use it, despite my growing trepidation at approaching the portal. I no longer felt like I was abandoning Earth. I’d done my best, and with the chorloch either dying on their way here or starving gainst the mountainside, that  problem would resolve itself.

Humanity would carry on. T’reth and E’sis said nothing could be done about the dumbing-down disease but believed in time the danger would disappear on its own, or humanity would find a way to handle the dangerous wood. With further intrusions from the Skein impossible, I believed in its chances.

Still, Larrika’s dire warnings echoed. 

I asked, “How did that last chain not break from the nulls?”

“I do not know. Larrika must have made that one exceptionally strong.”

“Leaving the final trigger as my only salvation.”

“I suspect the portal has to do with that.”

“Me, too.”

 She breathed deep. “It is time to go.”

I helped her stand. “It is time to go.”

We walked through the quiet, empty complex, through the choke point, into the inner ring, finally into the portal antechamber. T’reth doused the few remaining lights along the way. Bare floor, with juts and crags threatening our steps, guided our way.

I was ready to go home–well, off Earth anyway. With my home world destroyed by the Raptori Wipe, I had no home. Perhaps I could claim the Skein as where I belonged. My first stop would be Presico, to be with Menue as long as she’d tolerate me.

As before, proximity to the portal zinged my puushers. The sensation faded before we crossed the antechamber. The hissed whispers, however, did not. They echoed upon themselves now, one rising above another as those below faded, only to rise again. A dozen voices. Hundreds. Reaching into my foremind, across my thoughts.

If these had tormented me as I suspected, no wonder Larrika erected the chainwall.

We entered the portal chamber–my first time since it anchored. Swirling watery light blazed on the rock across from the portal still hidden behind a final bend, exposing cracks and crevices and throwing shadows. This close, the hissed whispers stole the breath from my lungs.

By then, my heart was hammering. Sweat crossed my brow. My legs fell weak.

There is danger. Great danger, to you... When you remember, you’ll have a terrible decision...

Voices in the ux...

I must have squeezed T’reth’s hand. She stopped. “Something wrong?”

“The ux... It whispers to me.”

“That is not uncommon. Can you hear individual words?”

“No.” I squinted in concentration. The whispers remained at the edge of coherence. “It’s like I remember, though.” I remembered now hearing voices in the ux, whether I traveled through the Skein, a world’s understrands, or a temporary sub-portal. That all started after the Kerrid stole my memories.

A sharp warning squeeze drew a wince.

We resumed walking toward the final corner.

I stopped. “You go ahead. I need to confront this alone.” I barely heard my own words over the intensity of the hissed whispers. Vibrations from my backmind, from the chainwall, hinted I needed to walk these final few steps with great care. By myself.

“Are...are you certain?” Her musical voice echoed from a distance.

My breath left in a rush. Larrika’s warnings sounded louder.

...grave danger. You may not survive...

But what was the threat? The voices?

“Walk through when you are ready.” T’reth squeezed my hand, then let go and stepped to the corner. “Do you remember how it will feel?”

My throat parched, I nodded. “Like I’m falling forward as though stepping off a ledge. Then, in the same instant, I’ll step out.”

She smiled. “As good a description as any. See you on the other side.”

“Be there shortly.”

She disappeared. A splooshing sound followed–she’d stepped through.

I was alone.

Just as I had been those sixteen years ago, when I woke to find Larrika dead in bed next to me.

My heart beat harder. Sweat trickled down my cheeks, neck, and back. I forced my breaths.

This is it.

I looked behind me, down the length of the chamber, which wasn’t far. The darkness was impenetrable, even by my vision–I could barely see the antechamber entrance. I looked around at the rock instead. This is more like it.

Somehow, it felt right, to be surrounded by dense, uncaring rock.

I endured so much. Humanity never knew. That’s how it should be.

As a warden–and I was a warden–I’d done my job. Some might argue not well, but had to agree I could do no more.

My breath catching, I braced myself and stepped around the corner.

The ux burned bright and furious, a white froth filling a rectangular breach in the rock’s reality. It bubbled, swirled, and foamed, threatening to spill out in all directions yet not. The brightness and boiling suggested sweltering heat pouring forth as well, but the air remained cool and dry.

The hissed whispers became violent shrieks.

The final chain broke with a sharp metallic pak!

And...I remembered. Ux beings, along for the ride. Deep in my backmind. Exploring our worlds as we explored new worlds. 

The sight of the portal filled the whispers with joy and relief. Still, their cries remained unintelligible. They would be so, until I stepped in.

Oh, they had so much to say to their brethren in the ux!

And that was the danger. The threat Larrika feared.

That exchange of information... Pent up for decades, it would explode from me in a violent rush. What it would do to my mind, how I would fare on the other side of the portal...

I remembered...

The beings had anchored themselves on my experiences. My memories. Just as they had when they first came into my life and were exposed by the Kerrid eight years later. In his assault, the Kerrid, a memory thief, had stolen my memories, but not theirs. That had saved me, allowed me to regain my life. But the result was that my entire foundation lay on their scaffolding. One experience, one emotion after another. Over a century’s worth.

What this reunion might do to all that, to me...

I fell into a blanket of white, bright but not overwhelming. Larrika’s presence surged. I turned. She stood–or floated, or...was there, within arm’s length.

The last trigger, she said. Your chance to finally quiet the voices. Those terrible hisspers.

Hisspers. Yes, I remember now. My torment, your spells...

With my acquiescence, she’d crafted the chainwall to help me preserve my sanity. We erased all knowledge of the ux beings. All knowing of them and hearing their whispers. Entirely in the hopes I’d survive until another portal was re-established.

That knowledge spread throughout my entire self. For the chainwall to work, that knowledge had to be locked away, remembered only in times of urgent need. Puushing. My gauntlets. Being a warden. I’d had to forget...

The hisspers surged. The white buffered them back.

She smiled. My final gift to you, my dear Raptori. I don’t know what will happen when you step into the portal and allow them to communicate with their brethren at long last, but I do know you will persevere. It is what you do best.

I felt off balance. Swirling. I’m glad for this. To speak with you again. Even if it’s for the last time.

She’d warned me crafting the spell would drain her. With so many decades behind her and her strength waning, she’d known and warned of this more times than I could count. So now, at this moment...

I will never forget you, I told her.

Be well, my dear Warden Maels Raptori.

The white broke apart.

Less than a step away, the ux boiled.

The hisspers howled in anticipation.

Afraid of what my next step would bring, but more terrified of not letting it happen, and ready now for peace and tranquility...

I fell into the portal.











...may I ask for a small favor?




I know you don’t owe me anything.

But it would do me a great service if you left a review.




Reviews are my only way of knowing how I’m doing.

Was the book a fun read? Were there parts you did not like?

Did you spy any pesky typos?




All this information is valuable to independent authors like myself.




So if it’s no trouble, please consider clicking the link below

and dropping a word, a sentence, or even a paragraph or two

of your thoughts! I would be tremendously appreciative!

I’d Be Happy to Drop a Review!








MAELS RAPTORI RETURNS IN
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Check out the two-chapter teaser!
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