
        
            
                
            
        

    
MORE THAN 10,000 YEARS GONE . . . 

Free of the Past, Pylas Crier fights to settle old scores and reunite with Leilia Purpurata, but first he must contend with the menace—and sheer size—of the Viscain Empire. Hidden away and imprisoned by her father, the Emperor, Leilia hasn’t been seen for millennia. Even with the passage of so many years, though, Pylas is certain that she lives, that she can be found somewhere within the vast, galaxies-spanning Empire. The way is fraught with obstacles, both natural and constructed, with those who would impede his progress on whims of their own or on ages-old orders from the Emperor. Pylas’s will and determination are endless but so, too, may be the road to Leilia.
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I want to say now, as before, and as I’m sure I will again, thanks to Joshua Davey for being the best sounding board I could ever hope for.
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PROLOGUE


When Pylas Crier learned that Samhain was more monster than savior, he led an unsuccessful revolution, only to be betrayed by his best friend, Wil Parish, and imprisoned. Born of his failure, the Viscain Empire flourished for nearly eleven thousand years. During that time, Ghost Squad First Specialist Geiss Sinzer learned the lie of his parentage and attempted a second revolution. He, too, failed, but remained at large to carry out guerrilla tactics against the Empire for centuries. When 21st Generation First General Jav Holson realized his own roots and what had been taken from him by the still-unknown assassin, Salton Stoakes, he started the third and final revolution against the Empire, overcoming death itself in a bid to end Samhain’s reign. For any chance of this last revolt to be successful, all three revolutionaries will need to take part, but first, a regretful Wil Parish must free the friend he betrayed . . . 







1 BOTTOM OUT


271.081

PLANET 15

“Do you know why you’ve been summoned here?”

Two men and a woman—by their dress all from the Imperial Ministry—stood before the Emperor in his chamber. No one else was present. The three looked at each other with darting eyes. None had the courage to propose an answer.

“Do you think that your service to me warrants a personal invitation? My praise? My punishment?”

One of the men was about to refute any expectation of praise, but on hearing punishment, quickly reeled in his tongue. The other man shook his bowed head, softly voicing his crushing pessimism. The woman only stared, her eyes oozing lazy hate.

The Emperor was a sallow gourd, three meters across and two meters high, issuing from, and still part of, the vine fiber wall behind. His eyes and mouth looked as though they’d been carved with a giant knife and revealed a flickering flame within the hollowed shell. Though at first glance they appeared fixed, his features were animated and conveyed the Emperor’s mood unfailingly. He trained his triangle eyes upon the woman and favored her with a grin.

“All of you stand near the top of Viscain civilization. You were lucky enough to be born with psychic facility. This raised your status within the Empire. You were provided with food, shelter, education. Further, through your own efforts and demonstrated excellence, you were granted Imperial appointments. There is nothing that you could not have. And yet, it’s not enough, is it.

“I do believe in rewarding excellence, but your appetites have compromised your service. Whether these appetites are due to weakness or are simply trade-offs for your . . . better qualities, I do not care.

“Your addiction to flesh,” he said to the woman, “to wine,” he said to one of the men, “to useless coin,” he said to the other, “might have cost you your careers. You might still see it that way, but I prefer to see see this as . . . promotion. What could be better than turning your appetites, though perhaps slightly altered, into dedicated service?”


10,923.024

PLANET 0 : THE PAST


Streamers of off-white fabric gathered from four different directions in the blustery sky of Planet 0, tangling together to form the lean, wrapped form of Wil Parish. He surveyed the world around him with miasmic purple light shining through the gap in the strips where his eyes should be. When had he last been here, to the planet of his birth? Too long ago. Its condition, expected but much changed from the memories of his youth, yanked at his emotions. Nostalgia, something to which he thought he’d become immune, overwhelmed him. He thought he felt the subtle onset of tears, but shrugged this away with bittersweet laughter, since he no longer had eyes that could produce them.

In all the Empire, only Planet 0 was free of the Vine’s presence. He remembered the exodus so long ago that took them to Planet 1. At that time, the Vine had been different, not a vine at all, but a vast tree grown in an instant from a seed harvested light years away. No one knew then that Samhain, the benevolent savior, had been responsible for the death of their home—no one but Pylas Crier. No one knew that the peace and abundant life they’d find on Planet 1 would eventually wither with the birth and spread of the Viscain Empire.

The sun overhead blazed down, radiating visible, rippling heat through the air and endlessly bleaching the omnipresent sand below. Sand was all that was left here, sculpted and re-sculpted minute by minute by the hot, whipping winds. The planet had become a desert, incapable of sustaining life, with no signs of former habitation save one: The Past.

The Past was a complex of five pyramids: one, the largest, in the middle with the others at each corner, actually forming each corner. An entry way showed upon one face of the larger pyramid, and the span between the two front corner pyramids was raised to create a courtyard leading to the entrance. This entrance, Wil knew, had never been used. The Past was a prison, and though it housed five occupants, only one of them was a prisoner. Each of the four wardens occupied one of the corner pyramids. The prisoner was held in the central structure.

Wil knew all this because he’d been present when the prison was built, when the wardens had been awarded their Artifacts and charged with their eternal task. He’d watched as his friend, Pylas Crier, had been locked away in the heart of the prison, behind countless measures of protection, including tons of barricading concrete laced with Vine fiber, multiple automated offensive and defensive systems, and finally placed inside a specialized coffin which counteracted the properties of the Yellow Diamond. If Wil hadn’t helped, it would have been impossible to incarcerate Pylas. No one had been able to kill Pylas. Wil had always wondered if the Emperor indeed had had the means, but not the will. He wondered the same of himself, but was very glad that, for whatever reason, the Emperor had been incapable. The coffin system, while in operation, was a perfect foil for Pylas’s powers, but if Pylas were to be freed, Wil was quite sure that no one could once again hold him against his will. Wil was counting on it. The facility had been named The Past, because it represented exactly that, the past, something that the Emperor wanted to forget—wanted everyone to forget or never know.

• • •

Lim Jasco lazed on his elaborate marble throne. It wasn’t a real throne, it didn’t symbolize his rule over anything, not really, but it still stoked his ego, even after all these years. He was the First Specialist of the Sword Squad, but very few outside the Squad knew who he or any of his fellows were.

Arrayed before him were countless hard screens set into the wall, all receiving different entertainment feeds from throughout the Empire. Some of them showed fight competitions, some of them showed long-running, popular dramas, most of them showed pornography of one sort or another. In the middle of the chamber, between him and the video wall, was a giant bed, a great cushioned disk, strewn with a number of identical women, none of them clothed. Some of them slept. Some of them talked together. Some were engaged in what, at first glance, might be mistaken for wrestling.

“Lim,” he heard through his Artifact, the Blood Sword.

“What is it?” he replied.

“Didn’t you say you wanted to train?”

He sighed with practiced exaggeration. “We train every day, Kurskon. Just having a little trouble getting motivated today.”

“Today?”

“Shut up. You’ve got two other playmates. Try them.”

• • •

Kurskon Hammen bowed his head in defeat. Each member of the Sword Squad was deadly in his own right, but only Lim Jasco, with his exquisite skill and the unique nature of his blade, could provide any real training value to him. His own Ribbon Sword was too subtle and too elusive for Veen or Enkalos. Besides, Veen was too much of a juggernaut and Enkalos was too good at goading for his own good. Hammen had had to restrain himself on several occasions or he would have diced his squadmate to neat pieces.

Hammen’s accommodations were much like Jasco’s, but his own video wall was a single, tiled scene of something he hadn’t seen in over ten thousand years: a green landscape, lush with trees, leading to an undulating sea, all under a stable sun, which was masked occasionally by streaming wisps of cloud. A lone woman in night clothes—different from Jasco’s model—sat upon the great bed.

Hammen stared at her now, feeling doubly defeated, knowing that she would soon expire. She’d been coded with specifications as close as possible to his first love, Jinny Mor, but something always seemed to be missing. He kept hoping that one day, one iteration would emerge complete, would be perfect, but deep down he knew that the problem had nothing to do with the gene soldier technology. In the end, Jinny, the real Jinny, had spurned him. He’d chosen service to the Empire over her, and she’d never forgiven him. She’d wanted a simple life, to grow old and die with him, but he’d been selfish. His becoming a Shade should have been a glorious occasion for them both, but for Jinny it clearly marked the end of their relationship. He knew that no number of copies would ever produce the forgiveness he sought.

Now, every fifteen to twenty years, he started again, rekindling an already dead relationship with a synthetic woman, who, he was subconsciously convinced, could never love him. Emotions were easy for modified gene soldiers. Special markers were built into their code to help foster any number of conditioned or even nuanced responses. This Jinny had been supportive, loyal, passionate, loving. He’d loved her from the beginning—and still did—but he couldn’t help feeling like a fraud, like her affection was just a ruse, especially as the time to renew her approached.

“What’s the matter, “Kurskon?” she said. “Why do you look so sad?”

He pursed his lips and shook his head, knowing that he could hide nothing from her.

• • •

Mal Veen’s fingers were too big, but he still managed to make them do his bidding. He’d been big all his life and it had been the source of countless misconceptions and misunderstandings. The identification of his F-Gene hadn’t helped. All he’d really ever wanted to do was build things. All everyone else had ever wanted him to do was fight. In the end, fighting had enabled him to pursue his passion. He’d fought, along with the rest of the Sword Squad members, in an Artifact Competition, beating out several opponents who were definitely more interested than he was, but he’d won the Stone Sword along with the promise of unlimited time and unlimited resources to do whatever he wanted. There were only two caveats: first, he would act as one of four permanent wardens, guarding a single prisoner, ready at a moment’s notice to turn back any intruders; and second, however it was he wanted to spend eternity, he must do it within the confines of the facility to which he was assigned. Though his fingers were far larger than the majority of his working materials and a fair number of his final creations, Mal Veen had become exceedingly adept at crafting all manner of things in miniature.

His sleeping quarters, and much of the rest of the space allotted to him, were filled with an extensive and elaborate miniature reproduction of all he could remember of Planet 0 before it had been sucked dry and turned into a desert. He’d left at age fifteen, with the rest of Planet 0’s diminished population, during the exodus to Planet 1—but his memory for detail, even after all these millennia, was staggering. What he didn’t know from memory, he supplemented with collections of photoplates, a resource not exactly wasted, but unknown to Imperial historians, which was unfortunate since they were some of only the existing records of pre-catastrophe Planet 0.

Every member of the Sword Squad had his own training facilities, equipped with a variety of weapons and a gravity block, but Veen’s had long ago been overrun by the city-state of Pine. He’d never been to Pine, but had plenty of reference material, and thought it would be interesting to reproduce the birthplace of their sole prisoner. Veen bore him no malice. Everything to Veen was clear cut, black and white. He didn’t even care about what their prisoner had done. If he did his job, which so far entailed simply being here, he got to continue building. There were very few interruptions.

Occasionally Lim exercised his authority for one reason or another, or another of his squadmates invited him to spar. The latter situation was a nice distraction. Of them, Veen probably practiced the least, but his exceptional memory for detail made that moot, at least for those with whom he regularly sparred. He knew their techniques and the counters—if there were such. He almost hoped that Hammen would ask him to spar today. He liked Hammen, but recently felt that Hammen had gotten all he thought he needed from sparring with him, which may have been true. Enkalos was always ready to spar, but if Hammen had gotten all he could from Veen, Veen had gotten all he could from Enkalos. Besides, Enkalos was too noisy, too pushy, too aggressive for him. Veen much preferred the quiet of his own work and the world he’d created. Still, there was very little incentive for them to interact with one another, and despite Veen’s typically solitary leaning, this had started to sadden him over the years.

• • •

Osmoros Enkalos had something to prove, but in his striving, he lied to himself daily. He, more than his fellows, made use of the gene soldier tanks at his disposal, producing not companionship, but countless opponents. He had the codes of every military model released up until gene soldiers were officially discontinued and had experimented with some of his own. Because of their limitations, he couldn’t practice with the gravity block at full, but told himself that they still provided valuable combat data and experience, especially when meeting them en masse. His squadmates wouldn’t spar with him anymore, so what else was he to do?

He never practiced Dark and always used mundane replicas of his Dual Sword. He figured this helped compensate for the gap in skill, speed, and durability between him and the gene soldiers, and it did to some degree, but not to the degree he wanted—pretended—to believe.

Today, the area around his block was already choked with cleaved corpses, all of different types, and the five soldiers he’d designated for the task were busy with clean-up. He was lucky that the biological material was so easy to recycle—their customized tanks boasted an eight percent tissue attrition rate relative to reused source—or he would have exhausted his allotment long ago. He still received regular shipments, but had run low more than once while waiting. The five soldiers hauled the carcasses and offal off to the source bank endlessly to ensure the next day’s quota from the production tank. Depending on the code used, a soldier took twenty to thirty minutes to complete, but given the numbers Enkalos went through, the job was never finished.

Subconsciously, he knew that if this was all he could expect from eternity, he was likely to lose his mind, but rather than face this distasteful truth, he ran from it, hurrying to cut through as many gene soldiers as he could, sometimes going days without sleep. Part of him sought oblivion in the carnage, but that, too, was on a subconscious level.

• • •

Wil descended to the courtyard, not terribly concerned about being detected. He knew that the wardens, despite being stuck here forever, had every luxury at their disposal. Their pyramids, connected to each other by a series of tunnels, were each powered by an independent reactor and had jump decks that either led to the holding area or received one-way transmission from Planet 1. They’d been provided with any and all ways to amuse themselves, each with access to custom gene soldier production equipment. The facility was self-sustaining. They’d gone without unexpected visitors for more than ten thousand years. He didn’t think they’d concerned themselves with vigilance for a very long time now. If and when they might respond to his presence didn’t concern him. He was nervous—for the first time in how many years?—not because he might be caught, but at the thought of being reunited with Pylas after so long. Their reunion might be messy at first, but Wil was quite certain that, in the end, the two of them would stand together once more, the Office of Subtlety and the Office of Permanence, unstoppable, unbeatable.

The colossal doors were a set of high-tensile steel gates encased in concrete, several meters thick. Wil passed through them as if they were a pair of gossamer curtains, leaving no indication of his passage. Through the gates was a corridor of sorts running perpendicularly. It was two meters wide, facing more concrete, but was open several meters above and as far as he could see on either side. This was the first of the defensive measures. Regularly spaced motion/light/temperature sensors were designed to capture any change in the environment and, on registering such, pump several thousand liters of fast-hardening gel from hidden nozzles into the space, an effective snare that would prove difficult to escape, even for Shades. But having been awarded the Office of Subtlety counted for much. The external gate, though functional, was in fact a ruse, as once inside, there was no way, structurally speaking, to reach the single cell at the center of the pyramid. Wil continued through the space without detection, phasing through the solid concrete mass ahead of him. This required a bit more finesse as the Vine fiber veining the concrete did provide something of a hindrance. He could have powered through, he wasn’t afraid of alerting the wardens, but he did want at least something of a head start on the trip back to Planet 1612, to Loss. In this respect, it wasn’t the wardens, but those stationed on Planet 1 that concerned him. The 2nd Generation Generals, he knew, were alive and sequestered on Planet 1, kept forever on standby should Pylas Crier escape The Past.

One thing at a time.

Wil navigated the Vine fiber maze within the sea of concrete and finally exited into a vast chamber, the open heart of the pyramid. Down below, rising from the floor to the vaulted ceiling, was a column of concrete, also webbed with Vine fiber. He floated down in a lazy spiral around the column until he reached the floor. He stood before the column for a moment, studying it with Divine Pattern, then struck it with the Bud. A ripple went through the concrete from where his thumb had touched, and as the ripple went, dust followed in its wake, out to a one-and-a-half-meter radius, so that the material melted away like ice under heat, leaving behind an intaglio of Vine fiber, intact and unmolested. He passed through the bars of the lacy cage and stood before Pylas Crier’s coffin.

The coffin was a barrel of smooth, polished steel, standing upright with its top and bottom still gripped by concrete. A small rectangle of glass revealed a pair of closed eyes. At the barrel’s back, fused with concrete and Vine fiber, was a dedicated reactor, designed to power the process that kept Pylas inert. Wil folded his arms, floated up so that he was at eye level with his friend. Once again, he jabbed with his thumb punch and the entire front face of the barrel disintegrated.

Inside, Pylas Crier stood, unconscious and pinned in place by several rods piercing his extremities and torso, those through his legs rising up from below, those through his arms aiming down from shoulder height and emerging from his forearms. One rod ran through his chest—uncomfortably close, Wil knew, to Pylas’s heart. He touched his wrapped index finger to the base of each of the rods piercing Pylas’s limbs, separating them from the back of the coffin, then pulled them free of his friend. Red blood oozed from the resulting wounds. Wil took his time with the last of the rods, the one through Pylas’s chest, as it alone supported him now. He reached around behind Pylas to break the rod at the base, supported him as his weight began to drop, and while holding him there, carefully, in one swift, sure motion, yanked the rod free. When it was gone, Pylas heaved in Wil’s arms. His eyes snapped open, and he gasped for air like a drowning man having just surfaced.

Wil eased Pylas to his knees and backed away. Blood welled like congealed oil from his five open wounds, but Wil was not concerned. Even now, from around Pylas’s eyes, crusted yellow material—fast-crystallizing diamonds—began to emerge, first from his tear ducts, then from the sclera of each eye. Pylas groaned, quickly closed his eyes, clutched at his head.

“Come on, Pylas,” Wil said, helping Pylas into a more comfortable position. “There. Now wait here. I’ll be back.”

With a wave of Wil’s hand, the Vine fiber still enclosing the coffin chamber puffed to dust and gave rise to a strident alarm. Wil rose high into the vaulted space, noted the four jump decks, which corresponded to the four corner pyramids. He broadcast a challenge via Artifact and then waited.

He was in luck. Three of the four jump decks uttered their tell-tale cry of operation, and as the wardens came through, Wil burst into a cloud of dust, which resolved itself into three branching streaks, each disappearing, taking advantage of the open conduit the jump provided. The decks were equipped with safeguards—mass and pressure sensors—and were attuned to the wardens, but these only affected initiation of the jump process. Once a jump was underway, the door was open. Even one-way decks could be beaten with precise timing and knowledge of the volume parameters. No system here in The Past was beyond Wil Parish.

• • •

Pylas Crier was confused and in pain. His arms and legs ached. His chest felt like it was being squeezed within a giant’s fist. What the hell was going on? The light hurt his eyes, his eyes, which hadn’t been open for . . . for . . . 

“Wil! Wil Parish! Damn you!” Pylas cried.

Pylas rubbed his eyes, causing crusted yellow diamonds to fall like an over-accumulation of sleep. He tried to open his eyes, squinted, tried to see, but realized that they’d taken his glasses. Of course they had. He hadn’t needed them where he’d been sent. But he needed them now. He couldn’t see without his glasses, but nor was the Yellow Diamond ready to reassert itself. Its attempts, however, were giving him an excruciating headache, which competed with the sharp pains in his limbs, his chest. He was having difficulty supporting himself with his hands to get into a position to stand, but even getting one leg underneath him, he couldn’t find enough strength there to rise. Not yet.

Pylas thought he heard a voice in his head. Was someone nearby? Someone had to be or he wouldn’t be out of the coffin. If it was Wil, he’d kill him. Better, though, if it were Leilia.

He became aware of the alarm sounding now, and dragged himself toward the flashing red light. Strength was starting to return. What was that other sound? Damn it, he needed to be able to see.

He opened his eyes and squinted, but all they did was fill up with more crusted yellow diamonds, which he wiped away, but which also made his eyeballs and temples throb with maddening agony. He rose to one knee, struggled upwards, and managed to rise to his feet, though he wobbled and tottered.

That unfamiliar sound was coming from all directions now. Added to that was the sound of coherent light, targeting him, he was sure. He felt a hot lance sear his right cheek. Then a man-sized shape was coming for him and he felt his belly open up, sliced neatly and cleanly, spilling a dangerous amount of blood. He dropped back down to one knee, nauseated and faint. Blood poured out of him, spreading over the floor, forming a thick red pool that seemed to him—in a surreal hallucination pretending at clear vision—to be infinitely deep.

• • •

Wil didn’t like leaving Pylas alone, not while vulnerable so soon after release, but he had no choice. He needed to draw the wardens away so that he could disable their connections to Planet 1. Dividing his consciousness was something he’d perfected over his ten millennia lifetime. The trick had its challenges, but there was no call for finesse just now. He exited the source jump decks and swept through the interior of each of the smaller pyramids, ravaging whatever he touched and turning it to dust. His main targets were the closed-circuit jump decks, which were separate from the ones providing entry to the interior of the prison. There were no real security measures inside the smaller pyramids, so finding and destroying the decks proved an easy task. There was one left, however. He brought his particles together, converging just outside the last pyramid before making a full physical assault upon its interior and effectively isolating Planet 0 from the rest of the Empire.

Wil rose up through and out of the last of the crumbling structures, saw with satisfaction that all were in various states of collapse, and dove back down through the capstone of the middle pyramid, disintegrating everything in his path so that he was once again where he’d left Pylas. He paused high above the floor as the powerful winds that shaped the deserts of Plant 0 caught on the hole, turning the building into a monumental flute with long, drawn-out tones competing with the blatting alarm. The four wardens were all present, but Pylas, despite his wounds, didn’t need Wil’s help.

• • •

Pylas felt something like dry heaves wracking his body and knew that the Yellow Diamond had taken over. His blood, still spilling copiously from his belly, and less so from his limbs, became overrun with what looked like liquid plastic the color of sulphur. This substance poured out with greater pressure, sliding over the lost blood, covering it, and finally, drawing it back into to his body through the wound. When the last of the animate yellow fluid had retreated inside him, the cut, though still visible, was closed, and Pylas rose to his feet once more. This gross motion set more lasers firing from several multifaceted spheres set within the walls of the facility, but even direct hits failed to leave marks. From his eyes, there was a sudden, explosive eruption. Small, irregularly-shaped yellow diamonds shot out like shrapnel and bounced across the floor. The upper half of his face now resembled a geode turned inside out, with yellow diamonds, appearing amber in their concentration, jagged and jutting. The bass thump of his heart grew louder and louder until it thundered to drown out both the fluting wind and the insistent alarm. At various points across his naked body, the tips of yellow diamonds pierced out through his skin, and from each of these, the pale yellow fluid seeped, spreading across his skin, to coat him entirely, until he resembled a pale plastic statue, smooth and perfect, except for the sharp, congested chaos covering the upper half of his face.

Pylas turned slowly to address his assailant, a man clad in armor of dull, angular steel who brandished twin swords and who now stood several meters away. The armored warden stared, not sure what he was seeing, not sure how to react. In the end it mattered little. When Dark, Pylas could see clearly. Indeed, besides perfect vision, the Yellow Diamond provided him with an altogether different perception. To him, everything was suffused with an amber haze, fractured by irregular cleave planes, and to him, these cleave planes were traversable. He stepped forward, squeezing through a crack in space, and entered the backspace, the hidden and otherwise inaccessible world of the cleave planes. It didn’t matter how big or small the cracks were, Pylas could navigate them at will, entering and exiting them as he pleased. Passing through them took him out of time, so that even crossing enormous distances seemed an instantaneous thing. To the outside observer, Pylas Crier appeared to teleport.

He came out behind his attacker, raising his right arm at the elbow, bringing his fore-knuckle fist swiftly up through the warden’s armpit—the Vorpal Pin. The armored arm dropped to the floor before the man even realized it was no longer attached. Pylas was already turning to address the other wardens as his victim cried out, clutched at the stump of his shoulder, and stumbled away.

The other wardens moved cautiously towards Pylas. Each of them carried a short rod. The warden on his left, clad all in featureless white and strangely lacking a third dimension, or seeming to, whipped and flourished a three-meter-long ribbon from the end of his. The warden on his right, quite a bit bigger than his fellows and not yet Dark, drove the end of his rod into the floor, which cracked once, then several times in succession as chunks of concrete and raw stone began to build up around him, encasing him in a flexible, full-body carapace. When he finally set about retrieving the rod, he drew a two-meter-long “blade” of the same stone and concrete from the impact point. The warden in the middle barked out an order to cancel the offensive/defensive measures, bringing an end to the laser fire. Still not Dark and wielding his confidence as a shield, he walked straight up to Pylas.

“Surrender, Pylas Crier, or we shall make you,” he said.

Pylas was unmoved and simply stared with his inhuman features of rough facets, then slowly shook his head. His right fore-knuckle fist—now the Inertia Pin—shot out low and with no extraneous tell-tale motion that might have suggested its coming. The protruding knuckle sank three centimeters into the middle warden’s midsection, but this cored the man, carving a clear channel four centimeters wide through him and driving a volume of blood and pulped meat out his lower back.

The rest of the middle warden’s body was slower to react to the force, but it did so now. The warden fell back with a look of sick shock on his face. Falling, he jammed the end of his rod into his own chest—by the look of it, into his very heart—and yanked it back out, releasing a great splash of blood in a sweeping arc. He managed to get a leg behind and underneath himself, turning his fall into a stagger. The blood clung to the base of the rod to become a finite length of shimmering liquid blade. He steadied himself and straightened as his blood continued to flow from the hole in his chest and cover him, to reach out for the disgorged tissue and return it, much in the same way the yellow fluid had done for Pylas, until he was a complete, undulating figure of blood.

Pylas bent his knees, hunched his back, held both fore-knuckle fists before him, and launched forward with a jerking motion, seeking to end the blood warden. Instead, he passed through a liquid curtain. The warden stepped forward to be clear of Pylas’s passage and attempted to strike the former prisoner in the back to increase and upset his momentum, but succeeded only in doing so for himself.

The stone warden brought his giant rocky blade down upon Pylas diagonally, but was shocked and disappointed when the weapon shattered on impact, not jarring Pylas in the slightest. Pylas turned, gripped the warden’s wrist in the vice of his left hand then struck the underside of the warden’s elbow with his right fore-knuckle fist, a simple Pin. A visible line of fine red mist shot out the opposite side of the joint, and the stone warden cried out. Pylas stepped forward with his two fore-knuckle fists jerking with explosive power to strike the stone warden in the mid-section, the chest when he was driven back and doubled over, and the chest again before the warden collapsed, bleeding out from between the fitted concrete chunks forming his armor.

Pylas returned his attention to the blood warden, but paused as the white ribbon twined around his neck. The noose seemed little more than distraction, but he turned to address the ribbon warden just the same. Each time Pylas attempted to strike, though, the ribbon warden retreated, as if the force of his blows were pushing the target out of reach. The ribbon warden struggled with his hold on Pylas, lengthening and shortening the ribbon as he tried various ways to control him. Pylas continued to try to engage the warden with his fists, even using the ribbon to his advantage, pulling on it to reel the warden in, but no matter what he did, he couldn’t connect. Finally, Pylas turned away from him, fixed his eyes on the blood warden once more, yanked on the ribbon, and slipped through the cleave planes, taking the ribbon warden with him.

The blood warden scrambled away as Pylas appeared out of thin air next to him and was followed by a spontaneous torrent of gore. Pylas loosened the remnant ribbon from his neck and dropped it impassively to the floor.

The blood warden composed himself, raised his liquid sword, and proceeded to trace elaborate patterns upon Pylas, but as the stone warden’s blade shattered against the Diamond Coat, so the blood warden’s blade yielded. This did not deter him, but nor did he realize the inefficacy of his attacks. Pylas stepped forward and spoke for the first time in a cold, commanding tone.

“Where is Leilia Purpurata?”

The blood warden paused. “Leilia . . . ? Purpurata . . . ?” And then he started laughing so hard that he couldn’t stop.

“If you have any interest in surviving this, you’ll answer him, Jasco,” Wil said, hovering above with his arms folded.

“Wil Parish! Are you responsible for this?”

Wil flinched with surprise at the lack of intelligence behind the question.

“Wil Parish, I don’t care if you’re one of the First. Once we’ve secured Pylas Crier, you will be dealt with severely.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” Wil said. “Pylas can leave any time he wants. And you can’t touch me unless I allow it.”

“So why is he still here?” Jasco’s words dripped with sarcasm.

Wil and Pylas shared a look.

“Because I am,” Wil said. “And because he’d have his question answered.”

“Humph. He can’t hurt me. He’s already tried and failed. It’s just a matter of time before we get him back in his cell.”

“That’s the second time you’ve said we,” Wil said. “You and who else?”

Jasco glanced at the one-armed warden—Enkalos—who was struggling to his feet; at the doubled-over, unmoving mound of stone—Veen—painted with his own blood; at the indistinguishable mess of shredded meat and fabric—Hammen—spread across the floor.

Wil shook his head. “You didn’t understand then, Jasco, and you still don’t. Your job was never to keep Pylas Crier in. It was to keep everyone else out, to prevent his release. And you failed. None of you alone or together—no one in the Empire—is his match. And the only possible contingency for a successful escape is far, far away on Planet 1.”

Pylas cocked his head and said slowly, quietly, with failing patience, “Where is Leilia Purpurata?”

“I won’t talk,” Jasco said. “But kill me if you can.”

Wil threw his hands up in resignation.

The irregular facets jutting from Pylas’s face lit up with a strange light, and the air grew suddenly heavy, buzzing with a mind-tickling hum. A grid of yellow light fell across Jasco, and he swayed, becoming unsteady, as if the grid were oppressing him mentally and physically. When the grid winked out, Jasco recovered and stood straight.

“Was that supposed to hurt?” Jasco sneered.

“Hurt?” Pylas said. “No. I merely scanned you with Divine Pattern.”

Jasco winced at this.

Pylas took a step towards Jasco. “I’ll admit, your Artifact is well-crafted. While Dark, you’re physically invulnerable. Plus there’s something else you’ve yet to use.”

Jasco took a step backwards. Pylas proceeded towards him.

“Use it if you like, I don’t care. Just tell me where Leilia Purpurata is.”

Jasco soon found himself nearing the wall. He stopped, raised his liquid blade in a defensive posture. With his left hand, he pressed against the right side of his chest, against a shape coming into and out of view amidst the blood. Veins of black instantly radiated out, visible beneath the red, spreading from Jasco’s chest through his torso, arms, legs, and head. He shimmered and pulsed rhythmically, like a beating heart, expanding and contracting.

“Your Artifact outranks mine,” Jasco said, his confidence back to full, “but the Emperor took precautions. With this booster seed, we will be on equal footing.”

“Telling me won’t make it so,” Pylas said.

“Let me show you!”

Jasco leapt forward, whipping his sword, a captive splash of blood, in intricate patterns to worry Pylas. Pylas leapt back, finding his pale yellow shell breached in several places with deep cuts beneath.

“Oh?” Pylas said. “This makes things interesting. I’ll give you one minute to tell me where Leilia Purpurata is. Then you die.”

Jasco snorted, renewed his attack, but now that the blood sword posed a danger, Pylas adjusted his tactics and became impossible to reach. There was no doubt that Jasco was highly skilled, but Pylas moved with perfect, mechanical precision, with impossible speed, avoiding the blade at the last maddening millisecond each time. Jasco pursued, became frustrated. Pylas evaded, counted down. All the while, Wil watched from above, the one-armed swordsman from down below.

Pylas finished his count and stopped. He held his right fore-knuckle fist up close to his face. Wil started, dropped his arms from across his chest, and pulled himself back to a position well-behind Pylas. Pylas altered his stance and delivered the Fracture Pin, striking empty air at least a meter away from Jasco. A sound like shattering glass cracked deafeningly through the chamber. From the tip of his bent knuckle, glowing yellow lines, spread through the air, creating a three-by-ten-meter corridor of cracks that followed the pattern of the backspace cleave planes. These lines superimposed themselves over Jasco and reached the wall behind him. The lines faded, but their effects on physical matter revealed themselves instantly as Jasco, once again normal, was neatly sectioned. The wall, too, gave way, triggering another alarm. Gel began pumping down from the other side of the wall, quickly filling the interstitial space and flowing back into the prison chamber in greater and greater volume. Pylas stepped back through the cleave planes to avoid the tidal rush, but the one-armed swordsman got caught up in it, as did Jasco’s pieces. Within seconds, the gel stopped flowing into the chamber and began to harden. Enkalos might still be alive within it, but had no way to extricate himself.

Wil turned around to see Pylas staring up at him. He descended to the floor.

“I’ll give you what you want, Pylas. I owe you that and more, but I want you to promise me something.”

“Where is Leilia Purpurata?”

“I don’t know,” Wil said, bowing his head. “I’ve never lied to you, Pylas.”

“No, not even when betraying me.”

Wil started to respond, but found himself momentarily unable. Finally, he nodded. “I’ve looked, on and off, for millennia.”

“She can’t be dead. You know that.”

“Part of me understands that. But it’s been more than ten thousand years, Pylas.”

Pylas, despite his lack of features while Dark, was visibly shaken by this. “Ten . . . thousand . . . years . . . ”

“In all that time, there’s been no trace of her. None that I can find, and as I said, I have looked.”

Pylas’s breast was heaving, menace emanated from him like steam under pressure. “What do you want before I kill you?”

“I’ll stand still and not retaliate,” Wil said. “Try to kill me. If you succeed, you’ve taken your revenge, or at least a part of it. If you fail, though, I want you to help me.”

“With what?”

“After.”

Pylas shrugged. “You think there’ll be an after?”

Wil said nothing.

“Suit yourself.” The gems of Pylas’s face lit up once more and the scan lines appeared upon Wil’s wrapped form. Once the scan was finished, Pylas seemed to hesitate.

“What’s the matter?” Wil said, but his tone suggested that he already knew the answer.

“Nothing. Goodbye, Wil.”

Wil shook his head as Pylas struck empty air, shattering space again along the cleave planes, driving a path that overran the former Office of Subtlety. A second, jerking strike created myriad smaller fractures, with lines bisecting countless of Wil’s particles and destroying them utterly, but when it was done, despite the obvious cuts through his wrappings, Wil remained standing.

With immeasurable sorrow in his voice, Wil said, “You can’t kill me, Pylas. I wish you could, for all I’ve taken from you.”

“What more do you want from me?”

“I told you,” Wil said. “Your help. I want you to help me finish what you started.”

Pylas cocked his head and snorted.

“This is very late in coming, but we have to destroy Samhain.”

“Why now? After ten thousand years?” Pylas said, with acid accusation.

This chagrined the other, who, for a moment, was speechless, and only able to shake his head. “In . . . uh . . . In your absence, the Viscain Tree has become an enormous vine, spanning galaxies by folding space and pinning it together at intervals. This has halted the expansion of the universe, has reversed it, in fact, and has set into motion a grand collapse. Even worse, the most recent acquisition, Planet 1612—Loss—holds what the Emperor refers to as The Place with Many Doors. His hunger has only grown over time and if this Place with Many Doors is what I suspect, he will be able to increase the rate of his feeding exponentially.”

“So what does that mean?”

“I think that, if the Emperor is able to use The Place with Many Doors as a hub from which to send multiple offshoots of the Vine simultaneously, the resulting network will complete his stranglehold on the universe, expedite collapse, and make the Big Crunch imminent.”

“Imminent?”

“Years. Single digits.”

Pylas just stared and asked, “How can you know this? Any of this?”

“The collapse is measurable. I’ve felt it. Right now, it’s lazy. Unaided it may take hundreds if not thousands of years to become a real danger. Upon acquiring Planet 1397, the Empire was beset by a plague of inexplicable wormholes, a chaotic jumble that caused some trouble before a solution could be found. Once they were tamed, the Emperor made known his desire to reach The Place with Many Doors. Perhaps I am making connections where none exist, but I tend to think not. I believe he seeks a means to control those wormholes—Doors—that will give him access to everywhere at once.”

Pylas took his time digesting this and slowly started to nod.

“Pylas, will you help me? I promise to do everything I can do help you find Leilia. Together, there’s nothing we can’t do.”

Pylas perked up at this. “I’ll help you,” he said carefully, “but I don’t know if I can ever trust you again, Wil.”

Wil bowed his head, nodded. “I’ll never give you another reason to doubt me, Pylas.”

There was silence between them for a moment before Wil spoke again.

“Come on. With the jump decks destroyed, it’ll be some time before the 2nd Generation Generals can figure out what’s happened. I have some things for you.”
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Salos Muso was not Salos Muso. He was, in fact, Tanza Prist, a scientist and unlisted Shade charged by the Emperor to conduct various experiments. Only his younger brother, Kenda Prist, who’d been First Specialist of the Gun Squad, knew of his existence and status as an unlisted Shade.

There had been a Salos Muso. As a 17th Generation General, he’d fought bravely alongside Shella and Bram Sinzer, but Tanza Prist murdered him.

Tanza had long been fascinated by the response of human physiology to various forms of augmentation. At first, his interest was primarily in chemical augmentation, which led to him receiving his Artifact, the Miracle Ampule. Later, he became very interested in the relationship between the human body and the Emperor’s Artifacts. However, his studies in this regard were limited in two ways: first, he was an unlisted Shade, and his status as such was a closely guarded secret—he was sequestered, alone, in a former Root Palace, and provided with every other means to conduct his authorized experiments, but was forbidden to move about the Empire freely; second, the nature of the research required invasive methods that might prove fatal to the test subject—too high-profile for such public targets and for someone who wasn’t supposed to exist. He was able to glean some critical information by examining his brother, though it nearly caused an irreparable rift between them. Kenda Prist survived the prodding but was made to swear to never defy his brother, or have his blood turned to acid in his veins. It was Tanza’s off-hand remark about then having two Artifacts that Prompted Kenda to kill Shella Sinzer, his own squadmate. She’d once described Kenda as being impotent in any fair fight against her. In the end, it wasn’t a fight and it wasn’t fair, but surely two Artifacts of his own would be proof against Tanza’s threat. As soon as it was done, the desire to brag outshone the desire for revenge. Once Tanza Prist saw that Artifacts could indeed be harvested from Shades, he became obsessed with conducting an examination to its proper conclusion, and not just by observing his brother’s condition.

Because of the state of the 17th Generation—both of the Sinzers were dead now—and because the Empire was indulging in a period of temporary stagnation, Salos Muso was granted early retirement. He would not be missed, at least not for a while, which made him an excellent target. The Prist brothers abducted him on his first day off of service, spiriting him away to Planet 323, to Tanza’s lab. He was subjected to endless tests that ultimately resulted in his death and his Artifact’s liberation. There was actually very little craft to harvesting Artifacts. It came down to timing and knowing what to look for. Shocked at how easy it was to do so, Tanza appropriated the Paradox Cleaver as his own. Masquerading as Salos Muso would enable him to leave Planet 323 whenever he wanted, and there would be no investigation into Muso’s disappearance.

Over the years, Tanza spent less and less time on Planet 323, while “Salos Muso” spent more and more time on Planet 499, and not his own retirement world. He suspected that the Emperor knew of the murder and subsequent deceit, and thus had provided a tacit endorsement of his actions. It was unrealistic to think that his ruse over so long, without being particularly careful regarding his comings and goings, was a ruse at all, at least to the Emperor. The real Muso had no surviving peers, and any normals connected with him were long-dead, so what did it matter? Tanza had never shirked the duties required by his unlisted status. Indeed, he’d been integral in developing the chemical process that led to the first gene soldiers, which, alone, was likely equivalent to a general pardon, past, present, and future.

Luckily, he was on 499 when the Signal Alarm went off. Had he been elsewhere, he might not have been able to get back. He’d been hearing stories of interrupted jump traffic. Planet 499 was Kenda Prist’s retirement home, and there was a former Root Palace here, but the Signal Alarm was designed to call Shades to the frontier, so there may have been some traffic management plan in place. It didn’t matter, though, since he was exactly where he wanted to be.

As Muso had been a study in duality—a demon on the battlefield in times of war and a saint and capable healer in times of peace—the Paradox Cleaver had provided him with two Darkened states. The first was an imposing figure, clad in heavy, dark armor which commanded fear and respect. The second was its polar opposite, covering him in delicate plates of flexible steel that gave off warm white light, which engendered a sense of hope in all who beheld it. He’d been able to fight effectively in both modes, though his approach differed considerably. Black Muso’s Cleaver was two meters by seventy centimeters, a solid rectangle of heavy, undeniable blade, while White Muso’s was much smaller and more elegant, like a chef’s.

During Tanza Prist’s experiments, Muso had been able to temporarily free himself. The various narcotic effects of the Miracle Ampule severely retarded his abilities, but he’d been successful, before finally falling, in striking Tanza with the Black Cleaver. If not for the Miracle Ampule, Tanza would have died, several times over now. To nearly any other, the strike itself would have proven fatal, but Muso’s legacy would forever haunt Tanza in the form of infection. The Black Cleaver was in all ways opposite to the White, so in addition to the substantial physical trauma, the blow imparted an incurable rotting disease.

The incorporation of the Paradox Cleaver into himself helped Tanza Prist to regulate the disease, but he would never be rid of it. It had taken him some practice to get both appearances right, but controlled doses of the Miracle Ampule had helped. For years now, though, he’d only adopted the mantle of Black Muso, since he couldn’t abide the sickening reactions he received from anyone who saw the White. Also, the effects of the rotting disease were less striking in the Black form. Now he walked the dusty streets of Planet 499 towards the constabulary, blood and pus weeping from the seams of his imposing armor, which itself was rusted and crumbling. With two Artifacts, though, and by the very nature of the Miracle Ampule, his condition appeared to be far worse than it was.

The Signal Alarm blatted, echoing throughout the colony. Tanza Prist had no doubt that his brother, the constable here on Planet 499, had heard it. The question was, what were they going to do about it?

• • •

“What do you think it means?” Kenda Prist snapped. He sat at a desk of what looked like old, faded wood, with his boots up upon its surface. He wore beige leathers, which hid his wiry frame.

“I mean what are you going to do about it?” Bela Fan stood on the other side of the desk, hugging herself, and shaking. It wasn’t cold and even if it were, the nature of her psychic discipline inured her to temperatures approaching absolute zero. Her clothes were tattered, her short, glossy black hair unkempt.

Kenda eased further back in his chair, narrowed his eyes as he appraised her. “How long have you gone without a fix?”

She twitched, hesitated to answer, finally shrugged. “Too long.”

“Well, it doesn’t look like you’re in much condition to go, now does it?”

She blinked erratically. “What are you going to do?”

Before Kenda could answer, the hulking form of Black Muso pushed through the door into the constabulary.

A fourth person, in the corner of the room, occupying the shadows and leaning against the wall, shook her head. She had a mop of shoulder-length dirty-blonde hair, a band of freckles across her nose and cheeks. She was pretty, but her eyes were tragic and untrusting. “I guess this is all of us here on 499, huh?” she said.

Kenda cocked his head in recognition, then stared at his brother for a moment.

“Well?” Black Muso said, raising his arms and surely indicating the Signal Alarm.

Kenda grinned. “See? This is why I’m the boss.” He returned his attention to the former Blue Squad First Specialist. “How bad was it when you and your boys went out to the frontier to help?”

“It was . . . it was . . . ” Bela was having trouble concentrating. “It was bad,” she said, tightening her grip upon herself, and unconscious of her breasts nearly spilling from her ragged top.”

“How many’d we lose?” Kenda said.

“Just one Shade. But it was Lor Kalkin.”

Kenda whistled in what was perhaps exaggerated awe. “Lor Kalkin?”

“If Holson hadn’t transformed into . . . into . . . whatever it was, it would have been a lot worse,” she said.

“That’s right,” Kenda said with some degree of theater. “Jav Holson. He’s been carrying the Empire of late, but he’s dead now, right? Least that’s what I hear. And now the frontier is on the brink. That’s what that damned Alarm means, right? Well, we’ve got a business to maintain here. We can’t just up and leave. We’ve got customers, like Miss Fan here, to consider.”

• • •

Miss Fan, here was driving Tegan Karms crazy. Karms, arms folded, rocked against the wall with anxious energy that wouldn’t abate, not with Bela Fan right in front of her. Karms had been away from Planet 498 for months now and it had taken that long for her to be free of the effects of being in Mother’s presence.

Now that her head was clear, for the first time in a long time, she wondered about the choices she’d made, about the nature of her affections, whether they were genuine or just a projection, a lusty side-effect of Mother’s power. Karms couldn’t deny being aroused by seeing Bela in the state she was, but at the same time, it just reminded her of her own addiction, which she’d been happy to escape—she certainly hadn’t conquered it.

It was likely that, after all this time, she really was in love with Halen Haalen, but she couldn’t be sure. Halen was always in Mother’s presence and being in Mother’s presence meant impaired judgement and suggestibility. She missed Halen, but she wasn’t sure she wanted that to be because of her true feelings or as a symptom of her own withdrawal. The latter was easier to accept, but the former felt true.

She’d made up her mind. Being away had given her a chance to remember why she’d become a Shade in the first place. She’d been a proud member of the Gun Squad, had followed orders without question, and had facilitated the advancement of the Empire’s border. A part of her died, though, when Kenda Prist killed Shella Sinzer. More when Tanza Prist, about whom no one was supposed to know, killed the real Salos Muso. Kenda Prist expected much of his squad. Karms had always complied, and so far, still did.

She was going, though. If she couldn’t support the Emperor in his self-described circumstance of need, then what did any of her contributions or her pride mean?

The struggle continued in the back of her mind. They’d been operating—as the law—outside the law for so long now, with no hint of objection or consequence from the Emperor, that it was easy to forget all about the Emperor, the rest of the Empire, too, except as a potential source of exploitation.

No, she mustn’t think like that. She would honor the Signal Alarm. She would do her part to uphold and continue the Empire. And then she would come back. To Halen.

• • •

Everyone had been listening to Kenda Prist, waiting to be led, but Tegan Karms stepped forward.

“This has been a good run,” she said. “For all of us. And maybe you have no trouble abandoning your oaths, but I’m going.”

Kenda turned to her, ran a finger along his stubbled chin. “Wow. That is high and mighty talk coming from you, Specialist. After all the carousing you’ve done with your little friend Haalen?”

Karms fidgeted under Kenda’s glare.

“I’ll come back,” she said. “I just . . . I just want to make good on that promise. If everyone else starts thinking the way you are, then what chance does the Empire have?”

“Exactly,” Kenda said with a toothy grin.

“We’ll succeed and I’ll come back,” Karms said. “It’ll be just like before.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” Kenda eased the heavy sidearm from the holster at his right hip, brought the weapon before his eyes to study it as he pulled his legs from the top of the desk and sat up straight. “You’re so keen on keeping your promises these days.” He turned the Modular Gun in both hands now—it looked like a collection of burnished steel blocks from a child’s playset made into the semblance of a gun, but everyone in the room knew its deadly potential. “Assuming you do succeed, what if you’re made to promise to weed out the unsupportive?”

“I . . . ” She started to shake her head.

A holographic screen popped into existence above Kenda’s desk then.

• • •

On seeing who was projected on the screen, Bela Fan grew hot and weak. She leaned upon the desk for support. The familiar ache between her legs brought the combined flush of shame and lust. In the presence of so many, she fought a losing battle to compose herself.
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“Ah, Mother,” Kenda Prist said from the holographic screen. “I was wondering when we’d hear from you.”

The chamber was an overturned bowl composed of Vine fiber, fifty-meters in diameter with a ceiling that rose too high to be seen in the dusky light. Between twenty and thirty pilgrims lay sprawled about, upon couches and large pillows, all in various states of intoxication and undress.

In her purple robe, Nan Liskur lazed upon a throne-couch of molded Vine fiber at the back of the chamber. A soft, silken purple rope held her robe together at her narrow waist, but just. Her voluminous breasts strained the robe’s ability to confine them, and she took obvious pleasure in the stares that they commanded. Her skin beneath the robe, much of which was visible, was like cream and seemed to invite the eye with velvet whispers. Her Artifact, the False Idol, substantially increased her innate power, which was charisma. People—men and women alike—became addicted to her, finding infinite comfort in her motherly presence, becoming somewhat lethargic and dull-witted, doing anything and everything she asked, all in the hopes of receiving her attention. The sense of closeness her addicts felt often brought with it a compulsion to seek sexual consummation, which she sometimes encouraged—and sometimes allowed. Few were immune to her charms, and many were her castoff victims, conflicted by rabid self-loathing and an undying desire to do it all over again.

To her knowledge—and her pride—Liskur was the only Shade who’d successfully co-opted a former Root Palace as her own retirement home. The Emperor seemed to tolerate her presence and the subversion of the protocols that eliminated the functionality of most former Palaces. She had power, control over the environmental system and accompanying defenses, access to gene soldier production tanks, though the protein stores were largely depleted, and perhaps the largest number of working jump decks in one place outside of the frontier. The Alarm was a nuisance, but the jump decks were what concerned her.

“Traffic has been interrupted, Prist,” Liskur said. Her voice was sticky sweet honey, a primal melody that radiated comfort no matter her words.

Standing at her left side with his arms folded was Valna Resser, former Gun Squad Specialist, Dark with the power of his Artifact, the Vari Shot. He was covered in flexible, matte-black steel, with fifty-centimeter-long vanes, ten centimeters wide at the base and tapering to four at the tips, jutting up from his shoulders. His faceplate held a single cyclops lens, five centimeters in diameter, issuing from the open beak of a silvery bird of prey. Resser nodded to his former squad leader.

“I imagine it’s only temporary, Mother,” Prist said. He ignored Resser.

“It’d better be. What’re we to do in the meantime?”

“That’s the burning question.” He jerked his head backwards to indicate Karms. “Karms here is planning to answer the call of her conscience.”

“Oh?” Liskur gave a bit of a start. “Did you hear that, dear?” She said to someone high above.

A lithe girl of twelve, barefoot and wearing only a short one-piece dress, which was little more than an oversized shirt, buzzed down from the vaulted heights of the dim chamber. Her lustrous brown hair whipped and snapped as she zigzagged for the holographic screen, where she finally stopped and mostly blocked it. Small dark gemstones, each with a weak red corona—the product of her Artifact, the Black Diamond—whirled around her in both fixed and random orbits. These she used to effect flight, but their primary function was far less constructive.

“Teg, you can’t mean it,” she said.

Karms stepped forward, nodded. “I’ve made up my mind, Halen. I have to go.”

“Well, you’ll simply have to hurry back then,” Haalen said.

“She won’t be welcome here,” Kenda said.

“Don’t you treat her that way, or I’ll run trails through you.”

“Shut up, Haalen, you child.” He raised the barrel of the Modular Gun to the screen. “You know I never miss, right? Not even through this screen? Don’t tempt me.” He lowered the gun. “Mother can let her come back to 498 if she wants. Keep her docile. That’d make you happy anyway, wouldn’t it? You two would be together all the time.”

Halen Haalen retreated from the screen, looked sheepishly at Liskur, whose enigmatic expression seemed never to change. “Mother?”

Liskur shook her head but faintly, suggesting that this was a conversation for a later time, and continued with Prist. “As I’ve said, traffic’s been interrupted. My techs tell me that most circuits’ve been rerouted to the frontier, but that power fluctuations’re complicating things. There’ve been some . . . losses. How’re your supplies?”

Black Muso spoke up from off-screen. “We were due for a new shipment. I can try to stretch what we’ve got now, but . . . ”

“It’s not a problem,” Kenda said. “We’ll just have Resser do the transport in person.”

Resser dropped his arms. “What?”

“You heard me, Specialist,” Kenda said. “But I’m sure Mother will ask you more nicely.”

Liskur cast her eyes slyly towards Resser. “Would you like that?”

Resser hesitated, nodded.

“Okay, you’ve got to stop talking like that,” Kenda said, his eyes drifting to something off-screen.

“Oh? And why is that?” Liskur said.

“You’re ruining poor Bela Fan here. She is in deep withdrawal right now.”

“Bela Fan! I’d no idea! It’s a shame she didn’t come here first. I’d’ve seen her. I’m sure she’d’ve become one of my favorites.”

“I don’t think she set out to get herself addicted.”

“Well, please keep her dosed—free of charge, of course—and if Mr. Resser can courier the necessary goods, perhaps we can tide her over to a proper face-to-face encounter.” She addressed Bela now, though Bela couldn’t be seen. “Would you like that, Bela?”

“Yes,” Bela said in a throaty tone and hissing out the final s in a long, involuntary release.

Kenda rolled his eyes.

“Please, Prist,” Liskur said, the false charm thick and cloying.

“Sure, sure. Just so long as she doesn’t make more of a mess of my office than she already has.”

Liskur chuckled, and the sound rolled out of her like animate satisfaction.

“You’d better get things moving, Specialist,” Kenda said to Resser.

“I’ll be with you momentarily,” Liskur added over her shoulder.

“So we’re all in agreement?” Kenda said. “The operation continues? No ridiculous displays of patriotism? Well, except for Karms.”

“Yes,” Liskur said.

“In the meantime, let’s have both our techs look into establishing a hard gate between Palaces. 498 and 499 are close, but not close enough for the convenience we’ve both become accustomed to. If all goes to shit, we’ll still be able to function, but let’s see what we can do to better facilitate that.”

“Agreed.”

Kenda waved his gun, motioning for Karms to leave, and the holographic screen shut down.

Resser stepped forward. “It’ll take days to make that trip. And that’s just one way.”

“Shhh,” Liskur purred.

From high above, came Haalen’s tinkling laughter.

“The product must flow,” Liskur said, putting a hand upon her right breast. Her nipples were hard, tenting the fabric of her robe. “Let’s go take care of this in private, and I promise there’ll be something extra for you.”

Once again, Resser hesitated, nodded, and was led off by Liskur.
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Pulcinello Feyden slept, delighted by the never-ending dreams that had long ago become his reality. His dream life had necessarily become quite rich, but one experience, altered somewhat from actual events, formed an archetypal base upon which countless variations played out, over and over again. The key features were his personal victory over Pylas Crier (though sometimes the truth shone through, with him merely aiding Wil Parish); his proper elevation in status to a 2nd Generation General, with his own devoted troops, leading the Empire to greater and greater glory; and Leilia Purpurata’s eventual recanting of her heresy and falling madly in love with him. There were deviations, long meanderings, and an occasional new element to be incorporated as the years added up, but that same essential cycle had repeated itself millions and millions of times now.

Time for Feyden had become meaningless. He had no desire to wake from his world of wish-fulfillment fantasy, so the raucous alarms—two of them?—were beginning to sour his mood even as they were beginning to wake him.

He felt the needles exit his arms, his legs, and knew, after so long, that the drug those needles provided was already thinning in his system, soon to be gone. Within two minutes, all traces of sleep and euphoria had fled him, which was remarkable since those two things were all he’d known for more than ten thousand years. He sat up, normal and unclothed, in the open capsule of stainless steel, rubbed absently at the closed needle punctures upon his forearms. A holographic screen was playing a recorded message just before him. He knew it was looping in endless repetition so wasn’t immediately concerned about the information being conveyed. He looked through transparent plastic walls, searching for the other he knew should be present in the adjacent chamber, saw that Sevros Koso was rising from his chamber as well.

Feyden squeezed his hands into fists, desperate to break something and was restrained only by the thought of losing the opportunity to go back into his drug-induced hibernation. He gave a two-fingered salute to Koso as a hello and forced himself to concentrate on the message playing on the holographic screen.

A sexless voice spoke the text as it appeared, but the other alarm—the Signal Alarm?—drowned it out almost entirely so he was forced to read. “Warning. The Past has been compromised. All communications with Planet 0 have ceased. It must be assumed that Pylas Crier has escaped. Recovery Protocol is in effect. Acknowledge for updated Recovery Protocol Procedures. Warning . . . ”

He glanced over at Koso, who was focusing on his own holographic screen. After a moment, they made eye contact. Feyden bowed and shook his head.

• • •

The facility housing the 2nd Generation Shades—all of Planet 1, in fact—was completely automated, with no personnel tending any of the systems.

Feyden and Koso were together now, in a room also with transparent walls, their previous rooms visible through them, standing before a large holographic screen. Beyond the screen was a jump deck, which was surrounded on three sides by ceaselessly running computers. The Signal Alarm had stopped in the minutes it took them to rouse properly. Both men were Dark.

Feyden was covered in a flowing suit of monochromatic lead damask—a fine mail, really—textured with a pattern of alternating diamonds. Covering his face was a mask, a smooth white plate, with painted black triangle eyes and a mocking crescent smile. Atop his head was a cap of the same leaden material, conical and folded by the weight of a heavy steel ball at its tip. His appearance suggested the clown, but one of grim purpose, not light-hearted whimsy. He continued to have to restrain himself. He wanted to hurt someone, to break something, but he knew that patience was the appropriate course. He would have ample opportunity once they found Crier. Assuming they could find Crier. The wait might prove unbearable, but everything here on Planet 1 was for his and Koso’s benefit, and he knew that, if he were to submit to even a bit of his characteristic animal rage, he’d compromise his chances of returning to his dreams. Extensive conditioning and chemical programming had provided both of them with a healthy respect for the facility and the drug it provided. There were few instances where Feyden was able to put reason before instinct, but the prospect of the drug and returning to its embrace was clarifying. He regarded Koso, an undulating figure of near-black liquid rust that somehow seemed permanently out of focus.

Noting the other’s nervous energy, Koso said, “How are you doing, Pulce?”

They were each other’s best and only friends, both rescued from execution by the Emperor for their psychoses and their hatred for Pylas Crier. They’d hated Parish and the Emperor, too, but their conditioning had effectively focused this solely onto Crier. Koso had some dim recollection of just how he’d been manipulated, but didn’t care. He was an opportunist and his fate could have turned out a lot worse than it had. He knew that Feyden must be having trouble, though. Koso was rather impressed with the degree of control Feyden was demonstrating. The power of reward was power indeed. Koso smiled inwardly. He knew that he was just as beholden as Feyden to this compulsion, but he respected the means employed. He’d always considered himself to be more cerebral than physical—Feyden’s polar opposite.

“I’m managing,” Feyden said. “But I won’t be for long.”

Koso shrugged. “Makes no difference to me what you do, but . . . ”

“I know, I know. So which alarm do we respond to?”

“Crier’s is the only one that matters, but I’m pretty sure I know where we need to go.”

“Oh?”

“All of these computers have been hard at work calculating Crier’s destination, but the Signal Alarm makes our destination pretty obvious.”

“So where are we going?”

“Why, to the frontier, of course. These new jump decks have been programmed to take us there almost instantly—once the computers arrive at their own conclusions, that is.”

“You telling me you just outthought all those computers?”

Koso shrugged again. “Do you doubt it?”

Feyden thought for a moment. They’d lived in a world ruled by a tree god who’d manifested in their lifetime, but it was Koso’s work as the Couples Killer that had awed and inspired him.

Chilled and unable to find any suitable words, Feyden shook his head.

The three walls of linked computers began displaying the same number—1612—until it showed universally on every screen.

“Oh look, it’s the frontier.” Koso said. “Time to go.”


10,923.024

PLANET 27


Pylas, still Dark following his encounter with the Sword Squad, stood alone in the spare accommodations belonging to Wil Parish. He was in a room occupying the top floor of a tower overlooking the ruin of Planet 27. Windows on all sides provided an unobstructed view. An alarm was sounding incessantly, but he ignored it.

His stomach was in knots. Proof of his claims and justification for his revolt were spread out below him, a bleak testament to the futility of truth—and this, he understood, was but one instance among countless within the span of almost eleven thousand years. He snorted and shook his head, remembering how Samhain had tried to deny what was happening to what was now called Planet 1, how he’d turned mean when caught in the lie by his own daughter. Samhain, their savior, their god, had been very, very human in the end. But it hadn’t been the end. It had been the beginning, and the man who’d been his best friend, who’d betrayed him and Leilia Purpurata, who’d let it all go wrong was little more than a shout away. Wil had gone out to tend to some sabotage, to give Pylas some time to compose himself before re-embarking upon his great crusade, but Pylas knew that if he called, Wil would answer.

He appreciated the time alone, but his mind inevitably returned to Leilia. She couldn’t be dead. It was physically impossible.

Wil had sworn that he’d searched for her and been unable to find her, suggesting that she’d somehow been removed from the Empire entirely. Despite his anger, Pylas wanted to believe Wil, but was having a hard time getting his head around just how big the Empire had become. But if not hidden somewhere in the Empire, where was she?

One thing at a time.

He looked at the folded clothes upon the neatly made bed. Sitting atop the bundle was a pair of glasses with Yellow Diamond lenses. He reached for them and reeled in his Artifact. Being Dark had its advantages, but he never wanted to forget his humanity. In the world he knew, humanity meant weakness, but it also meant accountability. He had an agenda, which he intended to accomplish, but he would do so with no pretense, no subterfuge, no falsehood. In the end, if there was to be a reckoning, let them come and let them judge. He’d been the Office of Permanence, and despite what the Empire had become, the Office still meant something to him. Before Samhain had ever evolved from the Viscain Tree, Pylas had held truth and the conviction to champion it above all else. He still did.

His anger towards Wil came and went. Their friendship was too deep and meant too much for it to be otherwise. He understood Wil’s motives, was sympathetic to them even. There’d been more at stake then than just the truth, but the scale of the resulting Empire and the cost of its spread sickened him. The betrayal didn’t sit well with him, either, but he knew that Wil had done the only thing he could for what he thought was right. He didn’t begrudge Wil his convictions, even if he didn’t agree with them. Anyway, it didn’t matter. He’d tried to kill him and failed. He’d tried to kill the Emperor and failed at that, too, but was determined to try and try again. He might never be able to accept Wil as the friend he once was, but part of him was desperate to do so.

He moved to the washroom and stared at himself in the mirror for some time before starting the shower. His mind was a jumble. At once it felt as if he’d been imprisoned only yesterday but that an eternity had passed. He supposed that both were true. He stepped under the hot spray, washing away the years and the closeness of betrayal. He’d kept his glasses on to prevent the Yellow Diamond from asserting itself, but took them off now and wept through closed eyes.


10,923.025

PLANET 27


“I’ve destroyed every jump deck for two systems in both directions, leaving only one—here—functional,” Wil said. “Do you think you could find your way back here?”

“Yes,” Pylas replied. He was now dressed in loose, beige pants tied off at the ankles and a dark brown poncho over a white T-shirt.

“Without the Vine as a guide?”

Pylas shrugged. “Hard to say. I’ve noted the stars, corresponded them to what I know. I suppose it depends on how far Plantet 1612 is from here.”

Wil nodded. “When we jump, a scrambling signal will be sent to all the relays that move us through, making it look like we came from everywhere. Once we’re between relays, this deck will automatically shut down.”

“Won’t they notice the dead zone?” Pylas said.

“If and when they start looking, yes. But since it is a dead zone, they won’t be able to get close, not on any meaningful timetable, anyway. It’s preferable that we destroy the Vine, the Palace at least, but should things go wrong, find your way back here. This planet will, at the very least, be a temporary safe haven for you.”

Pylas pursed his lips, nodded himself. “Okay.”

“It’s stopped now, but that sound you were hearing was the Signal Alarm,” Wil said. “Shortly after the establishment of the Empire proper, all new Shades were introduced to the possibility of the Alarm and its import. It would only be used in times of impending catastrophe. Upon hearing it, current and retired Shades are to travel as quickly as possible to the Imperial seat—the frontier—to offer aid.

“I don’t know what kind of response the Emperor can expect,” Wil continued, “but there’s a good chance that the Alarm, combined with your escape, will bring the 2nd Generation to Loss.”

Pylas shrugged. “Those two criminals? What do I care? Things would have been very different if you hadn’t aided Feyden.”

Wil bowed his head, nodded.

“Together, Wil, we were unstoppable.”

“Permanence and Subtlety,” Wil said.

“Just the things to challenge a god and his misguided followers.”

Wil nodded again.

“So, what’s the plan?”

“Twenty-two years ago, the frontier Palace was cut off from the rest of the Vine.”

“It can’t be that simple,” Pylas said.

“No. The circumstances were extraordinary. The Palace was transferred back to the target planet’s prehistory through unknown means, but during the time of separation, the Emperor was effectively trapped with the Palace in the past and the rest of the Vine was inert, showing no signs of intelligence. I’ve seen first-hand many examples of Vine fiber continuing on in a similarly inert state, completely free of the Emperor’s influence.

“Artifacts,” Pylas said.

Wil nodded.

“Now we can’t send the Palace back into the past, but with some help, we should be able to sever it from the rest of the Vine. It’s been done before. We just need to make it permanent.”

“So you want to cut his head off?” Pylas shook his head. “It’s been tried.”

“You cut a head off, and permanently scarred him. I want to cut the head off and destroy him utterly. Together, you and me. It’ll be long, grueling work, but if we can isolate and then disintegrate or otherwise cripple the seat of intelligence, then we’ve won.”

Pylas snorted. “You hope.”

“Yes, I hope. What else is there?”

“Let’s go make our own luck,” Pylas said.


PLANET 1612

ROOT PALACE


Within moments Wil Parish and Pylas Crier, both Dark, traversed nearly the entirety of the Vine. The Signal Alarm protocol, still in effect, directed them to a hangar deck within the Root Palace.

Pylas stepped down from the deck, eyeing the rows and rows of jump ships.

“Seems a shame to leave all this intact,” he said.

Wil shrugged. “Let’s not then. I want to rendezvous with my protege, Spaier Waice, and wait for Geiss Sinzer, see what our combined resources look like, but we can get an early start. I’ll go this way, you go that, and we’ll see if we can’t collapse the Palace in the process. We’ll circle around and meet at the main gate.”

Ignoring the exit, Pylas went right, Wil went left, and in each’s wake there followed rampant destruction. Jump ships collapsed into clouds of dust or were sectioned according to patterns dictated by Pylas’s cleave planes. The opposite walls of the hanger were assaulted almost simultaneously, with each of the 1st Generation Generals carving out wide corridors of vacant space where crucial structural support had once been. The hangar’s ceiling bowed then creased then disgorged, womblike, the contents of several floors above. The hangar was in complete disarray now. Many of the suspended jump ships were still attached to their load arms and those to their tracks, but these were spread across the hangar floor, lying and jutting up at various angles, making a jagged tangle of precariously balanced ceramic and steel.

• • •

Pylas used the Fracture Pin to maximize ruin, taking great satisfaction in the knowledge that he was killing off bits and pieces of the Emperor, even if only small ones, as he went. Vine fiber devastated by the cleave planes immediately grayed and died, and was unable to regenerate or rejoin with other still-viable portions. Occasionally, scattered debris—girders, pipes, an environmental control unit—fell from above to block his path, and these he invariably bisected with a deft sweep of the Vorpal Pin. Once clear of the obstruction, he would once again employ the Fracture Pin to clear through larger, as yet untouched areas.

He frequently scanned ahead with Divine Pattern, sometimes altering his progress to avoid any unnecessary civilian casualties—direct casualties, anyway, since the damage he and Wil were doing was extensive and would be inescapable for some. When he did come across Palace personnel, he announced himself and shouted for all to evacuate.

Along the way, the Palace’s public address system came alive with a voice he could never forget.

“Welcome back, Pylas Crier,” the Emperor’s voice boomed. “Your sting is just as I remember it. Your liberator, I see, has had his change of heart. We were given a glimpse before of failed revolution, but to have you both here is so . . . nostalgic.”

“Where is Leilia Purpurata?” Pylas shouted in return.

Deafening laughter was the reply. Then, “Gilf Scanlan. Ready your machine army for close-quarters engagement. Sevros Koso, advance to the southern face of the Palace. Pulcinello Feyden, to the northern. Destroy the 1st Generation.”

Sevros Koso. Pulce Feyden. Here. It wasn’t a surprise, but he hadn’t expected them quite so soon.

• • •

Ana Tain was asleep. Salton Stoakes paused to stare at her, smiling unconsciously as he did so. She was curled up, lying on her side, covered only in a sheer white nightgown, her red curls like a spray of poppies.

Stoakes, former 19th Generation General, had tired of his retirement gig as the Emperor’s covert assassin. It might have been different if his every target hadn’t been a defenseless girl whose death was meant to drive Jav Holson a little closer to madness. Stoakes had done the Emperor’s bidding, had collected his payment—his youth along with Ana as an added incentive—but had had enough. Too late perhaps to make a difference, but he was hoping for a chance to redeem himself. Keeping Ana alive was the start of that.

He knelt down, kissed her cheek, then whispered in her ear.

“Time to go, Ana.”

She stirred, rolled over onto her back, raised her arms over her head, and stretched, but her eyes were still closed. He kissed her on the lips, and though she was slow to respond at first, she began to reciprocate more and more, almost to the point of distraction, as wakefulness filled her.

He helped her up to a sitting position.

“You ready?”

She nodded.

“Get dressed.”

Stoakes had little to take with him besides Ana. He put two changes of clothes into a satchel and pulled a wrapped package from a nook in the wall behind the pillows on the bed. He dropped the satchel onto the floor, and as Ana got dressed behind him, he unwrapped the small package to reveal a pair of glasses with Yellow Diamond lenses.

He hadn’t decided yet whether or not to take them. They were a reminder of all the terrible things he’d done, of all the innocent lives he’d taken, but now, looking at them and being reminded, he knew that he didn’t want to forget. Not so he could revel in wickedness, or maintain an accounting of his not-so-inconsequential deeds, but as a warning, and as motivation to do better. Guilt, he decided, was a crucial component of being human and he preferred that to being a monster. He might always be a killer, but never again would an innocent fall to his blade or as a result of his actions. He wrapped the glasses again and pushed them into his pocket.

Ana was dressed now and holding her own bag.

“Ready,” she said with a pert, affirming nod.

He drew her to him, kissed her again, reveling in the returned sentiment and wanting to make the moment span hours. He forced himself away, took her hand, and led her from the room.

• • •

The corridors were empty, and though Stoakes was used to running them alone at all hours, his time spent roaming the similarly empty Loss Tower, just outside, brought to mind a haunting foreboding that he couldn’t dismiss. He pulled Ana along by the hand at a pace she could match, the echoes of their footfalls their only companions.

Without warning, the floor canted sharply, causing Ana to stumble. Stoakes helped her to her feet again, though the whole Palace seemed to be shaking now. He focused for a moment, could hear the sound of steel, buried within the Vine fiber, groaning under immeasurable stress. The floor lurched beneath their feet again, dropped several centimeters so that it leveled somewhat. He made a quick mental check of their progress, of where they were versus where they needed to be, and experienced a moment of panic. The jump deck hangar was almost immediately below them. If the Palace was undergoing this much rock and roll, there was a chance that the lower floors had been structurally compromised. If the hangar and its deck had somehow been destroyed, they’d be stuck here. For him alone, it didn’t matter. But he wasn’t alone, and he didn’t know if he could protect Ana, not in the fight that was surely coming.

The floor dropped again and split open. Ana slid down the grating, even as the grating itself came loose and sledded into the chasm that now yawned wide. Stoakes was right behind her, but could do little except prevent her from being injured on her way down. He folded her in his arms and went Dark, becoming a wispy shadow. The two drifted down amidst a rain of rent steel and shredded Vine fiber between beams and girders that reached out like the hands of parting lovers. They hit bottom safely, but had to be cautious of the endless debris that came down.

Stoakes caught sight of a partial jump ship, then a whole one that had been twisted into ruin. They’d been closer to the hangar than he’d realized. Damn it! He pulled Ana through the forest of gnarled metal, in the direction of the deck.

The hangar was a mess. Most of the ceiling-mounted load arm tracks had come loose and crashed down. Few if any of the ships stored on the floor appeared to be serviceable. By some stroke of luck, the control podium still stood, untouched and unharmed, even though the deck itself was littered with several crippled ships. Stoakes scanned the fallen tracks, searching for their ship, hoping against hope. Despite the cessation of the Signal Alarm, he didn’t know if its protocol was still in effect and if it would allow for any outgoing, off-world jumps that hadn’t been pre-programmed.

Regardless of whether or not their ship remained, he had to clear the deck and get them out of there before anything else came down. Internal jumps were still nominal, so he initiated a jump to the nearest available cargo deck, clearing their own deck over the course of several seconds. It was the longest single jump Stoakes had ever witnessed and though the deck appeared to be operational, he wondered just how many relays he and Ana would be spread across during an intermittently failing jump to Planet 499. As the clean-up concluded, he spotted their ship and breathed a heavy sigh of relief. He grabbed Ana, bounding with her in his arms from broken hull to upturned stern to possible salvation. He got them both inside, sealed the hatch, and shot for the cockpit.

He powered up the ship and started the pre-flight diagnostic. Everything appeared to be in working order except for the load arm lock interface. Stoakes realized that the angle at which the ship hung must have twisted the locking mechanism beyond functionality. He activated the resonant lift engines, which raised the ship’s nose, but at about fifteen degrees from leveling, the whole load arm began to vibrate, shaking all the attached ships like fruit on a branch. If he pushed it, the remaining ships might rip free and crash back down to the deck, and he didn’t think it could afford to sustain any more damage.

Ana was next to him in the co-pilot’s seat. He rose suddenly and helped buckle her in.

“I’m going back out to release the ship. You hold on tight.”

She blinked and nodded.

He knew she was scared, but was impressed by her composure.

He moved like black liquid smoke through the belly of the ship, opened the hatch, and exited. Debris was still falling from upper floors. Most of the larger pieces had already come down, but there was a constant flurry of all manner of rubbish: paper, tangles of uprooted wiring, variously-sized squares of sheet metal, buzz-sawing their way down. He avoided being struck by a number of these squares as they bounced from the ship’s hull and ricocheted off into deadly new trajectories, using welded handholds to catapult himself to the load arm connector. Once there, he tried to pry the connector apart with his hands, but found the twisted metal too knotted and compressed for his fingers to find purchase or be of much use. He adjusted his footing upon the angled ship and with one circular motion drew the Suicide Knife from the sheath at the small of his back and swept the blade through the load arm itself, cutting it cleanly. The ship jumped, the load arm dropped, but both only incrementally. Stoakes maintained his balance and slithered along the hull, back to the open hatch, where he disappeared inside. He slammed the hatch closed and returned to the pilot’s seat.

The release of the ship had indeed disrupted the delicate equilibrium of the crumbling hangar. The load arm groaned and began to bend, the shifting of the other ships set off a chain reaction of motion amongst the other load arms so that the umbrella effect that they had provided began to come apart and rain down in catastrophic drops.

Stoakes drove the ship through the narrow space cleared by the cargo jump. He began running the ship’s preset jump program even before reaching the deck, categorizing it as Emergency to ensure its initialization. On reaching critical positioning, the jump commenced, but as before, it wasn’t instant.

Stoakes reached over and took Ana’s hand, and together they watched as the hangar collapsed down around them.

• • •

Pylas broke through the outer wall of the Palace to find himself the target of countless muzzles of varying caliber. They all barked at once, but only the largest of them had any real effect, knocking him several centimeters one way or another. These and the rest of the shells impacted and shattered against the Diamond Coat, leaving not a mark. Not even the smoke and fire from the detonations could slow him since his enhanced perceptions cut through it all.

He paused a moment before moving on, eyed the glossy black Loss Tower looming some fifteen hundred meters before the Root Palace, saw by the energy it put out that the two structures shared a degree of kinship.

From the way he’d come and from other exit points along the base of the Palace, civilians poured forth, some safely evacuating, others dashing into harm’s way, victims of chance and proximity and the hard programming of Gilf Scanlan’s machines.

From above, thunder pealed at a volume Pylas had never before experienced. In his tenure as the Office of Permanence, he’d witnessed enough, he’d thought, to inure him to surprise, but he’d been wrong. Floating in the sky between the Loss Tower and the Root Palace was an accumulation of earth and stone clinging to the truncated root system of another Root Palace.

“That would be Geiss Sinzer, Pai Casta, and Lor Kalkin. They’re on our side,” he heard Wil say through his Artifact.

Pylas nodded, still somewhat in awe of what he was seeing, and not mindful that his reply was silent and so unheard.

The massive, earthy satellite produced three shapes: a pulsing globe of light, which immediately began firing smaller globes machine-gun fast, strafing the machine fortifications on the ground; what looked like a spectral sack at first, but which quickly multiplied into thousands of iterations of itself—a caricatured ghost of a man, Pylas now saw—to encircle the Root Palace; and finally a mass of purple flesh that dropped—and splashed?—to the ground, righted itself instantly, and began crashing through the machine army.

A fresh barrage of ordnance brought Pylas’s attention back to Scanlan’s machine army. As much as it pained him, he couldn’t concern himself with those fleeing the Palace. He hoped they would be able to escape, but in their own way, they were as guilty as any Shade that had come after him. He only cared about what was immediately in his way, and so began to carve a path through the machine army as he had through the Palace, which seemed to sway surreally now, upon an unsteady foundation. Despite everything of Scanlan’s being protected by reinforced armor, nothing could resist any of Pylas’s Pin strikes, and so it wasn’t long before Pylas, his progress unchecked, found himself face to face with Pulce Feyden.

• • •

“Pylas Crier,” Feyden said. He walked slowly towards Pylas, a heavy, thirty-centimeter-in-diameter steel sphere suspended by some magnetic force from his clenched fist.

“Koso and I have been sleeping for thousands of years, but it seems like just weeks ago that you and I fought.”

“You mean just weeks ago that I beat you?” Pylas said.

“Beat me? You didn’t beat me. I’m still here, aren’t I? And as I recall, you’re the one who went to prison.”

“I heard about your reward. Seems like you went back to prison, yourself. You and Koso, both. That’s some pardon, being put to sleep for millennia. How does that approximate freedom now?”

Pylas could see this line of thought was eroding Feyden’s arrogance.

“If Wil hadn’t helped you—”

“But he did,” Feyden spat.

Pylas nodded. “He did then. But not now. Can you and your cellmate take us both?”

“Watch us!”

Feyden sprang for Pylas, bringing both hands together and raising them over his head with the steel ball following along at the ready, then brought the ball down to blast a crater into the ground where Pylas had stood.

Pylas had sidestepped the descending blow and drove the Inertia Pin into Feyden’s left shoulder. The power transmitted through Pylas’s knuckle was substantial, knocking Feyden comically  from his feet, and sending him sprawling, but Feyden had a knack for recovery. Pylas didn’t know if it was on purpose or not—knowing what he knew about Feyden’s personality, he would say not—but when made to look foolish, Feyden often managed to turn the perceived folly into martial advantage. Perhaps it was some inscrutable boon provided by his masquerading as a clown while Dark, or maybe some translation of Feyden’s innate and autonomic power over kinetic energy directed to his person. Either way, it didn’t matter or affect Pylas’s estimation of Feyden’s prowess. Feyden spun wildly for a moment before righting himself. Another thirty-centimeter steel ball coalesced beneath his feet, slowing, halting, and reversing his momentum so that he shot back towards Pylas.

Just as Pylas remembered, Feyden was fast and strong—his Artifact was at least on par with those of the 1st Generation—so the Fracture Pin would require time and positioning that might be difficult to achieve. Even if he didn’t respect him, Pylas wouldn’t underestimate him. He would beat him with patience.

Feyden came at him relentlessly, but so far Pylas hadn’t needed to slip into the backspace of the cleave planes. He’d been careful and succeeded in dodging all of Feyden’s attacks so far, and able to deliver a well-placed Inertia Pin following each. The armor provided by Feyden’s Artifact was extremely durable, but Pylas knew that at least a portion of each strike was making it through. Feyden was slowing and more than once took time to shake off the pain of a blow just delivered.

The sound of another massive impact high up the Vine caught Pylas’s attention. The ghost—Geiss Sinzer, Pylas remembered—was doing a remarkable job of cinching off the Palace from its source. Sinzer appeared to suffer from some kind of heart defect that still affected him while Dark, but for a lone Shade, he was still producing incredible results, and was now close to severing the Vine altogether. They still didn’t know if isolating the Palace would mean anything, but it would be a target preferable to the entirety of the Vine.

• • •

Wil hovered several meters above the ground. Below him was the Dark form of Sevros Koso, like a volume of gelatinous black rust. Nothing Koso touched could remain whole if he wished otherwise.

“You are a hard one to kill, Koso, but there’s one main difference between us.”

“Well, now we’re both criminals, so it can’t be that.”

Wil snorted. “We can both destroy equally, but I don’t have to touch you to do it and you can’t touch me unless I allow it.”

Wil jabbed his thumb punch out before him, sending an ephemeral purple lance into Koso’s mass. A portion of the black rust blistered into a scattering of gray dust that pattered down to the ground.

Koso began to laugh. “It’s true. You can disintegrate pieces of me at your leisure, but there’s one thing you don’t know, Parish.”

“And what’s that?”

Koso only laughed, spread himself a bit thinner over the ground to cover more of it, then moved, amoeba-like, to reveal a depression in the ground that hadn’t been there previously.

Wil knew immediately that Koso had replaced his lost mass and added to it by consuming the earth.

The black rust splashed up suddenly, sought to envelop Wil, nearly succeeded.

Koso laughed anew, settled into an undulating mound that began to circle around Wil.

“Did you know that I can sense your Artifact?” Koso said. “It doesn’t matter how much it’s changed you. It’s still there, beating like an alien heart, standing out to me like a beacon. It draws me as food does a starving animal and despite your powers—its powers—the Purple Amethyst is tangible to me. Did you think the Emperor made the 2nd Generation just for Crier?”

• • •

Now the whole Palace shook and was connected to the rest of the Vine by nothing but core fibers that were largely pulped. A vertical line creased the front Palace wall near its base, forming a seam that parted at the urging of two great, spindly hands. Pressing the sides further apart, a giant skeleton composed entirely of lengths of dead wood, stepped forth. Upon its narrow shoulders was the bloated gourd head of the Emperor, with carved features, menacing and lit from within. When clear of the Palace, though still trailing a stem from the top of his head, the Emperor stood over fifteen meters tall.

Immediately he turned and looked up, pointed.

“Gilf Scanlan! You must do it now!”

Even without the Emperor’s urging, Scanlan knew.

There, that was it.

“I’ve done it!” Scanlan cried.

Bass thunder rumbled from within the Loss Tower, giving rise to visible shudders traversing its length. The shudders intensified and culminated in an explosive burst, leaving the outer walls of the Tower peeled back and away, like the petals of an asymmetric flower.

All the combatants between the Tower and the Palace stopped, unable to ignore or turn away from the spectacle Scanlan had precipitated. Sinzer, too, stopped his crippling attack on the Vine to be appalled by Scanlan’s handiwork.

With its insides exposed, the Tower looked more like a living thing than a structure. Immediately beneath the surface of the “petal” walls was a milky honeycomb, a conglomeration of globular structures. Overall, the image recalled a rent fish’s belly filled with eggs, but on closer scrutiny, the eggs, those closest to the exterior, for they appeared to be packed innumerably deep, were ripped open and weeping fluid. And earth and trees. And bloody and broken people.

Scanlan’s laughter shattered the hanging silence. All eyes turned to him as he dislodged from his perch and descended. An umbilical vine, still plugged into his back, played out endlessly, giving him a measure of freedom.

“Wil Parish!” he cried in a crazed voice. “You have occupied an undue percentage of my thoughts. Now, though, I will snuff out the light of fear. You presented quite the puzzle, and I’ve solved it. It’s not your particles I needed to worry about, but the force binding them.”

Wil folded his arms, cocked his head, dared Scanlan with his body language to continue. Sevros Koso waited like everyone else to see what Scanlan would do next.

Scanlan produced a small black control box in his right hand. It had an antenna jutting from its top and a single round button on its front. “Do you recognize this, Wil Parish?”

“It looks like what you used to depower Jav Holson.”

Scanlan broke into more laughter, but this time it was half-fueled by nerves.

“Exactly. This one’s for you, though.”

Scanlan raised the control box, pressed the button with his thumb, and gave Wil Parish a seizure.

Wil shook for three seconds. His wrappings appeared to loosen as dust puffed and poured from between the slackening strips and then those, too, fell to the ground in a tangle amidst what was once the Office of Subtlety.

• • •

“Wil!” Pylas shouted.

Before Feyden could move to stop him, Pylas vanished into backspace of the cleave planes. An instant later, Feyden saw him before the machine Shade.

Suspended in the air by moving into and out of the invisible cleave planes, Pylas spoke, his voice like a spring wound too tight, ready to break free. “Do you have one for me?”

“Who are you to dare?” Scanlan’s native instrumentation struggled to understand the forces acting upon the man before him, but his connection to the Vine supplemented his knowledge even as the other responded.

“Me?” Pylas’s voice was still controlled, but the rage behind that control was evident, challenging and overwhelming Scanlan’s indignation. “Some called me King Yellow for taking the Emperor’s head, forever changing him and binding him to his tree. I’m Pylas Crier, the Office of Permanence, and despite his many flaws, you just killed the man I considered to be my best friend. Now I’m going to take you apart.”

Scanlan fired the Clockwork Beam, a stream of animate mechanization that would have infested Pylas’s body and turned him—with inordinate pain and suffering—into an automaton, subject only to Scanlan’s will. It would have, if it had been able to penetrate the defense provided by the Diamond Coat, but the Clockwork Beam could not. The Beam’s payload struck Pylas’s chest and beaded off, for none of the little biting machines could secure a hold upon the smooth, hard surface. Waves of copper sloughed off like dead skin, falling inert to the ground below. Other portions were drawn into the backspace and never seen again.

Pylas allowed this attack as he prepared for his own. He held his fore-knuckle fist before the crystalline chaos of his face, and from that position struck twice in rapid succession.

Samhain moved to intervene, but it was too late.

A Fracture Pin within a Fracture Pin created a chain reaction, the very kind Pylas used just hours ago to try to kill his best friend, but which he now used to avenge him. He’d been secretly pleased that it had failed to work on Wil, but this time he took great satisfaction in its complete success.

The main cracks spread out along the cleave planes, carving a jagged tunnel through space itself. These cracks had divided Scanlan’s body into seven pieces. The second Fracture Pin had shattered all the space between the main cracks, creating new, though temporary, cleave planes, which intersected with one another, upsetting the already delicate balance, and created yet more cracks at an increasing, exponential rate, until the space shone white with nothingness. The effect of this Infinite Fracture Pin easily reached Scanlan’s Artifact where it hid, but even if it hadn’t, Scanlan was effectively erased from existence, having his physical form utterly, irrevocably destroyed.

The Emperor had closed with Pylas now, was reaching out to wrap his long, crackling fingers around him, but Pylas swept the Vorpal Pin, almost casually, in a half circle at the elbow, shearing the fingers from the Emperor’s hand. The jags of wood dropped, thumping to the ground below.

The Emperor stopped, held his good hand over the other, glowered at Pylas.

“You go too far, Pylas Crier.”

Pylas shook his head. “No!” he shouted, taking even the Emperor aback with the savagery of his response. “You go too far!” Then more plaintively, he said, “You promised us. Promised us all. A better world, you said. Just not for everyone, huh? Huh?!

“Where is Leilia Purpurata?” Pylas said, his tone cold, controlled, deadly.

“She’s gone, Pylas. Just as you soon will be.”

The Emperor moved forward, but Pylas was ready, delivering the Fracture Pin, which carved a deep channel through the gourd’s surface, what amounted to the Emperor’s cheek.

The Emperor staggered backwards, maintained his balance, and touched his fingerless left hand to the gouged gourd flesh. Vivid red blood had welled up there and rained down in drops and streams. Immediately he renewed his advance, opened his jaws to the point of distorting the overall shape of his head, and belched out liquid fire in an unending rush.

Instinctively, Pylas crossed his arms before him to shield himself from the onslaught, but the tremendous heat and pressure caught him, spun him, dashed him back so that he shot like a blazing meteorite into the open wound of the Loss Tower, rocking it in total on impact, sinking deeply within.

Pylas awoke with a jolt, worked to extricate himself. As he emerged from the ruined Loss Tower, Pylas was assaulted by a single projectile. It struck his chest, deforming there against the Diamond Coat. Sensing a still-viable inimical purpose, he immediately crushed it, smearing it to paste with the flat of his hand, and shook his fingers to be rid of the residue.

The scene had changed. Fat tendrils of Vine fiber had pierced the sensitive tissue of the exposed Loss Tower, connecting it to the Root Palace. Pylas realized that the shock of that attack had helped to dislodge him from his horizontal burial. He also noted that most everyone now radiated a malignant aura, like a diaphanous bruise, bleeding out into the air. No one was acting the same as he or she had been. The fighting had largely stopped. Pylas scrutinized with his Divine Pattern sense, identified on each Shade a seed the size of a hen’s egg that had taken root through the skin. He glanced at his own chest, his fingers, made a noise of disgust. Had Samhain enslaved them to his will? Turned them into his puppets?

Since he could only be sure of the true, unadulterated intentions of the 2nd Generation, he would continue to focus on them first. He hoped he wouldn’t have to fight the rest.

He spotted Feyden, arms folded, both feet planted upon the steel ball that conveyed him through the air, and Koso, moving along the ground like a wave of liquid black rust beneath. Both were heading towards a man in a skeleton suit—Jav Holson in the Kaiser Bones, if Pylas were to guess. Everyone was converging on the skeleton Shade’s position, but Holson, if that’s who it was, appeared to be quite capable of defending himself. Still, eliminating the 2nd Generation would do much to start balancing the odds.

Pylas stepped through the backspace, coming out high above ground and driving the Pin into the smooth, faux porcelain of Feyden’s mask. The sudden interruption and reversal of momentum knocked Feyden from the ball and sent him hurtling back the way he’d come, careening into the ground. Pylas dropped but was swallowed up by the backspace, coming out once again directly in front of Feyden.

“Did you forget about me?” Pylas said.

Feyden rose, the reclaimed steel ball suspended just below his tightly clenched fist.

“We were going to save you for last, but we’re not picky about the order.”

In a flash, Feyden raised the steel ball to backhand Pylas, but Pylas struck in the instant Feyden’s arm was upraised, delivering the Inertia Pin to Feyden’s solar plexus. Feyden doubled over and skidded back several meters on his heels, finally dropping to one knee. Blood poured out from beneath the lip of his mask.

“Nice one,” Feyden said, sputtering. He rose again, put both hands behind the ball, and began to swing it in a forward-moving circle. His speed increased exponentially, catching Pylas off guard. The ball struck Pylas full against the right side of his crystalline face, shattering some of the jutting yellow diamonds and causing him to stumble to his left. As he caught his balance and righted himself, an animate cloak of blackish ooze enveloped him from behind.

Pylas pulled at the sticky substance—which was essentially jellied acid—but could find no purchase. He could feel the sting in his fingers through the protection of the Diamond Coat and knew that it would only be moments before the rest of his shell was compromised. He snorted.

• • •

Though he was as a passenger in his own body due to the Emperor’s controlling seed, Sevros Koso found himself doing exactly what he would have wanted to do. Effective teamwork with Feyden had never really been possible before, and they’d been expressly forbidden from outright killing Pylas in the past, so defeating him without Parish’s aid had been nearly impossible, but now they would see an end to Pylas Crier. It was a shame in a way. He was their reason for being. The cat and mouse of it had been fun and even after they’d caught him, the potential to resume the chase had remained. It might be nice to return to the chemical dreams, but part of him didn’t like the finality of the prospect this time. Perhaps they’d be given real freedom once successful. After all, the whole of the Empire was on the brink of destruction.

Wait—what was Crier doing?

• • •

Feyden was angered and disappointed by Koso’s interference, but had no recourse. He already felt like he was being allowed—through the press of the Emperor’s control—to be present in his own mind and body, so could do little but accept his mere spectator status. He couldn’t deny that it was entertaining, though. For the first time ever, Crier appeared to have lost his composure, to be in real trouble. He’d started to run then teleported, but when he reappeared he was still running, only to teleport again. His movement was desperate, erratic, and bordered on comical, which even he found ironic. Feyden vaguely remembered hearing that whatever Crier was doing wasn’t a true teleport. He thought that that perhaps explained his actions now, but to him, Crier looked like an animal in its death throes, frantically fleeing its inevitable fate. He started to laugh.

Wait—what was Crier doing?

• • •

Amber chaos assaulted Koso’s senses, his mind, his being—and may have limited or even disabled the control of Samhain’s seed. Angles impossible in three dimensional space competed with the line(s) of his perception and sought to unhinge him. His pain receptors were nonfunctional while Dark, and yet he was experiencing exquisite agony. He had the clear sense that his body was . . . On fire? Freezing? Exploding? Being carved to pieces by infinite pinpricks of light? He didn’t need to breathe and yet he was suffocating, drowning in the amber morass. His heart—his heart? while Dark?—beat faster and faster, thundering in his head. He felt Crier in his embrace, felt the amber hell pulling at him from all directions, and he knew. He knew that this was where Crier went when he disappeared, when he seemed to teleport.

Light blasted him, fresh air sliced at him, and the sudden rush of both made him reel with vertigo. In less than a second, all was amber again. Despite his increasing confusion and panic, he knew that he’d been reduced, that part of him had been lost forever, never to be replenished. The pounding of his heart persisted, increased.

Koso clung to Crier despite the contradictory fears this act engendered. If he were to come loose within this caustic universe of pain, he would never be able to come back. Eventually, Crier would surface again, but Koso’s fraying consciousness might prevent him from letting go at the proper moment.

Drowning again. Consciousness fading. Expanding blind spots blotting perceptions. The boom of his heart was deafening.

The Root Palace spun before him and he thought he might be sick, though that was a small concern. Darkening amber. More volume lost. Pounding. Pounding.

From far, far away he heard Crier. “Each time I take a piece of you. Can you afford it? I’ll give you one chance to let go. Take it, or the next time through, you may go normal. That wouldn’t turn out well for flesh and blood.”

The real world greeted Koso once more. It was too bright, too clear, too much of everything, but it was survival. Exhausted, he released his hold on Crier.

• • •

Pylas had been pleased to find that Koso’s effect on him was less pronounced in the backspace. He could have remained there until Koso expired, but saw an opportunity to eliminate both of the 2nd Generation at once. He’d hoped that his random placement when coming out of the backspace had hidden his true purpose and wasn’t disappointed. Whether the Emperor had lost control or Koso had regained it, Pylas didn’t now and didn’t care. On coming out of the backspace, after giving Koso his warning, he felt Koso release him. He’d come out directly in front of Feyden and slipped through the cleave planes once more so that momentum carried Koso forward, causing him to splash all over his unsuspecting fellow.

Despite the control the Emperor exerted over Koso—and all the others—he could not ignore the stresses to which Koso had been subjected and so he was plagued by vertigo and sensory overload upon his deliverance, unable to discern up from down, friend from foe.

Pylas emerged from the backspace in front of Feyden again, but he was no longer moving. His pale yellow shell had been eaten away across his shoulders, down his back and right arm. The exposed areas were a mix of blood and bubbled flesh, but he was starting to heal already. Creamy yellow fluid was seeping out of his wounds, slowly sealing the breaches.

As Feyden struggled to be free of Koso’s acid touch, Pylas held his fore-knuckle fist before his face, prepared, and delivered the Fracture Pin. The lines of light crossed and recrossed both Koso and Feyden. Koso was sectioned immediately, his color fading, his composition resolving to ash, but Feyden’s suit of dull grey mail could not be penetrated—not at first. Where the lines fell, his bones were crushed and his muscles were rent. Where Koso had done the most damage—upon Feyden’s face and chest—the spatial cracks took hold, sank in and through. With a violent shudder, Feyden’s head and chest split, bisected by diagonal lines that formed a nearly perfect ninety degree angle. A moment later, Feyden’s still-standing corpse collapsed.

• • •

Throughout the ensuing chaos, the Emperor—really the main trunk of his consciousness—remained fixated on a singular task. The tendrils that the Palace had shot into the Tower were data lines, forcibly transferring vast quantities of information, some of which was genuine, some of which was bogus, created specifically to thwart an attack of this nature. Scanlan had done the hard part, had broken through the outer layers of encryption, and provided unlimited access to all the Tower had to hide, but the secret to the Doors was still buried in the excess. As he processed this endless data, the Emperor was still as a statue and might have been forgotten if not for all the Shades operating under his branched intelligence.

He was not unaware of his surroundings, though, and so felt compelled to hurry. That Pylas had defeated both Koso and Feyden filled him at once with nostalgic pride and hateful vexation. Sinzer, too, was proving to be the one and only success to come out of the unregistered Shade program. And Jav Holson, his own cosmic joke, would soon be laughing at him. Again, conflicting emotions.

Emotions . . . It had been a long, long time since he’d felt anything but anger or anticipation. Indeed the anticipation of reaching this place, of exploiting its resources, had preoccupied him for longer than he cared to consider. But now that the moment was nearly at hand, with the Doors so close, he found himself feeling a wide range of conflicting emotions that were alien and familiar at the same time.

A degree of shame washed over him. He remembered again his initial mission, before the hunger had come to dominate his existence. He remembered being moved, so long ago, by Pylas Crier’s dedication and altruism and how that had given rise to the birth of his daughter, Leilia Purpurata. He remembered being moved and impressed by the bond of friendship shared by Pylas Crier and Wil Parish, how their selfless acts had inspired him to spontaneously evolve, and how they, together, carried out his mission of peace, escalating from sermon to sortie.

That, however, was all a very long time ago. Ideals rarely won out over pragmatism and never over complacency. The easy win was always preferable to the alternative. What was left of those days, anyway? Nothing. Leilia’s prison was almost impossible to access and given its nature, he feared that who and what she was was long gone. Wil Parish had died today. Pylas Crier might die as well. If not, he would be a problem for another day. Once he accessed the Doors, sent shoots of the Vine to feed simultaneously from multiple sources and was satiated, he would have the insight and the means to imprison Pylas Crier properly.

Soon.

• • •

Sinzer, who showed no hint of the Emperor’s control, had fallen, had returned to normal, and would be vulnerable to the hulking purple mass—Lor Kalkin—stalking towards him. Pylas attempted to contact Sinzer via Artifact, but could not rouse him. He stepped through the cleave planes and reappeared almost instantly, crouching down next to the boy who’d been a ghost. Sinzer couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen when he’d received his Artifact. Through the many lenses the Yellow Diamond provided, Pylas saw that Sinzer would likely live, though for how much longer it was impossible to guess. Pylas shook him, got no response. Kalkin was close now.

Movement from the direction opposite Kalkin caught Pylas’s eye. He rose and saw a woman—clearly a Shade—stirring upon the ground several tens of meters away. Pai Casta. She, like Sinzer, seemed to be free of the Emperor’s control.

Pylas turned back to face Kalkin and began walking towards him. They both stopped when three meters apart.

“Lor Kalkin isn’t like Sevros Koso,” the Emperor said through Kalkin. “Koso and Feyden didn’t have the advantage you and Wil Parish did. Their powers were fueled by their psychoses and augmented by their Artifacts, but they didn’t have the benefit of Divine Pattern to guide the growth of their abilities. Kalkin is like you, in a way. Granted, there was a fair amount of synchronicity between the 2nd Generation and their Artifacts, but Lor Kalkin’s psychic discipline coupled with the Contamination Pump create a gestalt of immeasurable potential. Are you sure you want to stand in his way?”

Pylas snorted, disappeared, reappeared behind Kalkin, with his fore-knuckle fist upraised.

A bright yellow line formed a diagonal across Kalkin from hip to shoulder. The upper half began to slide down the plane of bisection, but slowed then stopped then returned, leaving Kalkin whole once again.

Pylas noticed that the knuckle forming the Vorpal Pin was beginning to deform, that pustules were rising and bursting all along his bent finger. He took hold of his wrist with his left hand, focused on the finger, addressed his Pattern, and caused his whole hand to be saturated with pale yellow fluid, which halted and eliminated the infection.

The Emperor—as Kalkin—laughed. “I think I’ll kill Sinzer first then come back for you.”

“Do you think Kalkin can survive the Fracture Pin?” Pylas spat.

“I don’t know. I thought him dead two-hundred and thirty years ago and yet here he is. It’s no good to threaten me. He’s your ally. Completely disposable to me.”

Pylas made a noise of frustration and returned to Sinzer by way of the backspace. Kalkin resumed his approach to them.

“Pai Casta,” Pylas said through his Artifact. The response he received was muddled. She was coming to, but still groggy, too groggy at the moment to be of any help.

Kalkin was nearly upon them now.

Pylas readied himself for the Fracture Pin.

“Please don’t kill him,” Sinzer said weakly from behind. “It took me and others a very long time to put him back together.”

“If you have the strength to leave, I suggest you go,” Pylas said over his shoulder.

Sinzer rose up on his elbows then to a sitting position. “There’s another way,” he said. “The seed. We have to remove the seed.”

The facets of Pylas’s crystalline face lit up, projecting a grid of glowing lines upon the nearly-arrived Kalkin.

“With Divine Pattern and the Yellow Diamond, I can see a great many things, but the degree of differentiation in him is too slight now, and he has no apparent weaknesses.”

“Here,” Sinzer said, rising to his feet. “Let me help.” His eyes began to glow a fierce and steady white-blue.

Kalkin’s left shoulder ballooned. The purple flesh expanded, thinned, and finally popped to reveal a semi-visible sphere of blue-tinted TK. At the sphere’s center was a knot of raw tissue that looked like a still-beating heart. It was connected to Kalkin by numerous cords and threads that thickened and gained mass to close the gap between what the seed had become and the rest of Kalkin’s body. The sphere readjusted several times to compensate for the constant effort of reclamation.

Sinzer had started to sway.

“Hurry,” he said.

Pylas wasted no more time. He stepped forward and delivered a rising blow, striking the air before him with the Fracture Pin. The cleave planes lit up as the affected space shattered, gouging away Kalkin’s upper left quadrant. The mutated seed, girded by Kalkin’s cancerous, regenerative growth, defied destruction. Though rent asunder by multiple planes and reduced as a result, the seed reformed and regrew, prompting Pylas to push his attack to its ultimate level. The repeating cracks of the Infinite Fracture Pin filled the space completely, causing it to flash sun-like for an instant.

Kalkin took an unsteady step forward and collapsed heavily to the ground.

• • •

“You think your friends will be okay?” Pylas said.

Sinzer nodded.

“And you? What about you?”

“I’m not ready to die just yet, Mr. Crier. Nice to meet you, by the way.”

Pylas snorted. “Yes, unfortunate circumstances, though.

“Can you see to them?” Pylas pointed with his chin at Kalkin and Casta.

“Yes. The others, though . . . This control the Emperor is exerting, there’s no way to know who is complicit and who isn’t.”

“I know. I’ll be gentle. I don’t think I have the precision to destroy the seeds without compromising the host, though.”

“After a spot of rest, I may be able to help with that.”

Pylas nodded, stepped through the cleave planes.

• • •

He strove against them—against Tegan Karms of the Gun Squad, Aren Alspess of the 18th Generation, Dolma Set of Blue Squad, Mefis Abanastar of the 20th Generation, and the Loss Commander, Lagrein—until the Loss Queen herself emerged from her broken Tower to cleanse them of Samhain’s controlling seeds. Samhain had succeeded in coaxing the Tower to open its Many Doors, but Jav Holson, with the aid of three Artifacts, unleashed a power Pylas could barely fathom, burning one of those Artifacts out—at no harm to himself—while assaulting Samhain with it. The last of the bombardment resulted in the ghost of a man called Jacob Strauss producing a sun in miniature and hurling it into the Root Palace, igniting it and the Vine with a nuclear conflagration. The nature of the sun, Pylas realized, was identical to that of Planet 0, poisonous to Samhain. The Vine lit up like a magnesium wick, burning the sky and black of space beyond. It burned to its source, and with the Loss Queen’s aid, gave life to a chain of new suns to replace those that it had drained.

• • •

As the light faded, Samhain found himself standing in a familiar meadow. The grass was like a fine carpet, almost like sculpted moss. Birds chirped, singing their praises to a sun low in the sky. Pale pastel flowers bloomed everywhere, but one in particular, alone under the umbrella of a stout and aged tree, danced in the fresh summer breeze and filled him with longing and regret. Its petals were a flawless white, their ends tinged with rich purple.

He examined himself and saw that his body was man-sized and man-shaped, composed of corded saplings knotted together. He had no roots, no stems. He ran a delicate hand over his cheek, felt the smooth, firm flesh there. He closed his eyes, and breathed deeply of his past, of what he’d lost, of what was taken from him, of what he’d somehow managed to drive away.

When he opened his eyes, the Loss Queen, Champagne, stood before him. Her ivory white form backed by great, diaphanous butterfly wings.

“It shouldn’t have come to this,” she said. “You could have had everything you wanted, could have been fulfilled, if you’d only chosen.”

Samhain bowed his head. “I wasn’t ready. I should have been, but I wasn’t. Leilia Purpurata,” he said, glancing once again at the purplish flower, “was the result. Wil Parish further complicated things. I couldn’t decide between him and Pylas Crier. Or maybe it was already too late. Pylas Crier took my head and Arms Vermillion was born. My love and hate externalized by emotional reflex and both of them stolen by Pylas Crier. After that . . . No even before that—I suppose it was too late—all I could do was pretend at union by sharing bits and pieces of myself. You must understand: I never surrendered the idea of the ideal, I just couldn’t make it a reality. My intentions were good at first, but my hunger came to define me, to define the very purpose of the Empire. In the absence of love and hate, what else is there but the self? So,” he said, casting a sly, sideways look, “ . . . you’ll forgive me if I continue to pursue my own survival.”

Champagne cocked her head, her face darkened with confusion, then darkened further with understanding. “No!” she cried.

• • •

Jav Holson attempted to shut the Doors, but the system wasn’t used to the stresses to which it had been subjected, and could not process so many requests fast enough.

The scorched husk of the Emperor stirred, its unlit gourd head falling so that it stared blankly at the sky for a moment before splitting. In an explosive burst, two hundred and six seeds scattered in all directions. Many caught fire in flight, ignited by remnant fires, burning suspended dust and the very air, but one hundred and twenty-seven seeds passed through as many Doors before the portals could be shut against them.
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The sun was shining. The breeze was blowing. The planet Loss, freed of the Vine’s grip, was spinning again. Though the scars left by the Viscain might never completely fade, very nearly all was well with the world.

Twelve days had passed since the Vine’s destruction. In that time, much had been done to restore the Loss Tower. Its outer skin had been repaired, its broken shelter cells mended, its dead buried.

A funeral had been held for Wil Parish. Memorials were held for many others.

Today, though, everyone was gathered before the Loss Tower for a grand farewell.

“Are you sure you don’t want your Artifact cleansed,” Champagne said.

Pylas shook his head. “For now, no. Thank you, though. And my apologies again to you all. I swear, once I’ve found Leilia, I’ll return and we’ll both aid in the clean-up.” He looked again towards Champagne. “There is no way to know if your cleansing would work on Leilia. If it doesn’t, I won’t leave her alone. Not again.”

Champagne smiled at the sentiment and nodded. “Can I provide you passage at least?”

Grinning he snorted. “Again, I must politely decline. I don’t know where she might be. But I can see the path of the Vine, even where there is no ash trail, like a permanent blemish upon space itself. I’ll follow it from end to end to find her. I don’t care how far I have to go or how long it takes.”

Jav Holson stepped towards him, putting one hand on Crier’s shoulder and shaking Crier’s outstretched hand with his other. “We’ll see you again, and you won’t be alone. Thank you for everything, Pylas.”

Pylas nodded. “We all played our parts, but I should be thanking you. You did what I couldn’t.”

“I didn’t do anything alone,” Jav said.

Spaier Waice had approached, and Jav made way for him.

“I kept waiting for the right time to ask. This still isn’t it, but present duties aside, I’d hoped that you might take me as your student,” Waice said.

Pylas blinked several times involuntarily, wiped the tears from beneath his glasses, shook his head. “I couldn’t do that, Waice. I will always be your advocate and your friend, but what Wil taught you is unique. Your style is a living monument to friendship and perhaps his only tangible legacy. I wouldn’t dare do anything to mar that.”

Waice bowed his head, nodded.

“Hurry back, Mr. Crier,” Sinzer said. “I rather enjoyed our collaboration.”

“Indeed I will. Glad to see that you finally got that hole plugged.”

Sinzer put a hand to his chest, glanced at Champagne. “Yes, well, I’m not what I once was, but I can still be of use.” From behind, Pai Casta threw her arms over him.

“Good luck, Pylas,” Casta said. Then everyone said it or some variation.

Pylas grinned, and backed away. “Thank you.” He went Dark, turned towards the phantom image of the Vine that only he could see, half-turned back to everyone as he continued. He waved goodbye, and said, “I’ll see you all again. Sooner than you think. Good luck to you all as well.” In seconds he was sucked up into the backspace through the cleave planes.








2 FIRST LEG


The Vine was gone, but Pylas Crier could still see it. In its place, visible only to him, was a sparkling path that seemed to lead endlessly through space. Before it was gone, he’d traversed its entire length almost instantly using the Imperial jump decks, but now, to find Leilia Purpurata, he would need to search that sparkling path, planet by planet.

The jump deck network, too, was mostly gone, having been dependant on jump relays powered by Samhain’s will. The only remaining relays were those housed in surviving Root Palaces, whose concentration of Vine fiber had defied outright destruction, turning the Palaces into immutable, petrified ruins. Planets close enough to each other could still make use of the relays, but the resulting system was unreliable and filled with innumerable gaps spanning light years.

It was just as well. Within the amber backspace, where he squeezed through the cleave planes of reality, Pylas could achieve comparable speeds and better determine both his route and his destination.

Along the way, he’d found colonies that had suffered destruction when the Vine had, colonies that had buckled under looting and panic, and colonies that had managed to avoid any and all contact with calamity. He’d found enclaves of survivors, some exemplifying the best traits of humanity, some the worst, but, as yet, he’d found no clue as to the whereabouts of Leilia Purpurata. It was still too soon to despair. He reasoned that, if Leilia were indeed hidden along the Vine, she would be somewhere closer to Planet Zero. There was no way to prove his theory except to do what he was doing, and in this he found some comfort.

Also, everything was new to him. His command of the backspace and his ability to identify Patterns made the scope of his task somewhat less daunting, but crossing space, light years at a time and in an instant, was exhilarating. The Empire’s reach was more than impressive. Samhain had promised to help them populate the stars, and he hadn’t reneged. Even so, Pylas wondered to the point of tears more than once how many native civilizations had been unnecessarily lost to his own race’s progress.


PLANET 1397


A little over a tenth of the way along the path of the Vine, Pylas encountered something unusual. The Root Palace, petrified like all the rest, revealed nothing. The signs of the city it had crashed into were still visible, with a toppled statue of a spike-crowned woman, at least thirty meters tall, catching his eye, but not his interest. What interested him was further away. Across the dry seabed was a tower almost identical to the Loss Queen’s.

The tower stood within a great, subterranean bowl that was likely only exposed after the Vine had drained the planet dry, but it was surprising that Samhain had ignored it. Pylas guessed that, since Samhain had ignored it, despite its similarity to the Loss Tower, this one’s function must have been different.

He exited the backspace at the tower’s base. The bowl from which it rose was smooth basalt with an almost polished surface. The floor stretched fifty meters in each direction before rising to form vertical walls. The tower itself was round, like the tree from which it had evolved, and composed entirely of what looked like white driftwood, ancient and fragile in appearance. There was an entrance with no gate and open apertures up and down every side. These black spaces made the tower feel dead, hollow, and empty, but Pylas could see through to its Pattern and knew that this was only partially true.

He stood at the entrance, almost afraid to enter, and stepped over the threshold.

Everything canted; the world went askew. Vertigo plagued him, no matter how he tried to orient himself, but he pushed further into the tower’s interior. The floor and the walls were of burnished bronze, but the tower was as empty as it had appeared from the outside. Increasing stability came with his progress towards the center, until reaching it, he felt he’d entered into something like the eye of a storm. It was calm and peaceful, but charged with potential at the same time. He sensed waves approaching him from all sides, though there was nothing but him, the floor, and the walls. There was nothing to see, no Pattern to read, and yet the waves washed over him. He felt himself compelled to look up, through the endless barrel of the tower, which, he somehow knew, ended with infinity.

He saw the birth of the universe, the spread of debris, the coalescence of planets, stars, and galaxies. He watched this planet as it cooled, as it changed while life went through its evolutionary paces; as the Beltain Tree was born, as it grew, as it evolved into this Tower. He saw a boy—beloved and missed—drained of color, of life itself, become a snap of winter wind and transformed into the very Heavens, a spectral king with whom to share all of eternity. Gone.

Pylas closed his eyes, lowered his head. If he looked up again, he knew he would see—and feel—everything all over again and again and again. The Tower’s Pattern pulsed with a faint, steady rhythm, but Pylas didn’t think he could stand the miasmic loneliness anymore.

“I’m . . . I’m sorry,” he whispered, and staggered through the storm of vertigo, out of the Tower.

By the time he cleared the entrance, he was weeping uncontrollably. The Beltain Tower was still calling after him, but with a language devoid of words and which defied all attempts at description. He retreated to the backspace, where he felt some relief, returned to his inspection, and, finding nothing else of import, left the planet as soon as he could.

Returning to the routine of the search might have fueled that intense loneliness further, but Pylas was too sure that Leilia was out there somewhere, waiting to be found. He recalled her Bloom, how she, more than any Shade, more that Samhain himself, was truly immortal. Being apart was temporary. All he had to do was find her.


PLANET 1072


He approached a colony planet now, which appeared to be adapting well to its new, infant sun. Most planets he’d encountered so far had tolerated the rebirth of their suns, but some had not. He could not fault Champagne for this. Indeed, her gift was a miracle of staggering proportions. Loss was inevitable. Natural disasters occurred, in general, without man or god’s instigation, but the promotion of life those stars represented far outweighed the destruction that resulted from their re-creation. Besides, as one of the two men responsible for aiding in Samhain’s initial rise—the Viscain Saints, they’d called them, he remembered bitterly—he couldn’t escape a sense of personal and racial guilt. While most of the people making up Samhain’s Empire weren’t directly accountable for destroying native populations, nor were they completely innocent in their passive complicity.

Such thoughts were profitless. Samhain was gone, or at least of no meaningful threat right now, so he tried to clear his head.

The planet came closer and closer, until it seemed he would strike it at devastating velocity. At the point impact, he slipped out of the backspace, still and unmoving. Any inertia produced within the backspace began and ended there; any inertia brought into the backspace was precisely maintained on exit.

He stood atop a rocky hill and surveyed his surroundings. The sun was high in the sky, but its light was burnt-orange, giving the false impression of sunrise or sunset. To his right loomed the carcass of a Root Palace, which cast a vast shadow over what remained of a small city. To his left, outside of the shadow’s reach, was a sea of grain waving in the wind and, apparently, thriving under the new sun. There were survivors here, but they were few, which was ironic given the grain’s rampant growth.

After spending so much time in the backspace, he decided to walk the several kilometers to the city. Along the way, he returned to normal, his pale yellow shell seeming to melt off of him to nothingness. He wore a dark poncho over a white T-shirt, dusty beige trousers tied off at the ankles, and black fabric shoes. From his pocket he produced a pair of glasses with Yellow Diamond lenses and put them on. He’d found that, after so many years of incarceration, his reliance on them had only increased. If he didn’t wear the glasses or keep his eyes closed, the Yellow Diamond inside him would forcibly initiate transformation to correct his vision. Fighting the change brought on instant, excruciating pain behind his eyes.

Being Dark had its benefits, but it was also a prison of sorts, and he’d had his fill of those. Besides, there was nothing quite like the simple pleasure of feeling a gentle breeze wash over you. He paused for a moment as the breeze strengthened. He closed his eyes, stretched out his arms, took a deep breath of sweet, fresh air, and listened to the sound of his clothes pretending at being flags or sails.

Bittersweetness forced him to open his eyes again. Somewhere, Leilia Purpurata was suffering. He was sure that she was alive, but he’d always had a very good imagination, which in this case was a very bad thing. He’d already determined that she wasn’t here, but there may be some on this planet who were also suffering, and this thought sobered him further.

The Root Palace rose about a kilometer into the sky before it had broken off from the rest of the now-absent Vine. Pylas’s Divine Pattern sense revealed that a few people had established squatter’s rights inside, but that most of the survivors continued to make use of the city laid out below the fossilized ruin. Despite the shelter the old Palaces provided, many were leery of living inside what had essentially been the body of Samhain, even if, as far as they knew, he was dead. He was a god after all, and none could accurately predict the behavior of gods, living or dead.

Entering the city proper, Pylas was greeted by the sight and sound of industry. Several men tended to small-scale resonant lift barges laden with grain from the fields. These were ferried to various open-air stalls where the grain was collected and processed by hand. The smell of fresh bread came suddenly and was potent.

Pylas noticed that no one noticed him. That was fine. The presence of a stranger, in spite of the state of the jump deck network, sometimes created problems with unstable types begging for, or demanding, passage off-planet.

He approached an open pavilion where a middle-aged, graying woman in a white coat was unloading a great oven, adding loaves to an array of tables where more bread cooled.

“What will you trade for a loaf,” he called from the other side of the encircling counter.

She turned, studied him, shrugged. “What have you got?”

He squeezed his right hand into a tight, quivering fist, then released a handful of sparkling, yellow-tinged diamonds onto the counter.

She stared at the gems, then looked him him in the eye. “Got no need for quartz or bits of glass.”

He nodded. “They’re genuine. Not much use for them as currency maybe, but I guarantee you won’t be able to break them. They make good tools.”

She pursed her lips, shrugged, nodded, collected a fresh loaf and handed it to him.

“You’re not from here,” she said.

“No, I’m not.” He took a bite of bread, and after a moment of silence he said, “Aren’t you going to ask me how I got here?”

“Nope. I just hope there aren’t more of you.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Are there more of you? Will there be more of you?”

Pylas smiled to reassure her. “No. Not unless someone else can do something about the jump decks. Are you afraid of Samhain returning? Or,” he said, frowning, “is there another way to get here?”

She shook her head. “Better not be. We’ve got some addicts who’ve been cut off.”

“Iliaster?” he said.

She nodded. “They’ve made it pretty rough on the rest of us, but eventually they’ll die from withdrawal, be killed, or get over their addiction. One of the hangers-on happens to be an F-Gene fighter.”

“Oh?”

She sighed. “Giving the Haas family no end of trouble.”

“Any law to speak of here?”

“Haas is closest we got. He’s F-Gene-positive, too, but . . . ”

“There’s no one else to help him?”

“We’ve got a few post-cogs, and one pyrokinetic who can help when the stove won’t light, but Raiber Haas and Braston Palver can cut you in half with a finger. Doesn’t do for normals to get involved in that.”

Pylas nodded.

“What about you? You planning to get involved?”

“Maybe.”

“No offense: I realize that you came here by your own means, but you don’t look like much.”

Pylas grinned. “I guess I don’t. I’m pretty sure, though, that even together, the two you mentioned couldn’t cut me in half. Not with their fingers, not with their hands, not with anything else they could find.”

She grinned back, nodding. “I guess Shades are like that. I thought I knew all the most recent generations by sight, but you don’t seem the least bit familiar.”

Pylas snorted. “My generation goes quite a ways back.”

“Big changes like that,” she said indicating the absence of the Vine above the Root Palace, “are sure to shake all sorts of things loose, Shades included.

“If you were to get involved,” she continued, “it would sure help us out. Maybe there’s something we could offer in exchange. Besides bread, I mean.”

Pylas raised his eyes. “I am looking for someone. Have you ever heard of Leilia Purpurata?”

The woman shook her head. “No, but I can ask around and expect a truthful answer. Bureaucracy was the first thing to go, and no one here, so far as I can tell, was ever trusted with anything remotely resembling a secret.”

“Sounds fair. Where can I find Palver?”

“Haas has a martial arts school at the far, fringe end of the grain field,” she said, pointing over Pylas’s shoulder. “He inherited it recently from his late father. He and Palver were the top students before Haas took over. Pretty evenly matched, too, is what I hear, but seems like desperation and withdrawal have given Palver the edge.”

“How long before dark?” Pylas said.

“Couple hours.”

“I should be back before then. Thanks.” He turned and started towards the grain field.

“Sure,” she called after him. “Good luck staying in one piece!”

He raised a hand in acknowledgement and disappeared.

She stared with wide eyes, never quite having gotten used to some of the things that Shades could do.

• • •

Pylas reached the Haas school, but remained within the backspace to investigate it. He also couldn’t help thinking about iliaster. Something about it defied simple dismissal.

He’d encountered several addicts along the way, many of them of fairly high social standing, from what he could tell, and all of them becoming problematic because of withdrawal. Something about the drug bothered him. It was clear that it hadn’t been so easy to come by, but those with means had had no trouble acquiring it. Samhain had been many things, but never a drug trafficker. Why would he tolerate the business? Was it that he just didn’t care? Pylas didn’t think so. Left unchecked, addiction would potentially hamper Shade recruitment. Samhain wouldn’t jeopardize something so vital to the Empire. Oppositely, Pylas had seen no evidence that the Empire had been subsidizing iliaster production or distribution. Nothing about the drug or its addicts or its spread suggested any benefit to the Empire. This brought him back once again to the same question: Why did Samhain tolerate it? Unable to arrive at an answer, Pylas shook his head and returned to the problem at hand.

The school was surrounded by a waist-high fence, which did little more than mark the property. There were several buildings—some connected, some not—at one end, leaving a wide, open practice space. This space boasted two gravity blocks and a partially covered area with several racks holding knives, swords, and spears.

Two men were skulking through the shadows cast by the huddle of structures. One of them was either Haas or Palver.

Using his Divine Pattern sense, Pylas could see that there were two groups—one of five people, the other of six—barricaded in two separate buildings. Since the barricades meant little to him, he checked first on the group of five and found them to have previously been six. An older man was hunched over a dead woman. Scanning her revealed a variety of abuse, not the least of which had been focused on her genitals. Pylas fought back rising nausea and anger. He scanned the rest present, found them all to be male, and one in particular, the only F-Gene-positive among them, to have the signature body chemistry of the iliaster addict. That meant that Haas was one of the two making their way towards where Palver had holed up.

Pylas exited the backspace about ten meters behind Haas. “Raiber Haas,” he said. “I need to speak with you.”

Haas and the other turned around, wide-eyed with surprise and fury. Pylas didn’t move or say anything more.

Haas motioned for the other to circle around Pylas, while he himself, eyes still wide, slowly approached Pylas.

“Mister,” Haas said, “I know all the F-Genes on the planet. If you don’t want to be cut into quarters, you’ll identify yourself and state your business.”

“I’m sure you knew them all before I arrived. My name is Pylas Crier. I’m here to help.”

Haas winced at the mention of Pylas’s name, but he didn’t seem to understand his own recognition. “I’ve heard that name before, but . . . ” He shook his head and approached yet closer, ready to strike if necessary.

Pylas remained unperturbed. “It doesn’t matter what my name is, Mr. Haas. The woman Palver has, was she a hostage?”

Haas stopped and the hard set of his face softened. “She . . . She . . . Was?”

“I—”

Before Pylas could continue, Haas was in motion, arcing through the air and kicking a hole through the wall to open the way to Palver. Within seconds, blood had painted the small, barricaded room with streams and sprays. Using the backspace, Pylas emerged between Palver and Haas. Pylas leaned back, bumping Palver and sending him like a sack of flour into the wall. Though Pylas had not gone Dark, his gravity rating was an easy 30, even before further closing his Pattern. Palver’s was around 21. The discrepancy was significant, but more so was the unfortunate bounce Palver’s head took on impact before he poured to the floor. Meanwhile, Haas’s index fingers came, sweeping like claws with a presence much greater than their mere physicality. From beneath his poncho, Pylas’s arms shot out like stone lightning bolts, catching both of Haas’s wrists and holding them fast. No matter how Haas struggled, he couldn’t budge Pylas’s arms, let alone break his grip.

“Listen to me,” Pylas said. “I am sorry for your loss. You can do with Palver whatever you want, whatever you feel is just, but I have some questions for him before you do anything permanent.”

Haas was panting. His eyes had gotten wider and taken on a crazed look, but he’d begun to calm down. The tension drained out of his arms and Pylas released him. He turned towards the dead woman, kicked over the rent corpse of the man next to her, and dropped down to her side. He took her hands in his, buried his face in her breast, and began to weep.

The man who’d originally accompanied Haas now stood next to Pylas.

“How long did Palver have her?” Pylas said.

“From the beginning or none of this would have happened,” the other said.

“What’s your name?” Pylas said.

“Cam Sarlin.”

“Cam, do you have something strong enough to bind him?”

“Yes.”

“Go get it.”

It didn’t matter that Pylas was a stranger. Without another word, Cam Sarlin left to comply.

Pylas crouched down next to Palver, who was conscious but on the verge of incoherence, and took his shoulder firmly in his right hand.

“Palver,” Pylas said. “Palver!”

Startled by the sharp call of his name, Palver sat up straighter, his eyes clearing somewhat.

“What? What? What is it?” He fidgeted under Pylas’s grip.

“I found a way off-planet.”

“Really?”

“Really. I can get you more iliaster. But I have to go to the source. Middlemen won’t do. You want more iliaster, don’t you?”

“Yeah, of course I do. Can you really get me some?”

“I really can. But like I said, nothing but the source will do.”

“Oh, I’m not supposed to say.”

“No?”

“No. I’m not supposed to say.”

“How am I going to get it for you then? I can see what it’s doing to your insides. It’s tearing you up. You know, you may not survive withdrawal. That’s too bad. I was ready to go and get you as much as you needed.”

“Hey, who are you anyway. I’ve never seen you here before. You’re heavier than you look. I think one of my arms is broken. Are the jump decks working again?”

“Nope, they’re not. And you’re right. You’ve never seen me here before because I arrived just a little while ago. I don’t need a jump ship or a jump deck. I can go wherever I want.”

“You did kind of come in here sudden-like from nowhere. So you really could get me more iliaster?”

“I really could. But I can’t afford to go to a dealer here or a dealer there. I need to go to the source, like I told you, to make sure I get what you need. Dealers have the same problem you do: no reliable jump decks.”

“Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to tell you. It’s been so long since I’ve had a fix.”

“Like I said, I had a look inside you, so I know.”

“Are you a doctor?”

“No, but I can get you the medicine you need.”

Palver smiled stupidly. “Oh, that would be great.”

“Where?” Pylas said.

“Planet 499. I don’t know if it’s true or not, but they say the Gun Squad First Specialist is involved somehow. I can’t remember his name, but he never misses. They say he can shoot you even if you’re on the other side of a holographic screen. I’m glad you’re going and not me. Thanks, though. You’re really helping me out.”

By this time, Cam had returned with a coil of wire. Pylas started wrapping it around Palver.

“Ow! Ow! Ow! I’m pretty sure my arm is broken. Hey, what’s this wire for.

“Oh, that’s to keep you immobile for Mr. Haas,” Pylas said.

“Mr. Haas?”

Pylas sighed, stood straight, and proceeded to ignore Palver.

“For a shove like that,” Cam said, “your gravity rating must be very high.”

“I haven’t measured it,” Pylas said. “The knock to his head was an unlucky break for Palver. He may never recover from it, but then never may not be very long, depending on what you decide to do with him.”

Cam snorted. “Who are you anyway? A Shade, right? No other way for you to be here, especially if you were telling even half the truth to Palver.”

Pylas nodded.

“You said your name was . . . ” Cam was grinning and shaking his head, waiting for Pylas to answer, but Pylas only stared at him. Cam cleared his throat and sobered self-consciously. “You said your name was Pylas Crier. It isn’t, right? I mean it can’t be. You can’t be him. Right?”

Pylas smiled sadly.

Cam’s eyes widened and he started to back away.

“I’m not going to hurt you, Cam.”

“Are-Are you why the Vine is gone?”

“In part, I suppose. Don’t ask me to apologize for that, though.”

Cam’s breath came out irregularly through quivering lips, and he found himself nodding in spite of himself.

• • •

“Is it true that Jav Holson destroyed the Emperor?” Raiber Haas, his eyes still red with grief, sat at a table across from Pylas. Cam Sarlin and several others from the other barricaded room were present as well.

“Did you know Jav Holson?” Pylas said.

“My ancestor did. Before he was killed fighting the Gun Golems, he and Holson competed against each other for a spot on the Plague Squad.”

Pylas nodded. “He did it, but I still don’t really understand how. He said that he released the Hundred Heroes trapped inside the Kaiser Bones, that they destroyed Samhain. Or most of him.”

Haas sat back in his chair, shook his head. “I can’t even imagine the scope.” Changing the subject, he turned to Cam. “Did you speak with Romy?”

“I did,” Cam said. “She says everyone’s in agreement: they wish there were some other way to and from this planet, but sadly, there isn’t. Also, no one’s ever heard of Leilia Purpurata.”

Haas looked back to Pylas. “Sorry.”

Pylas shrugged. “I expected as much.”

“We can give you a map showing Planet 499’s location along the Vine—when there was a Vine—though, I’m not sure what good that’ll do you.”

“It’s gone,” Pylas said, “but I can still see it. The map would be very much appreciated.”

“What do you hope to find there?” Haas said.

“The iliaster business bothers me. It was obviously widespread, but what could Samhain have gained by accepting or supporting it? Amusement? Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe I’m trying too hard to see something that isn’t there. If it is nothing, then I’ll backtrack and cover every planet between here and there as I’d planned to. Eventually, I’ll make my way back to Planet Zero if I have to. Leilia is out there somewhere.”

“After all this time?”

“After all this time. If you knew what she was, what she could do, you’d understand.”

“Well,” Haas said, “I wish you better luck than I had.”







3 HEAD START


336 DAYS AGO


Finally, the queue indicator flashed. Their wait was up. The warp field was still intact and was in fact more stable now than when they’d started. Salton Stoakes finalized the protocol and brought the jump to completion. He took a deep breath, looked over at Ana Tain, sitting next to him, and smiled. Though still overwhelmed by all that was happening, she smiled back at him.

He peered through the cockpit window, but the ship was facing open bay doors and all he could see was the serene horizon of Planet 499—very different from the Root Palace on Planet 1612 collapsing down around them. He wondered briefly if someone was present, just outside, controlling traffic or if the system had been preprogrammed. He got his answer when the ship shook under the pressure of a load arm, attempting to connect with and reposition them. He’d had to ruin the interface to free them from the load arm back on 1612 and knew that this might cause new problems here.

He shrugged out of the safety harness and hurriedly helped Ana out of hers.

“Come on,” he said. “We’ve got to go, warn them if we can.”

He ushered her out ahead of him and they moved down the length of the ship to the hatch, where he pulled the release. As Ana stepped down to exit, Stoakes heard a loud crack and saw red mist form a corona around her before she dropped like a stone.

“Ana!”

He pulled the Suicide Knife from the sheath at the small of his back and followed her out, half-mindful of her safety—if it could be salvaged—and half-mindful of the threat he knew awaited him outside.

The threat turned out to be considerable. He saw a man leveling a large-bore handgun at him, heard a second crack, felt his chest burst wetly. Everything at the fringes of his vision was dark and the darkness was spreading inward. He held the Suicide Knife out before him with one hand and steadied himself against the ship with the other. Anger boiled inside him and threatened to consume what remained of his consciousness, so he checked it instantly. He still had too much to do. He couldn’t risk a fight now: he wasn’t ready to die and even if he survived a prolonged encounter, he would certainly be at a disadvantage later, both because of additional wounds and from losing any element of surprise he might still have.

But why had they been shot? All Stoakes saw was the man holding the gun—Prist?—who grinned and mouthed the words, “A knife? Really?”

The wound was serious, but Stoakes didn’t think it was fatal. Had he not been a Shade, it doubtless would have been. He composed himself, captured the man’s image in the blade of the Suicide Knife with the Midnight Mirror, let go of the ship, and fell to the jump deck platform next to Ana, where, eyes open and unblinking, he played dead.

Heavy footsteps approached, sending rhythmic shocks through the platform. Stoakes felt big, rough fingers grab a combination of meat and clothing and raise him up. As he swayed in the powerful grip, he saw Ana held as he was in the matching hand. In seconds both of them were hurtling through the open bay doors and down fifty meters onto a pile of similarly-treated bodies. He heard the big footsteps retreat back the way they’d come. A muted discussion about the broken load arm interface followed, and Stoakes knew that one of the two above—or someone else he hadn’t seen—was going to have to manually fly the jump ship from the platform. He would wait till it passed overhead to go.

The pain and the struggle to remain conscious had forced Stoakes to use what was left of his concentration to catch what was going on above. Now that he could relax somewhat, he realized that he was positioned so that he was looking directly at Ana. Her red curls still looked perfect. Her white porcelain face was further freckled, almost artfully, with her own blood, and she stared back at him with dark, haunted eyes that saw nothing. He didn’t think that he’d be noticed if he looked away, but he forced himself to stare at her, to mourn her, to feel every ounce of sorrow and outrage that her treatment warranted, to promise himself over and over again that he would avenge her and make her anew.

The jump ship flew out of sight and Stoakes went Dark, becoming an animate shadow with very little mass. The slug, still  in his chest, felt like a crushing weight and would have to come out. He braced himself, dug wispy fingers into the hole, and extracted the bullet. He was still weak and in enormous pain, but he felt better immediately. While Dark, he didn’t bleed and would heal more quickly.

He held the bullet in the palm of his hand, staring at it for a moment before closing his fingers over it. He looked once more at Ana Tain, looked up at the jump deck platform to make sure the way was clear, and leaping, launched himself into the shadows surrounding the Palace.

He made several long, low leaps, darting stealthily from shadow to shadow, until reaching a comfortable distance from the Palace, and then used as much of his strength as he could. These arcs took him over people-filled streets, but he didn’t worry about being seen now. Most people were too caught up in their own affairs to notice or care about a strange, flitting shadow anyway. He soon found a partially exposed crawlspace in an aged and crumbling building foundation that would give him a view of the Palace, but which was inaccessible to any but him while Dark. He settled down inside and, clutching the bullet tightly, allowed himself to succumb to sleep.

• • •

A deafening boom and blinding light startled Stoakes awake. He was groggy and felt like he might throw up, but he could see that the Vine was alight and turning to ash, which rained down endlessly. An explosion, even louder and brighter than before, cracked the sky, but the light and sound, though not as sharp, continued afterward without a break. Through the clamor and beneath the harsh glare, he could hear screams and shouts, could see people running through the streets in panic. The constancy of the ruckus soon lulled him back into unconsciousness.


332 DAYS AGO


When Stoakes next awoke, he still felt sick, weak, and disoriented. He knew that it would be worse when he returned to normal, but he had a lot to do and putting it off would provide no benefit. He peered through the aperture leading to his crawlspace, saw with some disbelief that he hadn’t been dreaming. The Vine was gone. The Root Palace had survived, but looked like it had turned to stone. Ash still wafted down lazily like apocalyptic snow. More surprising than anything, though, was the natural sun in the sky, producing more light and more warmth than this planet had seen in millennia. Stoakes didn’t dwell on the impossibility or the physics of it. If the Emperor could entangle galaxies with the Vine, could create Artifacts to make immortal emissaries, could return to him his youth, then why couldn’t the Loss Queen—for Stoakes was sure that this was her doing—be capable of putting suns safely back in empty skies?

He spent the day watching what he could from his crawlspace and noted that, in general, life went on, regardless of major interruptions.

While Dark, Stoakes was essentially whole, but he still felt the hole in his chest and knew that it would take some time for it to fully heal. He didn’t want to return to normal without a way to clean and cover the wound, so he waited patiently for the sun to cross the sky. When it had passed beyond the horizon, the artificial sun became visible, but its angle was skewed and it flickered ominously. None of the reflecting mirrors appeared to remain. Stoakes was pleased to find that there was ample darkness for him to move about freely.

He’d stood the bullet atop a broken concrete block and now paid his respects to it as a reminder for all that he’d sworn to do. With fresh resolve, he slipped through the narrow aperture into the night.

Stoakes figured that, with the way things were now, Prist and any other Shades here on Planet 499 wouldn’t stray far from the Root Palace unless a particular piece of business required their presence. With that in mind, he headed for the most distant and identifiably affluent area he could find. He decided on a stepped pyramid structure, which he recognized from other colony planets as housing high-end living accommodations. He scaled the building, nearly to the top, lighted onto a private balcony—they were all private—and let himself in through the minute gap between the sliding glass door and its frame. Inside, the lights were out, but he had no trouble seeing. Crowding the main living space, were perhaps twenty boxes of food and other supplies, stacked two and three high, and rising to just above eye level. Stoakes marveled at his own compassion, wondering how many people were being deprived of what was being hoarded here.

He saw light and heard voices coming from another room further inside and made his way to investigate. Clad only in a pair of trunks, a middle-aged man, in fairly good physical condition except for a swelling paunch, stood over a woman, similar in age, who sat on a bed. The woman wore a sullen look and had her arms folded across her chest. She wore nothing but a sheer robe that exposed whatever her posture didn’t.

Stoakes reached slowly into the room, flipped the light switch. In the darkness, he yanked the man from the room, and slammed the door shut. The woman yelped with the sound of the door, but made no move to exit the room. Stoakes slapped the flat of his hand against the man’s head, knocking him out cold. He navigated them both through the boxes, grabbing a coil of plastic cording along the way. He opened the sliding glass door, dropped the man onto the balcony, pulled his trunks off to make a gag of them, and used the cording to tie him very securely. He went back inside, closed and locked the door, and quickly reshuffled all the boxes to form a makeshift wall before the sliding glass door. When finished he turned around and saw the woman standing at the end of the hall, squinting at him through the darkness, open-mouthed.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

“What about him?” she said with a quivering voice.

She was pretty and her robe, which hid nothing in the light or the dark despite her clinging to it for protection, only added to her appeal. Stoakes sighed. Under different circumstances he would definitely pursue her. Finally, he shrugged.

She relaxed and shrugged as well. “Did . . . Did you put him out there?”

“I did.”

“Still alive?”

“Still alive.”

She pursed her lips. “You can leave him out there as long as you need to. Are you here to take that back?” she said, nodding towards the boxes.

“No, but I might help myself to what’s inside.”

“That’s okay,” she said quickly. “Take what you want. I mean, you don’t have to hurry or anything.”

“Do I make you nervous?”

“Can I turn on the lights? I can answer better if I see you in the light. You said weren’t going to hurt me, right?”

“Go ahead, turn them on.”

She did and inhaled sharply when she saw that he was indeed a living shadow.

“Nervous?”

“A little.”

“I’m really not going to hurt you.”

“Okay. Is there something that you’re looking for?”

“Antiseptic and rolls of gauze. Lots of gauze.”

Confusion hit her like a physical blow.

“Oh. Okay. Um, don’t really have any of that here, but there’s an infirmary on the sixth floor.”

“What’s your name?”

“Jerra.”

“Jerra, I don’t want to hurt anyone, but please don’t think that I can’t.”

She nodded as he continued.

“I’m going to go to the sixth floor, get what I need, and come back here. When I get back, I want to see that he’s still locked outside. I think I’ve tied the knots too tight for you to undo, but I’d rather not have you try.”

She shook her head reassuringly. “I won’t. I swear.”

“I’m going to need your help. Are you willing to help me?”

She smiled slyly and tugged at a lock of her hair. “What kind of help?”

He had to pause a moment to banish the not unwelcome images her behavior conjured in his mind. He recalled Ana and his resolve instantly reasserted itself. “You’ll see.”

• • •

With some simple directions from Jerra, Stoakes had no trouble locating the infirmary. It was unoccupied and locked at the moment, which was ideal. As long as it wasn’t hermetically sealed, Stoakes could, and did, find a way in. He filled a bag he found there with what he needed, set it outside, locked the door again from the inside, exited, and returned to Jerra, who seemed excited to see him.

“Where’s your bathroom?” he said.

When she showed him, she tried to give him some privacy, but he gently took hold of her hand and drew her inside.

The bathroom was bright, clean, and spacious. It featured a large, white tiled tub with a tap and an overhead shower. Stoakes started the tap.

“I’m going to change,” he said. “Please don’t be alarmed.”

“O-Okay.”

He returned to normal felt his legs go wobbly. He started to cough violently and had to support himself on the side of the tub.

“Are you all right?”

Mastering himself, Stoakes nodded.

“You, you’re just a boy,” she said.

“I’m not just a boy,” he said. “I’m older than you by far, I assure you. Help me take this off,” he said, tugging at his black jacket and the shirt beneath.

Together, they peeled the blood-caked garments from his chest, where they seemed glued to his skin and the ragged edges of the bullet hole. He hissed as the fabric released its hold stutteringly.

She gasped when she registered the hole. “What happened to you?”

“Someone . . . shot me.”

“Oh! Don’t you need a doctor?”

“No,” he said, shaking and starting to lose his strength. “I got the bullet out . . . and can heal on my own. Cleaning the wound will . . . will speed things along.

“Here,” he said, and together they removed his pants, despite her obvious embarrassment.

Holding onto her shoulder he stepped into the tub and sat down.

“I . . . I’m going to need . . . your help . . . Antiseptic . . . ”

She stared down at him for a moment. The heat of the water filling the tub had raised steam, but the flush Jerra was experiencing was of a different sort. She put a hand to her chest and cleared her throat. She knew that he was a Shade, that he’d probably been shot by Kenda Prist, and that he had purposely avoided giving his name when he asked her hers. Everything about the situation excited her and effectively eliminated any revulsion she might have had to the gore of his wound. She grabbed the antiseptic and a towel and began to daub his chest, making her way at her own pace to where attention was needed most. He slumped over unconscious as she did this, and she slid him back, up against the tub wall, to keep him sitting upright.

• • •

Stoakes found himself in a warm bed with Jerra’s breasts pressed against his face. He could tell from her breathing that she was still asleep. He glanced down at himself, saw that his torso was wrapped with gauze. He tentatively ran his fingers over the wound, winced. Beyond the sting of contact, a nagging, hollow ache had settled into his chest. It was tolerable, and he knew that it would improve over time, so he didn’t worry over it.

He eased away from Jerra and off the bed. He collected his pants, put them on, felt the familiar and damning glasses with Yellow Diamond lenses in his pocket, and was somehow comforted by them. In the bathroom, he wrapped his head with more gauze to cover his face—it wouldn’t do to be recognized after having been shot and presumably killed by Prist. He glanced at his shirt and jacket and decided to leave them, to replace them later.

On his way out, with the bag of gauze and antiseptic in hand, he paused before the wall of boxes blocking the sliding door and the balcony. If Jerra wanted to release the man outside, she could cut the cording with a sharp enough knife. He’d leave it up to her.

He stopped by her room, stood in the doorway for a moment to say, “Thank you,” and let himself out of her apartment through the front door.

• • •

Stoakes went straight back to his hiding place, but only to retrieve the bullet. From there, he proceeded to scout the perimeter of the Root Palace. He didn’t know if anything inside still worked, but Gene Soldier tanks could be found nowhere else here on Planet 499.

Many people were suffering from burns of various degrees, probably from when the Vine went or the new sun came, so even with his bandages, no one paid him much attention except to avoid him when passing. He found Prist’s constable’s office, clearly marked, about half a kilometer from the Palace. Work was being done to fill the spaces between the office and the buildings closest to it, likely to create a more secure space, Stoakes thought. Several resonant lift vehicles and one jump ship were parked haphazardly on the street in front of the office, but it looked like, eventually, even the street would be cordoned and contained.

Anger and satisfaction bubbled inside Stoakes when he saw the man who’d shot him emerge from the constable’s office and bark orders. Prist. Good. If Prist was investing so much here, then the Root Palace would be all the easier to plunder.

He left Prist’s compound and continued to reconnoiter. He didn’t get far before being distracted. Though Stoakes had been, and still was, committed to Ana Tain, he was not immune to the allure of an exposed curve. Sitting on the side of the dusty road, with a used ampule of some narcotic in hand, was a young woman, generally small in stature, wearing rags that only just covered the swell of her disproportionately large breasts. He was vaguely ashamed of himself, but knew his own character better than to expect anything else. He, of course, let his eyes linger and in so doing, felt his prurient curiosity evolve into outright astonishment. He stopped, stared wide-eyed, his useless breath unable to escape his chest.

He saw through the dirt, through the vacancy of her high, and recognized, without a doubt, the First Specialist of Blue Squad: Bela Fan.

Blue Squad had been in the middle of its tenure when Stoakes’s 19th Generation had been commissioned. They’d learned a lot from Blue Squad.

He stood there staring at her, wondering what could have brought her to her current circumstances. She didn’t see him, though. The effects of the drug were keeping her too well occupied.

“Bela,” he whispered and shook his head.

His immediate impulse was to take her somewhere where she would be safe, where she wouldn’t be a target, but a number of concerns changed his mind. First, she was a Shade, and even in a stupor, she was by no means delicate or incapable of defending herself. The Locsard Psychic Academy didn’t produce First Specialists lightly. He was sure that, even at her worst, with all her rigorous training and years of experience, an assault would trigger her cryokinesis. Judging by her appearance, she didn’t look like a new arrival. She was used to this place. Besides, where would he take her? There was no way to get her into or out of his own secret crawlspace. Second, if she was an addict, which she most likely was, he wasn’t sure he could trust her. Even though she was a Shade, there was no telling how far along her addiction had come or how badly it might be impairing her, never mind what she might be willing to do to continue satisfying her addiction. No, as much as it pained him, he couldn’t afford to take responsibility for her. He had too much to do which required that he go unknown and unnoticed. He started to back away, and told himself that he would not abandon her, that he would not leave her to this fate. He would keep an eye on her, make sure that she didn’t stray too far from herself, or at least any further, and that she didn’t come to any harm. He owed her that much, at least, if not more. He turned, blinked tears uncomfortably from his eyes, wiped them with the back of his hand, and resumed the task he’d set for himself.

• • •

The new growth that had taken the Empire off planet so long ago had burned away with the rest of the Vine. Stoakes didn’t know if there was a main gate left before this had happened, but it was gone now. There were plenty of ways in, though. The Palace was easily three kilometers in diameter with several open bays and balconies up its length and around it’s girth. The body dump, where he and Ana had been discarded, had been cleaned up, but Stoakes saw that the bay from which they’d been thrown was still open. He heard voices from within and figured that the jump deck was still operational. There were very few ways in at ground level. He came across one opening, which looked like it had been made by force. This was “gated” by an arrangement of heavy duty waste containers spaced to allow a controlled entry and was guarded by three men.

The containers had been turned upside down and were stacked two-high, reaching a height of about four meters. Stoakes followed the contour of the irregular wall to the Root Palace itself, and making sure no one saw him, leapt the four meters easily, and landed silently. He stared down into the courtyard formed by the containers. The only thing of note inside was a veritable mountain of garbage filling the crook where the Palace wall met the containers on the left. The guards were standing together, facing the entry gap left by the containers and talking casually. Stoakes snorted. Still no need to go Dark.

He left his bag of supplies atop the container, leapt down to the breach in the Palace wall, and entered. There was junk everywhere, but the zigzag way led to a workspace that may have been a laboratory. He went Dark now, only to feel his way along the walls and see if there was a way further into the interior. One wall held a series of tanks, but they were not the tanks he needed. Everything in the room was powered by a three-meter reactor cube. He found some means of further ingress that he could exploit while Dark, but this space was otherwise open only to the outside. That was good to know. Once he found what he was looking for, he wanted to know what kind of privacy he could expect.

Staying Dark for convenience, he made his way out. On exit, he saw that the guards were where they’d been when he arrived, but they suddenly snapped to attention. Stoakes paused at the Root Palace entrance, hidden by the dark inside, to see what was coming. He heard heavy footsteps approaching and suddenly recalled those heavy footsteps back on the jump deck. He returned to his perch atop the container and continued to watch as a veritable giant in black armor arrived. It was indeed the same giant from the jump deck. Stoakes hadn’t noticed before, but now he saw that the giant was coated with something like oil or was somehow sweating rust. Whatever it was, it gave the impression of sickness and disease.

Stoakes heard one of the guards say “Muso” and it suddenly clicked. That was Salos Muso.

Like Prist, Muso predated Stoakes by two generations and Stoakes had never taken the time to learn much about him. He did know about his Artifact, though, and thought it odd that Muso appeared to be suffering from a condition that the Paradox Cleaver was known to induce. He watched Muso cross the courtyard and enter the Palace and concluded that that workspace was Muso’s lab.

Satisfied with what he’d learned here, Stoakes continued looking for a good way into the Palace. All of the other ground level entrances had been blocked off with old rusted equipment, vehicles that probably no longer ran, or more waste containers. Thinking about the positions of the jump deck bay and Muso’s lab, which were relatively close together, he focused his attention on the side of the Palace opposite them. There were a number of balconies, ranging two to three hundred meters up, which looked promising, but only two allowed entry, and only one gave him unobstructed access. Being able to navigate through cracks and crevices himself was not enough. The Gene Soldier factory would likely need maintenance of some kind, meaning he would have to bring someone—and possibly equipment—inside. He’d found his way in, though, and so wasted no time beginning his exploration of the lightless interior.

Generally, all Root Palaces had the same layout, and varied only slightly by period due to advances in technology, invasion methods, and so on. Once he oriented himself inside, he simply treated this Root Palace as the ones in which he was active during the 19th Generation. There were some minor cosmetic differences, but he found the Gene Soldier factory where he expected to.

The chamber was vast and echoey and brought back memories of the gene soldiers he’d commanded, of the campaigns he’d fought. Stalking the Loss Queen’s soul echoes over the last couple hundred years had finally awakened his conscience. He hadn’t thought of his life as a General since retiring, but was now overwhelmed by guilt for the many atrocities he’d committed in the name of the Emperor.

He sniffed through the gauze and wiped tears from his eyes. There wasn’t much he could do about his past, except regret it, so he composed himself as best he could and approached the control board. He had a basic understanding of how the system worked. There was a row of fifty tanks lining the wall with the control board squarely in the middle of them. Out of sight, behind the tanks and the wall, occupying who knows how much space, was the protein store. He didn’t know how well the raw material aged and didn’t allow himself to think about it. The chamber was the size it was to accommodate production and to act as temporary holding for the newly produced soldiers.

At about chest level on the control board was a slot for a genetic code card which would provide the blueprint for the protein. He produced the Suicide Knife and gently eased the blade into the slot. When it reached the slot’s limit, an indicator flashed “Power Fault”. He removed the blade and tried again, got the same result. He bowed his head and sighed.

Surely Muso’s reactor cube wasn’t the only one working in the Palace. All he had to do was find one and bring it here. Once that was done, he’d need to find someone qualified to do maintenance on the system and jury rig the power. Considering how old this Root Palace was and that Gene Soldiers had been outlawed shortly after Jav Holson won his Artifact, that might be the real challenge.

Pulling the Suicide Knife free, Stoakes stepped back from the control board, turned around, studied the chamber, and nodded. This would be home for the foreseeable future.

He removed the gauze from his head and set off to find a working reactor cube.

• • •

Two days of searching the dead corridors of the Root Palace eventually brought Stoakes to what had been a residential area, filled with cramped apartments, but with its own bank of three reactor cubes. He was shocked to find that two were still functional. He disconnected one of them and began the laborious task of pulling and pushing it to the Gene Soldier factory. While Dark, even with his wound, he had the strength to move it, but it was exhausting. Navigating the three-meter cube up and down stairs, around tight corners, and through narrow access ways added to the time and effort required. Five days and several knocked-down walls later, he got it to the factory. In the meantime, he’d found that the Palace still had slowly running water so had bathed regularly. He’d also taken an everplastic mattress from one of the apartments and set it up in the factory, relishing every night of sleep upon it following his struggles with the reactor cube. After finishing the move, he took one more day to rest and then set about finding someone to get the system into working order.


323 DAYS AGO


With fresh gauze wrapped around both his head and torso, Stoakes found his way to the tech quarter, a warren-like bazaar of temporary stalls and more-permanent workshops. He leisurely wound his way through the quarter’s avenues and alleyways, observing and listening in on all manner of transactions. Business here was thriving, though Stoakes wondered how long that would last. The energy he felt from everyone around suggested the panicked death throes of a culture clinging to the memory of the Empire rather than the drive to start anew. Hopefully the hoarding spirit would give way to one more constructive.

By day’s end, he’d heard one name repeated often enough to know that Filbus Rekt was the man to see when superior knowledge and expertise were required.

Rekt’s storefront was a wrap-around counter under a colorful awning, both of which were fixed to a solid structure. Rekt, white-haired and bearded, sat just behind the counter, where he apparently liked to work and where he was always accessible to customers. Bins filled with spare parts were at his back and framed the doorway into the shop’s secure storeroom. Stoakes was impressed with the constant stream of business Rekt saw, and even more so with Rekt’s memory. From then on, Stoakes became a constant fixture at Rekt’s shop, standing at the counter to Rekt’s right, close but out of the way, watching him work. Without fail, Rekt remembered every customer and every project at every stage. Stoakes thought it not unlikely that Rekt had spent some time at Locsard.

During the course of his observation, Stoakes noted a number of particular customers, who he eventually understood were Prist’s representatives, making demands on Rekt that Rekt couldn’t refuse. Over the course of weeks, after several of Prist’s representatives had come and gone, the combination of unspoken threat and Stoakes’s constant and awkward presence made Rekt lose his patience.

“Is there something I can help you with, young man?”

Stoakes shook his head. “No. I just like watching you work.”

“Why is that?”

“Why?” Stoakes shrugged.

“I mean, to what purpose?”

“You’re skill is impressive. Did you have an Imperial Appointment?”

“You’re not from here, are you?”

“No.”

“Those bandages . . . probably from the new sun, but they make a good excuse to conceal your features. You look like a youth, but the way you talk suggests otherwise.”

Stoakes nodded, awed by Rekt’s deductive reasoning. “I’m just someone who appreciates skill. That’s the truth. Do you need any help around here? I can run errands, do any odd jobs that need doing. I’m quite a bit stronger than I look.”

Rekt snorted. “You’re not with Prist, are you?”

“Prist?”

Rekt snorted again. “Right.”

Stoakes leaned in and whispered, “Maybe I can help with that, too.” He straightened, and in a loud voice, he continued, “But first, how about I fetch you some dinner?”

Rekt shook his head and waved Stoakes away dismissively.

Stoakes left laughing, but soon returned with an assortment of hot buns stuffed with meat and cheese.

Rekt stopped what he was doing. “I thought you wanted a job? What are you doing bringing me gifts?”

“I don’t need whatever currency you might have to offer. I’m much more interested in your expertise.”

“Ah, you want to be an engineer?”

“No. I want to help you be an engineer in any way I can. And maybe, someday, in return, I might ask you to apply that expertise for me.”

Rekt just stared and shook his head. Finally he picked up one of the buns and held it out to Stoakes. “I can’t eat all this myself,” he said.

Stoakes grinned beneath his bandages. He knew Rekt was testing him, making sure the food was safe to eat, so he obliged him. Stoakes took the offered bun, pushed the gauze away from his mouth, and took a bite. He laughed good-naturedly when Rekt hesitantly took a bite of his own.

• • •

Every night, after Rekt finished and went home, Stoakes made a regular circuit, checking on Prist, Muso, and Bela Fan. Prist was usually holed up in his makeshift compound, Muso was usually working in his lab, and Bela Fan was usually on the street, suffering from withdrawal. He’d learned that the drug was called iliaster, that Prist was in charge of its distribution, that Muso was responsible for its production. There was another element he wasn’t sure about, that related to Nan Liskur, a retired Shade on 498.

He’d never met Liskur—or anyone from her Generation—but he’d heard stories about her. Indeed, some of what he’d heard had inspired him to develop a niche business after his own retirement. It all seemed so long ago. He often wondered how his retirement planet had fared after the Vine’s destruction and if he’d ever be able to return. There seemed little need for a high-end resort catering to adulterers now, but getting there might make for a fine adventure. It was a hell of a place to take a date. The accommodations were unparalleled, or at least they had been. First, though, he’d have to restore Ana.

The course for Ana was clear, but he didn’t know what to do for Bela. This was an unusual position for him. Despite his age on receiving his Artifact and all his subsequent years, this was the first time he’d ever felt anything akin to a fatherly impulse. It didn’t matter that Bela was older than he was by a couple hundred years. Her condition had worsened since he’d first seen her, and he attributed this to the scarcity of iliaster. He’d seen her do questionable things to obtain more, but had mostly found her lying insensate and vulnerable on the street. Eventually, he found a sheltered spot beneath the piles of a raised thoroughfare and brought her there on those occasions. Some nights he watched her—sad, fragile, and shaking—beg for more of what had poisoned her. These nights were hardest on him. She couldn’t make good on threats and had none of the spirit of the First Specialist he’d known. Mostly, she was ignored. When she wasn’t, sharp shadows had a way of drawing blood and changing minds. He did what he could to protect her, but still felt that revealing himself to her would cause more problems than it would solve. That would change in time.


242 DAYS AGO


Despite his initial reluctance to trust Stoakes, Rekt found the other’s constant presence reassuring rather than threatening. Whenever Rekt needed something, whatever it was, Stoakes was there to accommodate him. Rekt also found Stoakes to be an able conversationalist, well-versed in a variety of subjects that, once again, suggested years beyond Stoakes’s physical appearance.

Though the bandages around his torso came off after several weeks, Stoakes never removed those covering his face, and strangely, this didn’t interfere with the trust that eventually did develop between the two. Rekt knew or suspected that Stoakes, who’d provided no name for himself, was a Shade who needed to remain anonymous. Rekt respected this and began to feel privileged even by their association. Their endless talks sparked no suspicions in Rekt, save a single, recurring one, which was that perhaps Stoakes often knew more than he let on, but this Rekt shrugged off. It was better—safer—not to pursue the truth in these cases, not because he feared Stoakes, but because he couldn’t guess what entanglements or dangers this knowledge might create for him.

The days bled together, as did their conversations, so Rekt saw no hidden weight behind, and  nothing untoward in, Stoakes’s jocular challenge regarding gene soldier technology.

“As good as you are,” Stoakes said, “I bet you couldn’t get a gene soldier factory up and running.”

Rekt stared at him, his eyes glittering. “You’d lose that bet, my friend.”

“How so? Those factories were outlawed before you were born. Or is that just bravado talking?”

Rekt narrowed his eyes, grinned, bent low in a conspiratorial manner. “Some years before the fall,” he said in a voice barely above a whisper, “Prist said he wanted to be able to raise an instant army if necessary.”

“An army? What would he need an army for?”

Rekt shrugged. “In case the Emperor wasn’t okay with his, uh, enterprise? I don’t know. With Prist, you don’t ask questions. You do as you’re told. Anyway, he got me into the old Palace, to the factory, got me all the specs, and told me to get the place up and running.”

“And did you?”

“You’re damned right I did,” Rekt said louder than he’d intended. He looked around to make sure no one was listening to them, then resumed his hushed tone. “There’s nothing I can’t fix. Anyway, it didn’t matter.”

“Why’s that?”

“Two reasons. No data card for gene mapping, which Prist said he could fix, and critically depleted protein stores, which nobody but the Emperor could fix.”

“And why’s that?”

“The protein stores are held—and probably produced—in Vine fiber. Don’t want to think about how that was accomplished, but only the Emperor could create more or transport the raw material between Palaces.”

“So the stores are empty?” Stoakes said with a sigh.

Rekt perked up at the other’s obvious disappointment. He did his best to study Stoakes’s face through the obscuring bandages. “No. Not hardly. But you’ll never squeeze an army out of what’s left.”

Now Stoakes looked around to make sure that no one was eavesdropping. When he continued, the nervous energy in his voice was plain. “Is the protein still viable?”

Rekt shrugged. “It was, but I couldn’t say now.” He bowed lower and spoke yet more quietly but with increased intensity. “Even with the hundred or so bodies we could squeeze out, we’ve got no gene map, and even if we did, a hundred is nothing to Prist with his Modular Gun.”

“Don’t forget Salos Muso,” Stoakes said.

Rekt threw up his hands in angry resignation. “No, of course not. How could I forget him?”

Stoakes shook his head and held out his hands to calm Rekt. “I don’t need an army of any size to beat Prist, but I need something from him first. Even before that, though, I need one body.”

Rekt snorted. “And you’ve got a gene map, I suppose.”

“I do.”

“Who are you?”

“I’ll tell you tonight.”

For the first time since they’d met, Stoakes left the shop before Rekt was finished for the day, leaving Rekt bewildered and nearly vibrating with unaccustomed excitement.

• • •

Several hours after dark, Stoakes arrived at Rekt’s door, which surprised Rekt since he’d never told Stoakes where he lived. Stoakes entered without invitation and closed the door behind him. He produced a black bundle and handed it to Rekt.

“Put this on,” Stoakes said.

Rekt shook the bundle out and stared at the bodysuit he held.

“I’ll give you some privacy,” Stoakes said, turning around.

Rekt snorted but said nothing and proceeded to change his clothes.

“Is there anything here you can’t live without?” Stoakes said.

Rekt shrugged. “Don’t think so.”

“Good. You won’t be coming back for a while.”

“I assume you don’t just mean my quarters, but won’t that get me in trouble with Prist?”

“Probably, but it won’t matter if he thinks you’re dead or can’t find you.”

“You’re not going to hit me or anything, are you?”

“Not unless you want me, too. If nothing’s missing, though, there’s little reason for Prist to think you left because you wanted to.”

“Ah, I see.”

“Put this over your head.”

Rekt put the proffered hood on. “I can’t see a damned thing.”

“That’s for the best. No one will be able to identify you, either, if they see you at all. Now don’t be alarmed,” Stoakes said. He wrapped an arm around Rekt’s middle and lifted him easily off his feet.

Rekt grunted. “You did say you were stronger than you looked.”

“No matter what happens, no matter what you feel, don’t be afraid and don’t open your mouth or you’re likely to give us away.”

“Okay.”

Stoakes turned out the lights, went Dark, and with Rekt in arm, exited the room.

Once outside, Stoakes flashed through the mostly empty streets, attracting no meaningful attention. His pace drew several sharp breaths from Rekt, but otherwise Rekt did as he was told and remained silent, until they were shooting up the length of the Root Palace, which made him yelp sharply. By then, it didn’t matter, though. In seconds they were well into the Palace and safely out of view.

They came to a stop and Stoakes returned to normal, set Rekt back onto his feet.

“You can take the hood off now,” Stoakes said.

Rekt did so and nodded, acknowledging the gene soldier factory in which he now found himself.

“You got kind of slippery there for a bit,” Rekt said, “but I still have no idea who you are.”

Stoakes unwound the bandages from his head, revealing short black hair and the perfect, unmarred features of a fifteen- or sixteen-year-old youth.

“I look a little different from what most people remember. I’m the last of the 19th Generation Generals. Call me Stoakes.”

“Salton Stoakes. The Suicide Knife,” Rekt said, shaking his index finger, “wasn’t it?”

Stoakes nodded. The Knife was suddenly in his right hand and rising until its chisel point pricked the tip of Rekt’s wagging finger.

“Ow!” Rekt cried, snatching his hand back and gawking at the bead of blood the Knife had drawn.

Stoakes shrugged. “Thought you might want proof.”

“I didn’t, but thanks,” Rekt said sarcastically.

“Sorry.”

“I’m not going to start feeling compelled to kill myself now, am I?”

“That’s not how it works.”

Rekt let his annoyance fade as he noticed a worktable laden with boxes. Approaching it, he asked, “What’s this?”

“Your tools,” Stoakes said. “I ransacked your shop, took what I thought you might need.”

“Why did you have to ransack my shop?”

“To further the fiction that you’ve been abducted or killed.”

“But I have been abducted.”

“I meant against your will . . . Look, this is only temporary. I need something from Prist, but I need a place to put it first, which is why I need the tanks—at least one of them—to work.”

Rekt shook his head. “What could you possibly—? Oh. Oh! Are you going to—”

“Harvest his Artifact and put it into a gene soldier? Yes, that’s exactly what I’m going to do. But not the Modular Gun, the Time Capsule.”

“The Time Capsule?”

“I’m convinced that Prist killed Shella Sinzer and stole her Artifact.”

Rekt snorted. “Two Artifacts? And you think you can kill him with your knife?”

Stoakes held the blade of the Suicide Knife horizontally, below the line of his eyes, and spoke in a sobering tone. “All I need is his image here, in the Midnight Mirror. I took it, right after he shot me. I can carve Prist into any shape I want any time want.”

Rekt stared at him, shuddered.

“I’ve always been underestimated, Rekt. Before, during, and after my time as a 19th Generation General.” Stoakes shrugged. “I’m used to it. It’s actually an unfair advantage I’m not proud of, but in the end, it’s not my problem.”

“How’d you end up getting shot?”

Stoakes sighed at the if you’re so good implied by Rekt’s tone.

“We were at the frontier when the end started. I knew it was coming, so I’d prepared a jump ship in advance. We made it to the ship, escaped the Root Palace coming down around us, but got stuck in the jump queue for . . . for I don’t know how long. When the jump finally completed, and we tried to leave the ship, Prist was there, waiting to pick off whoever came through the hatch.”

“Jump ship collecting,” Rekt said.

Stoakes nodded.

“So, what? Prist thinks you’re dead?”

“Yes, but he doesn’t know who I am. Besides you, no one still living knows who I really am. Are you having second thoughts about all this?”

Rekt took a deep breath. “No. Never mind the logistics or ethics involved in giving a gene soldier an Artifact, that’s not for me to comment on. I’m just a little overwhelmed by the reality of this, that this is really happening.”

“When it’s all done,” Stoakes said, “I’ll help you get your shop reestablished and you won’t have to worry ever again about Prist looming over you with threats, implied or genuine.”

Rekt pursed his lips, lowered his eyes, nodded. “You said we before, and you only want to produce a single specimen . . . ”

“Ana Tain. She, along with her gene map, was a gift from the Emperor. Based on actual DNA, not completely engineered.”

Rekt raised his eyebrows at this. “I didn’t know that was possible.”

“The map works. I’ve used it several times. She only lives twenty years on average.”

“Thus the Artifact.”

“Thus the Artifact.” After a moment, Stoakes continued, changing the subject. “It’s a little ways away, but I’ve prepared a room for you here in the Palace. I’ve stocked some food and clothing and I can get you whatever you need: parts, more tools, whatever.”

“You’ve thought of everything. So this is home now, huh?”

“Like I said, it’s only temporary.”

Rekt straightened. “It’s a bit of an improvement, actually.”


210 DAYS AGO


“Okay,” Rekt said. “It’s taken a while, but I’ve nearly completed a system-wide diagnostic. As expected, the electronics were hit pretty hard when the Vine burned up. Lots of sporadic damage. Nothing unfixable, though. I’ve got all but two sub-systems working smoothly. Those will take me another few days. The big problem is that the nozzle connecting the protein stores to the primary distribution tank is a fused solid. Until I can get that removed and replaced, I won’t be able to test the viability of the protein itself or the calibration of the tanks.”

“The tanks need to be calibrated?” Stoakes said.

Rekt nodded. “That nozzle is a pretty sophisticated piece of equipment. I may have to make a new one from scratch, but even with it working, it has to interface perfectly with the distribution tank, which has to do the same with the target tank, and then the target tank itself needs to have its tolerances adjusted.”

“Why’s that?”

“Regular gene maps were pretty sloppy, with a wide margin for error. This would have accounted for any differences, however slight, between your previous Anas. It’s not beyond the scope of the machinery to read the map to specification, but that level of quality was never necessary with gene soldiers. I imagine it is, though, with Ana.”

“And you can do all this, make all these adjustments?”

“Isn’t that why you brought me here?”

“It is indeed. What do you need?”

“I’ll make a list.”


21 DAYS AGO


Fashioning a new nozzle from scratch proved a lengthy and elaborate project. Just removing the nozzle without destroying it took a full day of Stoakes alternating between brute force and delicate coaxing. Then, once it was free, they found that the protein had clotted and hardened behind it, making it unusable. They cleaned this away and were relieved that the condition was localized at the connection point only. For the nozzle itself, a die had to be reverse-engineered, a makeshift metallurgical station had to be set up for the casting process, and over a hundred minuscule, precision parts had to be machined and fitted. With each task, Rekt was single-minded and assiduous, allowing for no margin of error. As the work progressed, Stoakes tried not to think about the reduced volume of protein that remained. Because of the damage the system had sustained, at least some of what was left would have to be used in further diagnostics, but he kept reminding himself that they only needed one working model. Still, he didn’t like how close they might come to total consumption before they were done. With the new nozzle in place though, Rekt felt somewhat relieved and encouraged and didn’t hesitate to run protein through the machinery to continue his overhaul.

• • •

Throughout Rekt’s endeavors, Stoakes had gone out daily to collect supplies and to track Prist’s and Muso’s movements. He was so close to having Ana back, so close to getting what he wanted from Prist, but everything had to be perfect. Prist rarely left the compound he’d made of his constable’s office. Muso, however, made Stoakes nervous because his work schedule in the Palace was so irregular. Stoakes could do whatever he wanted to Prist, but only if he could depend on Muso’s absence. There was still time before Ana was ready, and Stoakes was sure that the right moment would present itself.







4 GUT FEELING


After finishing with Haas and the others, Pylas had surveyed the planet and scrutinized its Root Palace. Satisfied that there was nothing there, he prepared himself mentally for the trip to Planet 499. For the first time in a long time, he found that he was filled with nervous energy, making him a little hesitant to leave. Skipping so much of the Vine’s path went against his nature, but the excitement, building in him from thinking that his suspicions about the iliaster business might be true, was too much to ignore or deny. And, as he’d told Haas, he could always come back. With that reassuring but possibly depressing thought, he entered the backspace.

Acceleration through the backspace increased at a geometric rate, so with all of space as his runway, it didn’t take long to exceed the speed of light. Pylas quickly understood that he would need to distance himself from the glittering path in order to keep it in sight.

Adjusting his route accordingly, he settled in for the journey and watched the ghost of the Vine rush past like an uncoiling string being pulled from behind him. As he went, he thought of Leilia, of their time together, of her devotion to him. He’d spent nearly 11,000 years dreaming in his prison on Planet Zero. He was acutely aware of how much time had passed—he had felt the passage of years—but at the same time, his imprisonment seemed to him to have occurred only months ago. Logic argued against Leilia’s continued existence, but it also argued against his own, and here he was. There were times when his certainty about her faltered, but the more he thought about her, the more real she became to him. He repeated to himself often that he would not abandon her or his memory of her. Samhain had kept Pylas alive and imprisoned. How could he do any less with his own daughter?

The iliaster business . . . It had to be tit for tat, some understanding between Samhain and those involved. Pylas was sure that there was a secret to uncover. He couldn’t know what secret, but also couldn’t stop thinking that it had something to do with Leilia. The only question he refused to explore was whether he felt this way because of genuine intuition or because he simply wanted or needed to.

At some point along the way, time had lost all meaning for Pylas. Fifteen days had passed. He hadn’t stopped or slept, but had remained focused and alert for the duration. Even with it’s new sun, he recognized Planet 499’s system immediately when it came into view and set about reducing his velocity so he wouldn’t pass it up.

As he got closer, Pylas could see that the urban sprawl radiating out from the Planet 499’s Root Palace was some of the most extensive he’d yet encountered. He was and was not surprised to see that at least one of the Palace jump decks was still operational. Its wormhole aperture showed starkly in the backspace and suggested a fixed destination. There would be time to look into that later.

He found a public restroom, currently empty and not too far from the Root Palace, to exit the backspace, and as soon as he was out, weariness assaulted him in waves. He’d never travelled so far without a break, so it followed that he’d be exhausted, but he marveled at how differently he felt inside and out of the backspace.

Sleep threatened, and somehow he knew that once it claimed him, it would be for days. When it came, he wanted it to be under a roof and behind a locked door. He didn’t fear for his safety, but did worry, perhaps irrationally, that someone might steal his glasses. Outside the restroom, he was reminded of Yana Tomon in its later days, with constant foot traffic on streets of hard-packed, dusty earth. Vehicles were scarce and ranged from primitive carts to resonant lift transports. No one paid him any attention.

He walked for about ten minutes before finding a sign advertising lodging.

Inside was a cramped foyer with a door straight ahead, a padded bench to the left, and a man behind a window to the right.

“I need a room,” Pylas said to the man.

The man stared at him for a moment before speaking. “How are you going to pay?”

“How about a handful of diamonds?”

“Diamonds? They real?”

Pylas clenched his fist, squeezed hard, raised his hand, and dropped the contents onto the window counter. “You got a hammer?”

The man snorted. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

Pylas shrugged. “Give it a try.”

Keeping a suspicious eye on Pylas, the man turned, took a hammer from a cubby hole, and tested the diamonds as Pylas had suggested. After several whacks, he raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“How long you want to stay?”

“I don’t know. How long will those get me?”

The man pursed his lips, considering. He was clearly interested so Pylas was incredulous when he replied.

“Say, five days?”

“I don’t imagine you get many new tenants,” Pylas said.

“Yeah? What about people like you?”

Pylas thought for a moment. “There was a fire at my old place. Can’t be too many people put out by fire.”

The man said nothing. Indeed, he appeared to be holding his breath.

“Okay. I don’t have anymore with me, but I can get more,” Pylas said. He could produce the diamonds whenever he wanted, but he figured that saying otherwise would ensure some privacy, at least for a little while.

“You got any weapons?”

Pylas threw back his poncho and raised his arms to show that he had nothing but the clothes he wore.

The man tried to conceal a frown—there was no secret stash of diamonds—but reached for a cardkey and handed it to Pylas through the window opening.

“Room 304. Five days.” The man nodded towards the door across from the main entrance.

“Thanks.”

• • •

The room was windowless, dusty, and home to a mild, unidentifiable stink. The bedding looked clean, though, and there was a bathroom with running water. Good enough. He locked the door, stripped, took a shower. The water was neither hot nor cold, but it felt good on his skin—almost too good, since he found it harder and harder to keep his eyes open. He finished, dried, and collapsed onto the bed, where he nearly instantly fell into a deep, unassailable sleep.

• • •

Pylas awoke, dressed, and went downstairs.

The man behind the counter eyed him with a sneer.

“How many days do I have left?”

“That’s funny,” the man said humorlessly.

“I’m bad with numbers,” Pylas said. “How many?”

“I haven’t seen you come out till now. Thought maybe you died in there.”

Pylas stared at him, waiting patiently.

“You got one more day, mister.”

“Here,” Pylas said, producing another handful of small, yellow-tinged diamonds. “For another five days.”

Half of the man’s mouth raised in a crooked smile. “You keep these coming and you can stay as long as you like.”

Pylas cocked his head, trying but unable to find the generosity the man clearly felt he’d offered. “Thanks?”

His crooked smile now garish, the man nodded.

• • •

Over the next few days, Pylas studied the area immediately surrounding the Root Palace. He did this physically, in person, when and where he could, and from the backspace when and where he couldn’t. He learned very quickly that Planet 499 was run by Kenda Prist and Salos Muso: Prist, the former First Specialist of the Gun Squad; Muso, one of the 17th Generation Generals, contemporary with the Gun Squad. Prist, in his retirement, was ostensibly the one and only official constable, though Muso appeared to be his colleague of equal standing, or his subordinate. Opinions were varied.

After the Vine was destroyed, Prist and Muso commandeered the area and buildings contiguous with the constable’s office, blocked it all off, and created something akin to a crude fort, complete with a resonant lift motor pool, which occupied the section of street they’d taken over. Guards, all of them F-Gene positives, were stationed at intervals and strictly regulated traffic into and out of the compound through a boom gate.

Muso, a giant in black armor with liquid rust weeping from every joint, was always Dark. He carried a great, square sword with a jagged blade—the Paradox Cleaver—on his back. Prist, in contrast, rarely, if ever, went Dark. Pylas had never seen it, but from what he’d heard, Prist’s Modular Gun was as bad as, or worse than, Muso’s Cleaver. They say he can shoot you even if you’re on the other side of a holographic screen.

For most of every day, Pylas, covering himself with a broad-brimmed hat, found a good vantage point from which to observe the comings and goings of Prist, Muso, and anyone who had business with them. He played the part of the hopeless vagrant, immobilized by drink or malnutrition, and continued to be ignored. Muso, he learned, came and went frequently, spending a lot of time at what was left of the Root Palace, but Prist never seemed to leave the compound.

On the fourth day of Pylas’s observation, a woman approached the gate. Since she was only half covered in rags, Pylas assumed that she was a beggar and not significant to his information gathering. However, within moments Prist and Muso, both at a brisk walk, came to greet her.

Though she and her rags were dirty, and despite her short, black hair being mussed, Pylas thought her quite pretty. She was constantly fidgeting, her eyes darting suspiciously.

“Thank you for respecting the gate, Bela. Really, we do appreciate that.”

“It beats a bullet in the head,” the woman in rags said.

Prist forced a smile.

“I want what’s mine,” she said, fighting back shakes.

“Yours?”

“Mine. Mother promised. Why don’t you just send me to her like she said? I know you’ve got the jump deck connection stabilized.”

“Traffic costs us resources, Bela,” Prist said. “Everything’s different now that the Vine is gone. Surely you can understand that. And besides, we gave you some.”

“It wasn’t enough. And he thinned it,” she said, nodding to indicate Muso.

“Surely you can understand that, under these new circumstances, we all have to share.”

Bela snorted.

“Your small sacrifice is benefiting hundreds, maybe thousands. Isn’t that worth it?”

She folded her arms and shook. “Come on, Prist. I need more. Let me clean up and give you something in return. Let me be your iliaster.”

Prist pursed his lips. “I’d rather not wake up in the morning with parts of me frozen off.”

She glanced at Muso.

“Oh,” Prist said. “How about you? Are you up for a go?”

Pylas could hear the conversation clearly and became more and more intrigued. He hadn’t scanned Prist or Muso yet, hadn’t needed to, but at Prist’s mention of frozen parts, Pylas applied his Divine Pattern sense to all three of them.

Just as Prist finished his question to Muso, all color drained from him. His eyes widened, and despite not needing oxygen to breathe, he began to hyperventilate.

Pylas noted a number of things: that Bela was a Shade, probably a cryokinetic, based on what Prist had said; that, apparently, Prist was having a reaction to the scan, becoming extremely agitated and perhaps unable to move; and that, strangest of all, he seemed to have two Artifacts.

The moment Pylas stopped the scan, the Modular Gun, a heavy, large-bore handgun, appeared in Prist’s hand. Prist raised the Gun, whirled erratically to the left and to the right, firing several times.

Having heard of Prist’s prowess, and not wanting to jeopardize his own information gathering, Pylas let himself slip into the backspace as soon as the Modular Gun materialized. Had he not, one of the “stray” shots would have hit him square in the chest. He continued to observe the three from the backspace.

“What’s wrong with you?” Muso said.

Prist had stopped shooting, but was panting and glistening with fresh sweat.

“Didn’t you feel that?” he said.

Bela shook her head. Muso shrugged.

“Like eyes—cold, hard marbles—rolling all up and down your spine.”

“It’s just your imagination,” Muso said.

“You sure you won’t change your mind?” Bela said. “Seems like you need a fix of some kind yourself. Same terms.”

Prist looked in every direction, and satisfied that there were no discernible threats, calmed down.

“Bela, let me tell you in no uncertain terms,” he said. “You get nothing. Maybe once the next batch is ready, we’ll give you a pity portion, maybe not. It’ll depend on my mood. But I don’t want to hear you asking the question or making the demand anymore. Also, I hear that some of our customers been having unfortunate accidents, losing their iliaster along with a digit or a limb to frostbite. If you can come up with something worth trading, we can talk, but otherwise, we will treat attacks on our customers as attacks on us.”

He raised the Modular Gun again, placing the end of the barrel against her forehead. She shivered and fought to keep her eyes open in spite of the threat.

“Do you understand me?”

She didn’t, or couldn’t, respond.

“I’m sorry, I thought I asked you a question. Should we put the Paradox Cleaver to you instead? You want to be infected by its rot for the rest of your unnatural life?”

“N-No!” Tears now streaked her face. “No. It’s not fair.”

“It never is,” Prist said. “Don’t you have work to do?” he said to Muso. “And you,” he said, addressing Bela again. “Get out of here.”

Pylas watched Prist watch them go. Muso passed through the gate, and Bela followed him at a distance. It seemed that Muso, despite his appearance to the contrary, was responsible for iliaster production, so Pylas followed him as well, but through the backspace.

Muso led them to the Root Palace. Several heavy duty containers, maybe for waste disposal, had been stacked and arranged around an aperture into the Palace to form a courtyard, which was interesting because just inside that perimeter, to the left of the entrance, was a sprawling mound of waste, rising at least three meters at its tallest peak. Three normals with firearms guarded the courtyard. Muso walked past the guards and was about to enter the Palace when Bela shouted after him from just outside the courtyard.

“Are you sure I can’t convince you?”

Muso stopped, paused where he stood, then turned around.

“You don’t even know what you’re asking.” Muso shook his head. “I assure you Bela Fan, you have nothing that I want or need. If you continue to pester me, there will be no pity portion, and worse for you, I will make you into one of my experiments.” He turned again and passed through the breach in the Palace wall.

She stood there for a moment, her face contorting with anger and despair and wet once more with tears. Finally she turned, walked six paces, found a place to sit, dropped down, and proceeded to glower at the entrance into the Palace. The guards ignored her. She was dangerous and they knew better than to engage her.

Pylas eased past her through the backspace, crossed the courtyard, and entered the Palace. It was dark inside, littered with inert machines and old equipment, which created something of a maze, leading to what must have been Muso’s lab. Plyas exited the backspace and returned to normal. He took up a position behind some metal shelving through which he could see the lab, but which provided cover. A single bulb, hung from the ceiling over a lone worktable, lit the room dimly. Several steel tanks lined the back wall and were additionally lit by red digital readouts. Behind the table, a frail-looking man, wearing only a pair of trunks, sloshed some liquid between two beakers. Pylas was confused. Was this Muso? Everything Pylas had heard about Muso and his former role as a 17th Generation General suggested that he was F-Gene-positive. The F-Gene didn’t necessarily assert its presence with exaggerated physical traits, but Muso didn’t even look healthy. Besides his overall frailty, a livid cut, infected and suppurating, marked his torso from shoulder to hip and was held fast by large metal staples.

Trying to rectify the discrepancy between his expectations and what he saw, Pylas scanned Muso once more with his Divine Pattern sense. What he saw confused him. As suspected, Muso did not have the F-Gene, but, strangely, he appeared to share most of Prist’s DNA. He was also like Prist in that he had two Artifacts. While Dark, DNA often became unreadable, and Pylas supposed that during that first scan, Muso’s active Artifact masked the presence of the other. Their DNA suggested a very close relationship. The 17th Generation was contemporary with the Gun Squad, but that was due to overlap; the 17th generation actually predated the Gun Squad by a few hundred years. How could they be so closely related?

Muso sighed loudly, placed the beakers on the table.

“Kenda is crafty, but I’m the smart one,” Muso said. “I couldn’t be sure the first time, but especially with his description, did you think I wouldn’t notice a second time? I have a lot of work to do, so why don’t you just step into the room and say what you want to say, ask what you want to ask, do what you want to do?”

Pylas, realizing that he’d get nothing by being too cautious, did as Muso suggested and entered the room. By the time he reached the table and stood across from Muso, he’d become aware of two things: that the air in the room had become noticeably dense with moisture and that a warm lethargy had spread over him, making him feel heavier and heavier. He glanced up at the bulb, a real chore now, and saw that, indeed, a fine aerosol mist was present. He watched the droplets dance and swirl and felt his eyelids grow yet heavier.

He started at Muso’s hand upon his left shoulder. When he looked, he saw that Muso was reaching across the table, saying something.

“What?” Pylas said, recoiling and stumbling back a few steps at Muso’s touch. He felt that his shoulder was wet and saw that Muso’s hand came away dripping.

“I said you should count yourself lucky, since very few get the benefit of anesthesia. It should have dropped you halfway to the table, though.”

“What did you do to me?” Pylas said, shaking his head and trying to blink away encroaching sleep. His body felt thick, immobile, and half-numb.

Muso shrugged then frowned. “Why aren’t you dead yet?”

A throbbing ache pulsed in Pylas’s shoulder, radiated down his arm and into his chest. His chest was constricted. He felt like he couldn’t breathe, even though he didn’t need to, and that that would somehow expedite sleep, already fast-approaching. Pylas shook his head again to clear it, but Muso’s Cleaver splitting the table—and his subsequent approach—did a better job.

Dark now, Muso swung the Paradox Cleaver in mighty arcs, but Pylas, despite his drugged condition, was able to avoid the blows with a combination of speed and anticipation, both reflexive and products of his martial training.

Muso seemed unable to reach Pylas with the giant weapon and so assumed the hated form of what others had dubbed White Muso. His stature now was much closer to that of his normal state. The Cleaver, too, was much smaller, more in line with the kitchen implement it was meant to mimic. White Muso was the opposite of Black Muso: light, fast, precise—surgical. He was sleek, covered in flexible, interlocking white plates, but like Black Muso, thin blood or liquid rust wept from where the plates connected, making him look aged, dirty, and diseased.

Regardless, his speed and precision were now enough to beat Pylas’s. The gleaming Cleaver fell repeatedly, slashing and hacking at Pylas’s front, tattering his poncho, shirt, and the flesh beneath, spattering the room with blood, forcing Pylas back further and further until he hit the metal shelving, knocking it over, and falling on top of it.

This Cleaver’s edge was unbroken and impossibly sharp. So was the pain it delivered. The pain was so unlike the effects of the poison spreading through Pylas, that it provided him with something to focus on, something to pierce the lethargy, the throbbing ache that wracked his whole body now, and enabled him to finally exert control over his Pattern and to go Dark.

Muso didn’t recognize the man or the Shade, but saw that, even Dark, the yellow intruder wasn’t moving anymore—except for the onset of bodywide convulsions. Still, it was taking too long. Muso resumed the form of Black Muso, raised the massive Paradox Cleaver over his head, and brought it down as hard as he could upon Pylas. His arms vibrated and the Cleaver, being completely repelled, leapt from his hands.

“Shit!” Muso cried, his arms numb and tingling.

He knelt down, ran his fingers over the Cleaver’s invisible impact line. There was nothing, no chipped debris, no powder, no dent, no marring of any kind. He placed his right palm down upon Pylas’s chest, immediately above his heart, and smoke began to issue forth, not from melting away what was beneath, but from the various chemicals pouring from the Miracle Ampule interacting with each other. No matter what Muso produced, all of it beaded against the pale yellow shell and ran off on either side, eating away at the floor and filling the room with more caustic smoke.

Muso sighed. The only plus that had come out of the encounter was that whoever this was, even though he wasn’t dead yet—Pylas continued to convulse—he was poisoned beyond care. Let him stay Dark, Muso thought. He’ll die eventually.

He reached an arm around Pylas and picked him up, fighting the shaking to keep a good grip, and carried him outside.

• • •

Bela had been staring at the entrance for perhaps twenty minutes when she heard Muso’s heavy footsteps approach. She didn’t care about the guards, but it suddenly occurred to her that she didn’t want Muso to see that she was still there, that, despite her indignation, him seeing her there would hurt rather than help her case. She leapt up with considerable strength and agility and moved behind the container that formed the end of the right wall sheltering the entrance. She peeked around the corner and saw something she didn’t expect. Muso was carrying a yellow figure that shook and shook. Probably another iliaster addict like herself, but suffering withdrawal far worse than she was. Muso took the figure in two hands and flung it onto the huge pile of varied garbage.

The figure—it was male, she decided—turned in the air and revealed a glittering  face of what must have been crusted diamonds. Bela had never been much interested in preening, in jewels or other finery, but from the time she was small, she had always been fascinated by the endless, complex variety achieved by otherwise simple ice crystals. When she’d entered the Locsard Psychic Academy, her professors had been shocked to learn of her already rather precise control over her cryokinesis, which had resulted from long hours of play, creating these crystals and vainly attempting to duplicate even one of them. When she saw that face, that explosion of crystalline patterns so like and unlike her ice at the same time, she was moved by its sublime perfection and became instantly covetous. In the back of her mind, she realized that this man must also be a Shade, and that, since he was still shaking, he was still alive and probably not beyond help. Probably.

Still focused on the yellow man where he lay, she vaguely heard Muso say something to the guards. When she looked, she saw he was already heading back inside the old Palace.

She had to have that man. If she killed the guards, though, it would be problematic. She stepped to the opening leading to the courtyard, folded her arms across her chest, and for the first time in months, summoned her power.

One of the guards snorted and shook his head.

She grinned as the three of them began to shiver. The ambient temperature hadn’t changed, but inside each of the three men, the temperature dropped quickly and, for human beings, dramatically. One of them started towards the Palace entrance.

She cocked her head, narrowed her eyes, and responded to his challenge by increasing the drop rate. He let out a gasp and dropped to his knees, where he swayed, rubbed at his eyes, and finally collapsed onto his face. The other two, she took down more gently until hypothermia rendered them unconscious as well. She casually entered the courtyard, picked the man from the garbage pile, hung him—still convulsing—over her shoulder, and left with him. She could feel through his yellow shell that he was burning with fever, so she gently applied her power to cool him.

• • •

Despite her being an addict, everyone knew that Bela Fan was dangerous. There were plenty of derelicts on Planet 499, and plenty of makeshift communities to accommodate them, but once Bela had set up her own private hovel, everyone in the surrounding area moved away. Some feared becoming the object of her direct ire, some feared being falsely implicated by mere proximity if anything of hers were to go missing, some just didn’t like the cold that she sometimes unwittingly generated in her sleep.

She sat him up against the concrete pile that formed the largest wall of her shelter and did her best to regulate his temperature. Decreasing it wasn’t a problem, but finding the right balance, especially in her current state of withdrawal, might be. She took his yellow hand in hers and marveled at how smooth and hard and supple it was all at once. After a moment, his convulsions became less pronounced and he stirred, his head rolling upon his neck, until the mass of crusted diamonds covering the upper half of his face seemed to focus upon her. His relaxed fingers were suddenly filled with tension, though they didn’t pull away, and she was certain that he was alert and staring at her.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” she said.

After another moment, his yellow shell liquified, thinned, and ran in runnels, retreating under his bloody clothes to disappear altogether. He sat up straighter, pulled off his poncho, then his shirt. He swayed, steadied himself with one hand on the ground, and held the garments close to his face.

She balked at the livid gashes decorating his torso, but saw that, at the heart of each valley of rent flesh, a thin line of that yellow liquid rose, mending the flesh as it rose to the skin. When she looked at his face again, she was surprised by the level of concentration he was applying to his clothes.

• • •

Everything was a jumble, a chaotic mix of up, down, left, and sideways, of colors, shapes, and looming dread that was palpable, distinct, physical, imminent. The heat, he thought through it all, was boiling his brain in his skull. Pylas imagined Samhain, in his original form, sitting down to breakfast, with his brain on a plate. This both amused and sickened him, but the image dissolved as the heat gave way. A cool breeze, soothing, comforting, ameliorating, wrapped him in a steady embrace. The world still canted with even the slightest movement, but the woman’s face took shape within the jumble. Bela. Her name was Bela. Her words were a balm to him, but a reminder that he was still in danger.

He thought back, as best he could, to his encounter with Muso. It was wet. The air had been wet. His hand had been wet. Poison. Pylas returned to normal, took of his poncho and shirt, and nearly blacked out from the effort. Through force of will, he remained conscious, held the clothes close so that he could study the residue upon them with Divine Pattern. He found two substances that had a number of shared properties and knew that these were Muso’s airborne anesthetic and his contact poison. After determining this, Pylas dropped the clothing, pulled his legs in and straightened his back to sit cross-legged. He closed his eyes and began to examine his own Pattern and then manipulate it, to find any and all traces of the two substances and work them out of his body.

• • •

Bela watched him meditate. He seemed to be doing absolutely nothing, but she knew that this was not true and, despite the lack of outward evidence, was fascinated by how much must be going on internally. After several minutes, her eyes widened as she saw beads of black sweat rise from his skin. She got up, rummaged through her things, and finding a relatively clean blanket, proceeded to wipe away the black liquid with it. This she continued to do for perhaps an hour, until it seemed he was done squeezing the foreign substance from his pores—however one did that.

He let out a breathless, “Thank you,” and promptly collapsed into what she correctly assumed was the sleep of exhaustion. All of his cuts were now closed, just red marks upon his skin, but she worried that they might reopen if she wasn’t careful. She gently pulled at him to position him more comfortably, and as the new sun had just set, she curled up next to him and slept herself.

• • •

Pylas awoke to daylight and with Bela’s head upon his chest. He ran fingers over his bare abdomen and noted that the skin was smooth, unmarred by Muso’s cleaver. He eased himself out from under Bela, trying unsuccessfully not to wake her, and felt the world cant again. He’d gotten the poison out of his system, but hadn’t recovered from all of the damage it had done.

Bela sat up and rubbed her eyes. “You’re okay,” she said, with a kind of muted—not quite jaded?—cheer.

“That’s thanks to you, I imagine,” he said, putting his glasses on.

She half-laughed. “I thought you were beautiful. When you were Dark, I mean. You’re okay when you’re normal. How come I don’t recognize you? What squad are you from? Or what generation?”

Pylas snorted. “First.”

She barked laughter. “First. Yeah, right.” But she stared at him and her face sobered. She swallowed hard. Finally she said. “King . . . Yellow.”

“That’s what they called me. But that was a long, long time ago.”

She swallowed hard again. “They . . . They still call you that.”

Pylas shrugged. “Could you call me Pylas instead?”

She nodded hesitantly.

“Do you regret helping me, Bela?”

She shook her head, not even noticing that he called her by name. “I told you, you were beautiful. I could look at you Dark forever. But that’s not the only reason I collected you from Muso’s garbage heap.”

“Garbage heap?” he said indignantly.

She nodded. “I help you, you help me.”

Pylas sighed. “I would rather help you beat your addiction to iliaster than help you get more of it.”

“What do you know?” she said sharply.

“I don’t think it’s a secret that you’re an addict. But I can look into your body and see the physiological changes the iliaster has made. As a Shade, you have an advantage over normals. You’re better equipped to survive withdrawal and wait out the drug’s call until you’re free of its allure.”

“Or better equipped to tolerate more of it. What does it matter anymore anyway? I was already an addict before the Vine blew up, but there is no more Empire. I couldn’t go home if I wanted to. All of my friends probably answered the Signal Alarm and are dead now, or stuck on their own retirement planets.”

“Is iliaster the only thing you have to hold on to, to live for?”

“Yes,” she blurted. Anger was plain on her face, but she retreated somewhat, becoming pensive.

Pylas shrugged. “I’ve been watching Prist and Muso—and you, too, when you showed up at their door—for a couple of days. Seems pretty obvious that, even if I help you get more of it, the iliaster will either run dry or become completely inaccessible. Either way, the result is the same.”

She narrowed her eyes, glowered at him. “Not if I get to Mother herself. She’s not like Prist.”

“Mother?”

“Nan Liskur, former First General of the 16th Generation. She’s the source of the iliaster. Iliaster is really just Muso’s way of making a lot out of a little. If I could be near Mother, I wouldn’t need the iliaster.”

Pylas thought for a moment. He didn’t know exactly how Mother could be the source of the iliasater, or if exposure to her would be better or worse for an addict, but he wanted to help Bela, both because he felt sorry for her and as a way of showing his gratitude for helping him. It didn’t matter if she’d helped him for purely selfish reasons. He knew that without the thought of Leilia being out there somewhere, he would have little to live for and might just as easily find solace in death or a drug, whichever came first. He hoped that Bela had something besides the drug—or Mother—to live for, but even if she didn’t, he realized that it wasn’t his place to condemn her for that. The more he thought about it the sorrier he felt for her and the more he wanted to help her.

“I still have business with Prist,” he said.

She snorted. “And not Muso?”

“Him, too, before I’m done. Have you ever heard of Leilia Purpurata?”

She shook her head.

“I didn’t think so. Once I’m done with them, I’ll do whatever I can to help you get to Mother. Though, I think you’d be better off if you let me help you rehabilitate yourself.”

She smiled and enthusiasm crept into her by degrees.

“What do you want with them, anyway?” They’re both pretty dangerous by themselves, but together they’re unbeatable. If not, I would have killed one or both of them a long time ago. Of course, I wouldn’t have, because they were pushing iliaster, but you understand what I mean.”

Pylas grinned at her increasing energy.

“I’ve convinced myself,” he said, “that Prist, Muso, and now maybe Mother, too, made a deal with Samhain to hide something for him in exchange for leaving their business alone.”

“What would the Emperor need to hide?”

“You didn’t know her name, but did you know that Samhain had a daughter?”

“No.”

“And that she betrayed him for me?”

She stared open-mouthed. “No.”

“I don’t know your experience with Samhain, but he started out very different and only later became a monster. When I learned what he’d become, I tried to stop him, and Leilia sided with me. In response, he sent my best friend, his son, and a pair of criminals after us.” Pylas shrugged. “It’s unfortunate that my best friend was so capable. Leilia and I were imprisoned separately. Wil swore to me he didn’t know where Samhain had hidden her and I believe he was telling the truth. But Wil could see into things just as I can, so hiding her from him would require some kind of cunningly wrought camouflage. Somewhere, on some planet along the Vine’s course, is the way to her prison, and I think that Prist, or Muso, or Mother, or all three of them, know the secret.”

“I’m not saying I think you’re wrong, but you’re talking 1st Generation, right? Mother is oldest, of any living Shades that I know of, except you and Wil Parish. He’s dead, by the way, isn’t he? The way you talk about him in the past tense?”

Pylas nodded.

A faint look of surprise and horror crossed her face before she continued. “And she’s only 16th Generation. That’s a long, long time to keep a secret. And are you sure she’s even alive? Your . . . Leilia, I mean?”

“She can’t die.”

“We’re all long-lived, but—”

“No,” he said shaking his head. “She literally cannot die. Her primary means of self-defense is nuclear fission, using her own body as fuel. I have witnessed her reintegration first-hand more than once. Wil said that Leilia’s first prison kept her from reintegrating, producing a sustained nuclear reaction that was used to power my imprisonment for a time, but that Samhain became more concerned with keeping us apart in case either of us escaped. She is alive somewhere.”

“Okay, okay. The history of the Empire’s early days is pretty fuzzy, so any number of things could have gone on.”

He shook his head. “Call it intuition or call it a fool’s errand. It doesn’t matter. If I’m wrong about Prist and the others, it just means that I’ll have to spend more time looking.”

“You’re not going to make me wait till you find her, are you?”

“I said I’d help you when I’m done with them, not after I found her.”

“That’s right. You did say that. Just making sure.”

“I could look myself, but do they have a place outside of the former Palace where they stockpile the iliaster?”

“Yeah. It’s guarded by F-Gene fighters. Twelve of them.”

“And they’re sufficient to keep you from what you want?”

“No, but Prist’s retaliation is.”

“It doesn’t matter how many of them there are. I just need you to take me there. I’m still a little shaky on my feet.”

“And then what, I just leave you to them?”

“I suppose no matter what I said, I would come off as a braggart.”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

“No one will see me or even know I’m there. If I find what I’m looking for, I won’t need to deal with Prist or Muso and I can get you to Mother all the faster.”

She perked up at this, but then frowned. “Aren’t you afraid of either of them?”

“I know to watch out for Muso’s chemicals now. While Dark, he can’t touch me. As for Prist, it doesn’t matter how accurate he is. I learned to take a gunshot long before I knew what an Artifact was. So, no.”

She pursed her lips, beamed. “Then let’s go!”

Pylas looked down at himself, then at his cast-off clothes. His shirt was a loss, but his poncho, might still see some use. Everything, his pants included, was covered in blood.

“It’s a small thing, but where can I get some clothes? Some for you, too, unless you’re comfortable like that.”

“Yeah, clothes were never my priority. I don’t care if anyone sees my skin. Hell, you’re looking at it right now, aren’t you? You said you could see into me, right? Aren’t you looking right through what clothes I have on?”

“That’s not really what I meant or how it works.”

She shrugged. “If anyone tries to touch, though, I could break their hands or freeze them solid. There are only two exceptions here on 499 and you know who they are. Well, maybe you make three.”

“Still. My treat.”

“Whatever. Come on.”

• • •

With a handful of diamonds, Pylas bought a new hat, shirt, pair of pants, and poncho, along with some new clothes for Bela. Seeing her fascination with the stones, he produced another handful and gave them to her. He then took her to his room, but not before they enjoyed the surprised stare of the man behind the window in the foyer.

In his room, Pylas showered, cleaning away the dried blood and any of Muso’s poison that may have dried on his skin. He’d conditioned his Pattern to block the poison, so he was in no danger, but he felt better seeing it spiral down the drain. When he was finished, he dressed in his new clothes, tied off his pant cuffs, and offered the shower to Bela.

She hesitated, but only briefly.

When she came out, dressed in her new clothes as well, she almost looked like a different person.

Pylas smiled. “You look good.”

“Thanks,” she said, somewhat demurely. “Maybe there’s hope for me yet.”

• • •

They left for the iliaster storehouse. Pylas’s equilibrium was still off, so Bela held his hand to help him walk straight. They melted effortlessly into the street traffic, with no one paying any attention to them. Indeed, no one recognized Bela, all cleaned up, wearing new clothes, and no one but Muso would recognize Pylas. At least, not right away.

• • •

Salton Stoakes was out and collecting supplies nearby. Now that Rekt’s calibrations were nearly complete, even as the limited protein stores decreased further with each subsequent test, Stoakes found that his patience and his anxiety were in a strange state of equilibrium, giving him a heightened sense of awareness, so it was only natural that Bela Fan should catch his eye, even if he didn’t immediately understand why. He was too used to seeing her dirty and dressed in rags, but her current appearance tickled the recesses of his memory, to the days of their active service together. In the moment it took for him to realize that it was in fact his former colleague, he glanced at her companion and felt his stomach lurch. The man with her was unassuming enough, but the glasses he wore . . . Stoakes had seen them before, had a pair exactly like them in his pocket. There was no question that the man wore a pair of glasses with Yellow Diamond lenses, but was he the man who’d created them? Stoakes decided to follow them and find out.

• • •

Bela led them to the eastern outskirts of the colony, an industrial area with rows and rows of buildings housing mostly-automated equipment. Across one final, broad, and essentially useless avenue, on the very border between civilization and the desolate wilderness of rock and sand that characterized the rest of the planet, a fortified concrete bunker awaited. Few people strayed this far from the residential and commercial districts, and with the F-Gene guards, eight of the twelve Bela had mentioned, posted prominently near the bunker’s entrance, they thought it best to stop just out of sight.

“You wait here,” Pylas said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Bela nodded and then balked when Pylas disappeared after going Dark.

Pylas entered into the backspace, crossed the avenue, breezed by the guards and through the thick concrete walls to the interior of the bunker. Inside, he found barracks large enough to accommodate all twelve guards. The remaining four were asleep in their bunks. Pylas found a stove, a sink, a toilet, and a locked storage area. Still in the backspace, Pylas did an exhaustive search, of the walls within walls, looking for anything, besides iliaster, that might be hidden.

By the promised deadline, he reappeared before Bela, Dark only for a moment before returning to normal.

“Well?” she said, as they started back the way they’d come.

He shrugged. “I didn’t find what I was looking for, but I did find something interesting.”

“What?”

“How much iliaster would you expect to find in there?” he said.

Now she shrugged. “I don’t know. Cases of it?”

He shook his head. “There’s a very small quantity of something so diluted that I doubt you’d still call it iliaster.”

“How small a quantity?”

“Maybe a hundred doses.”

Her eyes widened and she frowned. “Prist’s never going to give me any more.”

“When all the addicts realize that Prist and Muso can’t meet the demand with their limited supply, there’s going to be a riot or a revolution.”

“Neither would let it get that far,” Bela said. “They’d kill everyone on the planet if they had to, and it wouldn’t mean much to either of them.”

“I suppose we should intervene and see that that doesn’t happen.”

“I guess.”

Pylas snorted and grinned.

The bunker no longer visible behind them, they’d come to a concrete overpass, a highway playing host to lazy resonant lift traffic. Once they’d stepped under the lip of the roadway, an unfamiliar voice called, “Pylas Crier.”

Pylas, instantly Dark, whirled on the sound and cast out a reflexive Divine Pattern scan.

The perfect grid of bright yellow light caught, carried, and slammed a young man into one of the overpass support piles, pinning him there, a meter off the ground, with his arms and legs spread, his back and right cheek pressed firmly to the smooth concrete.

“Oh shit,” the youth said through bandages wrapped around his face and head.

“You’re a Shade,” Pylas said. “Who else is on this planet,” he said to Bela over his shoulder.

“Valna Resser is on 498 and he’s,” she said pointing with her chin, “too short to be him.”

The youth grunted, found it difficult to talk under the scan. “Bela,” he said, “you wouldn’t recognize me . . . but we used to work together.” He went Dark then, becoming a living shadow and slipping the bonds of the light grid. He dropped to one knee and didn’t advance.

Bela took a step forward, though. “Salton Stoakes?”

Stoakes returned to normal and stood straight as the light of the scan faded. He unwound the bandages. “Yes, but like I said, you won’t recognize me.”

As he took the bandages away, she drew closer, and once his features were revealed, she couldn’t stop herself from smiling broadly, putting her hands on his cheeks, and rubbing her nose against his.

“You’re so cute!” she cried.

“Okay, okay,” he said, trying to be free of her physical attention.

“First Sinzer, now you. Did Samhain have a children’s brigade?” Pylas shook his head. Over his shoulder, he said to Bela, “You know him?”

“He does look different,” she said, turning to respond, “but not when he’s Dark.” To Stoakes she said, “What happened to your wrinkles?”

“It’s a long story, and I’m not proud of it.”

“Can we trust him?” Pylas said.

“I don’t know. Can we trust you?”

“I’d had enough of being the Emperor’s assassin.”

Bela raised and eyebrow. Stoakes nodded.

“We left Loss—Planet 1612—right as the Root Palace started to come apart with no interest in sticking around. I’ve done a lot of terrible things, but I’m trying to turn that around.” Stoakes turned to Pylas. “I don’t know how your relationship with Parish panned out, but for what it’s worth, I did what I could to help Spaier Waice on Loss.”

Pylas pursed his lips, nodded, thought for a moment, and frowned. “How did you know who I was?”

“The Emperor gave me a pair of your glasses to help me complete an assignment. They’re pretty unmistakable. Look, it sounds like we all might want the same thing.”

“How long have you been following us?” Pylas said.

“Long enough. I don’t know exactly what you’re looking for, but you need something from Prist, right?”

Pylas nodded.

“Me, too, but what I plan to take from him will leave him dead. Let’s work together so that everyone gets what they want.”

“What is it you want, Stoakes?” Pylas said.

“Besides revenge for a hole in my chest? His Artifact. One of them, anyway.”

“What do you want his Artifact for?” Bela said

“Call it justice.”

“But not for you,” she said.

He shook his head. “Not for me.”

“I suppose it’s good we met when we did,” Pylas said. “I would have been pretty upset if you’d killed Prist before I got what I needed.”

“Same here,” Stoakes said. “Knowing Prist, he probably would have driven you to kill him whether you wanted to or not.”

“He does have that effect on people,” Bela said. “How long have you been here, Salton?”

“Like I said, right as the frontier Palace was coming apart and shortly before the Vine lit up. Almost a year now?”

“You were here when the Vine went?”

“I was.”

“And you never thought to reach out to me?”

“I’ve kept an eye on you Bela, but this is the cleanest and most coherent I’ve seen you.”

She lowered her eyes. “I guess that’s fair.”

“I’ve been busy and couldn’t afford to let Prist know that I was coming for him. This new face has proven invaluable. Right now, the two of you, an old Imperial Engineer, and a frustrated housewife in Pyramid Heights are the only people who know who I am. Listen,” he said to Pylas, “it’s obvious that you’re a little unsteady on your feet. I’ve got a place with food and water that’s safe. Let’s go there now. You can get some rest and we can discuss our approach at our leisure. Bela, I’m sure it’s better than what you’ve been sentencing yourself to.”

They all agreed and set off for the Root Palace. Pylas and Bela were initially surprised by Stoakes’s choice of a hideout, but neither hesitated to sneak in with him.

• • •

The arrival of the lot of them startled Rekt, who greeted them wide-eyed and open-mouthed. After introductions, he had some good news for Stoakes.

“We should be ready for production in three days,” he said.

“Production?” Pylas said.

Stoakes gestured towards the tanks. “Rekt has been working on getting this factory operational.”

“You planning to build an army?” Bela said.

“No. Besides restoring my youth, the Emperor gave me a modified gene soldier and its source.”

“A woman, I suppose,” Bela said.

Stoakes nodded. “We were very close. Prist shot her dead.”

“And with these tanks you can restore her?” Pylas said.

“Thanks to Rekt, I can. And with the Time Capsule Prist stole, I can make her permanent.”

Bela’s eyes went wide, but she immediately became lost in her own thoughts.

“Everybody wants something from Prist, but if anyone had gotten what he or she wanted, Prist would likely be dead by now. It seems that Fate has orchestrated our meeting today,” Pylas said. “Let’s set about changing the status quo.”

• • •

Three days later, thick, black smoke rose from the outskirts of the colony. When Prist was alerted to it, he felt his stomach drop even as his fury rose. He knew, without having to see, that the iliaster store was already gone. He contacted Muso through his Artifact and the two made for the storehouse, hopeful at least that they might find the culprits or evidence to identify them.

As the two were crossing the empty avenue in front of the bunker, Prist stopped, causing Muso to do the same.

“What is it?” Muso said.

“Look,” Prist said, pointing.

They saw eight F-Gene positives outside the burning structure, trying unsuccessfully to pound their way in.

“A kitchen fire?” Prist said. “Everything’s lost because of a kitchen fire?”

“Cities have fallen for less,” a voice said from behind them.

They turned to see Pylas, Dark with the Yellow Diamond, standing there.

“That’s him, Kenda,” Muso said. “The one I told you about.”

“Doesn’t look so dead now,” Prist said.

Muso let out a grumbling noise and moved with heavy steps towards Pylas.

“You’re dangerous,” Pylas said.

“You noticed. Good.”

“But Prist is in charge.”

Muso snorted and broke into a run, raising the Paradox Cleaver for a mighty swing.

Pylas seemed to skate forward, closing the distance between them suddenly, and drove two Inertia Pins into Muso’s torso, stopping his momentum instantly. Red-black gore jetted in twin streams from Muso’s back. His arms dropped to his sides, and he took two unsteady steps backward. Despite the damage, though, he gathered himself, cried out, and lunged for Pylas.

Pylas stood straight, motionless except for his right arm snapping out to draw a gleaming, diagonal line with the Vorpal Pin. He pivoted to allow Muso’s corpse to fall unimpeded.

Seconds later, Muso’s separated head hit the ground not far from Prist. Prist blinked at the head, unable for a moment to process the fact that it was his brother’s. His eyes narrowed, the Modular Gun appeared in his right hand, his right hand rose, and the gun barrel flared.

Heavy slugs, one after another, struck the Diamond Coat, flattened on impact, and fell away, leaving no marks.

“Stop shooting or I’ll take your gun arm,” Pylas said.

“Ha!” Prist barked, and increased his firing rate, but only momentarily.

A grid of yellow light appeared upon him and he could no longer move. Sweat broke out upon his brow almost immediately.

“Can’t even pull the trigger, can you.” Maintaining the grid, Pylas stepped over Muso’s corpse and approached Prist.

“What did you do to me?” Prist said.

“Near as we can all figure, my active scan interacts with your psychic facility to sense danger. It’s reflexive, right? Not something you think about or control? I think the interaction causes you to sense danger literally everywhere around you and so incapacitates you.”

“What are you going to do to me? Kill me? Like you did him?”

“No. I have some questions for you.”

Prist snorted, inadvertently spitting a streamer of saliva that hung noticeably from his lower lip.

“You think I’m going to answer your questions?”

“You’re used to being in charge.” Pylas shook his head. “You’re not anymore and you never will be again. Whatever your source, you have no way to thin the iliaster now.”

“Thanks for reminding me. You think telling me that is going to help you?”

“Was he your brother?”

“How did you know that?”

“Same way I’m holding you still. You share too much DNA to be anything less.” Pylas shrugged. “You can take his death any way you want, but it might be to your benefit to see it as a warning.”

Prist snorted again. “A warning?! I swear, if I get out of this . . . this whatever it is—”

The grid abruptly disappeared.

Prist didn’t react right away. He and Pylas stared at each other.

“Decide very carefully what you do next,” Pylas said.

Prist cocked his head, a defiant grin spreading across his face. The Modular Gun began to change rapidly. Portions of it opened, unfolded, and expanded so that it restructured itself into something ever larger and more menacing. Its many barrels cracked severally, but Pylas had disappeared, and almost as soon has he had, Prist cried out as his arm and the Modular Gun banged to the hard-packed dirt.

Pylas stood behind him, his right arm upraised from having delivered another Vorpal Pin.

With his left hand upon the stump of his right shoulder, Prist became aware of Pylas behind him and spun around, taking several steps back to get away from him. Pylas took as many steps, not even allowing Prist his personal space.

“How . . . How did you do that?! No one can hit me!” Blood ran in a wide strip down his right side, quickly pooling around his feet.

Pylas shrugged. “I guess you can’t sense me when I’m in the backspace. The scan costs me nothing and is quite a bit stronger while I’m Dark. I can keep it up indefinitely, or I can use the backspace. Either way, your psychic power means nothing to me. Your aim is useless if your bullets can’t hurt me. Now, I can take you apart, piece by piece, or you can answer my questions.”

Breast heaving, eyes burning, Prist just stared at him.

“Where is Leilia Purpurata?”

Incredulity exploded across Prist’s features. “Who? You do this to me for someone I’ve never heard of?”

“I don’t believe Samhain would tolerate your drug business for nothing.”

Prist glanced at Muso’s corpse, swallowed hard, licked his lips.

Pylas, too, looked at Muso. “For your brother?”

“Maybe. He’d done some things for the Emperor that no one was supposed to know about.”

“But if that were true and your brother was responsible for thinning the iliaster, promoting its spread, the Emperor would likely have just killed him.”

Prist narrowed his eyes, thought for a moment. “Yeah, yeah, that might be so.”

“What else are you hiding here? Something for the Emperor.”

Prist shook his head. “There’s nothing,” he spat.

“Oh, no, there’s something. Either here or with Nan Liskur on 498.”

“Mother?”

“Mother.”

“She mentioned something once.”

“What?”

Prist licked his lips again, tried to collect his thoughts. “She said that a Shade she’d never seen before, that she wasn’t supposed to have seen or even known about, was wandering around her Root Palace. Said things might have gotten ugly if she wasn’t who she was.”

“I’m a Shade you’ve never seen before,” Pylas said.

Prist made a noise, a hesitant half-laugh swallowed by nerves. “I suppose that’s true. There are unlisted Shades like my brother, but this one was different, didn’t know anything about the Empire past year two seventy-one.”

“And?”

“And Mother made her go away.”

“Her?”

Prist nodded.

“How’d she make her go away?”

“She’s Mother. Seems that one of the Palace jump decks is or was on a closed circuit, separate from the rest of the network. Mother used her wiles and sent the other off with a supply of milk. Not sure what happened after that. That’s got to be it, though, right? That’s what you wanted to know. Right? You’ve got to go talk to Mother.”

“Yes, I do.”

“And you’re not going to kill me?”

“I’m not, but I think he might.” Pylas nodded in the direction of the burning storehouse and Prist turned to look.

Walking towards them was what appeared to be a youth dressed all in charcoal gray. Prist stared for a moment. Something about that clothing struck a chord in his memory, but when he could see the young man’s face clearly—and he recognized it—something still bothered him.

“Kid! You survived! How’d you do that? I mean, I didn’t miss, right?”

“No, you didn’t. You hit me right here,” Stoakes said, patting his chest, “and it hurt like hell.” With his other hand, he produced the Suicide Knife from the sheath at the small of his back.

A wide grin spread across Prist’s face. “Wait a second. Mr. Yellow here . . . ” Prist’s eyes were suddenly haunted as he looked at Pylas.

Pylas stood statue still with his arms folded across his chest.

“King . . . ” Prist whispered. “King . . . ”

Gathering his nerve, Prist turned again to face Stoakes. “You want to kill me, kid? Good luck with that. You think this means anything?” he said, referring to his missing arm. “I’m older than your family tree, than any of the genes that made you. I was First Specialist of the Gun Squad. My Raw Psychic Power is rated at four thousand four hundred. Nothing—almost nothing—can hit me. Even without the Modular Gun, I never miss, not with either hand. So what do you think you can do with your little knife?”

“Nothing,” Stoakes said, “if I were just a kid and this was just a little knife. But, if I happened to be the last of the 18th Generation Generals, and this happened to be the Suicide Knife with your image captured in the Midnight Mirror, I just might be able to hurt, maim, or kill you as I saw fit.”

“Bullshit.”

Stoakes grinned and let out a satisfied, “Hmmm. Try me.”

The Modular Gun, back in its handgun formation, appeared in Prist’s already rising left hand, but before Prist could pull the trigger, Stoakes flashed the Suicide Knife up through his own left armpit and through the top of his shoulder until the tip of the blade pointed skyward. A line of blood decorated Prist’s shoulder correspondingly. His left arm slid down along the plane and thumped to the ground, twitching. The Modular Gun was no longer present.

Prist gawked at the appendage even as he began to sway. Blood pumped from his left stump in time with his heart, pattering to the ground, painting his useless arm, now still. He dropped to one knee.

“But, but you’re just a kid,” Prist said breathlessly.

Stoakes shook his head. “I told you who I was. The proof is lying on the ground in front of you. He,” he said referring to Pylas, “got what he wanted without killing you. I’m afraid that’s not going to be the case with me.”

“I killed your mom, didn’t I. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“There are lots of things you shouldn’t have done. I’m not going to preach, though. There are lots of things I shouldn’t have done, either. She wasn’t my mom. And you killing her just added a little fire to what I’d already decided to do.”

“To kill me?”

“As a byproduct, yes.”

Prist shook his head, but the action made him blink erratically and sway more on his rubbery legs.

“B-Byproduct?”

“I’m going to take from you what you took from Shella Sinzer.”

“Shit!” Prist spat and promptly disappeared.

Stoakes calmly looked around, found the blood trail. Flat on his back and panting with exertion, Prist was clearly visible down the road. Stoakes walked to him and crouched down close.

“You’ve lost too much blood, Prist.”

“I’d forgotten I had the damned thing.”

“I figured. You’ve had it long enough. Time for new ownership.”

Stoakes searched his pocket, produced Prist’s slug, and carefully placed it upon Prist’s brow.

“I promised myself I’d return this to you,” he said. “I’ve still got a lot of promises to make good on, but keeping this one has been particularly satisfying.”

He glanced up, and Prist followed his gaze. Bela Fan and Ana Tain stood over them.

“What the hell? She’s not dead either?”

“She was,” Stoakes said. “She isn’t anymore.”

“Are you really Salton Stoakes?” Prist said.

“I am. Take solace in the fact that you’re dying by the hand of a bastard just as bad as you.”

Prist laughed/coughed/sputtered. “Take what you want,” he said. “With my brother dead and no hands to shoot with, there’s no point in living.”

“I planned to without your approval, but that’ll make it easier. When I find what I need, I’ll end it quickly for you.”

“Thanks for that, I guess.”

“You might want to look away,” Stoakes said to Bela and Ana. Ana looked away immediately. Bela continued to watch, though any enthusiasm she might have had had given way to a tenuous morbid fascination.

Stoakes probed with the Suicide Knife for a minute before producing the Time Capsule, and all the while, Prist did little more than grunt. Stoakes wiped the Artifact clean with a handkerchief, studied it briefly. It was a gunmetal-gray ovoid with a silver band around its middle. Without a word, he pushed the Suicide Knife up through the soft tissue below Prist’s chin, driving the blade into his brain, and killing him. Stoakes sheathed the Suicide Knife as he stood, took a step towards Ana, and handed her the Time Capsule.

“Take this,” he said. “Hold it close to your breast and let it in.”

She nodded nervously, took the Artifact in both hands, and with some hesitation, pressed it to her breast. There was a flash and the Artifact was gone.

“It worked,” Bela said.

“Looks that way,” Stoakes said. “Ana, the essential function of the Time Capsule won’t change, but I want you to bring it out now. Imagine it as a knife, like mine.”

“Okay,” she said. She held her right hand out in front of her and in it appeared a thirty-centimeter ivory rod with two inset rings of polished gold around it, the first at a quarter of the rod’s length, the second at half.

She and Stoakes shared a look, her face revealing fear and wonder, his revealing relief and pride.

She pulled the rod apart at the middle to reveal a thin, single-edged blade with a chisel point.

“You’ll come to know what the Time Capsule can do just by hosting it,” Stoakes said. “Beyond that, I’ll teach you the Long Sword Knife, so that even if I’m dead and gone, I’ll be able to protect you.”

She smiled at him and was startled when he embraced her suddenly.

• • •

They all returned to the Root Palace gene soldier factory, though this time they employed no stealth and exercised no caution.

“It’s done, Rekt,” Stoakes said. “You can leave anytime you want without any fear of any kind of reprisal from Prist or Muso.”

“I kind of like it here,” Rekt said.

“What about your shop?”

“What would you say to me relocating?”

Stoakes shrugged. “Seems a waste not to use the shelter provided by the Palace.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a real public works program to get started on,” Bela said.

“Me?!” Stoakes shook his head.

“Come on,” Bela said. “Can’t say what Resser will do, but with Prist gone, there’s going to be a power vacuum here. It could get just as ugly as before. Uglier even.”

“You did promise to help rebuild my shop.”

Stoakes sighed. “Wherever you want it. And whatever it takes.” He glanced at Ana and grinned. “I guess we’ve got nowhere to go and nothing but time on our hands.”

Bela snorted. “See?”

“I think you’ve just proven that you’d make the better administrator,” Stoakes said.

Bela shrugged, turned to Pylas. “But I’ve got somewhere I’ve got to be.”

“Ah,” Stoakes said. “I’d almost forgotten. Can’t neglect your addiction, especially not when the source is so accessible now.”

She glowered at him.

“I’d just like to see you clean, Bela. You’re better than this.”

“What if I’m not?” she said dismissively. “Anyway, I’ve made up my mind. And you,” she said to Pylas, “promised.”

“I’m not reneging. But I agree with Stoakes.”

“When are you leaving?” Stoakes said.

Pylas looked at Bela. She pursed her lips, thought for a moment.

“We can go whenever you want,” she said with some hesitation. “It’s not like I have anything here that I need to take with me.”

“But sooner is better than later, right?”

“Don’t you want to find your Leilia Purpurata?”

“I do.”

“Then let’s go.”

• • •

The normals set to watch over the jump deck were informed of their employers’ deaths and were invited to leave. Only one proved defiant, and only momentarily as Stoakes introduced him to his two-finger Secret Sword technique.

Bela examined the deck controls and confirmed what Pylas had suspected, that an exclusive,  semi-permanent bridge had been established between Planets 498 and 499. She frowned.

“What’s the matter?” Pylas said.

“I haven’t programmed one of these in a very long time . . . ”

Stoakes shook his head. “So?”

“I wanted to open the deck up for free travel before I left. Despite what you two might think, I don’t want to be stuck here or on 498 for the rest of my unnatural life. I mean, who knows who might end up here?” She looked wistfully at Pylas then back to Stoakes.

“You expecting someone?” Stoakes said.

“It would be nice to reunite Blue Squad again some day,” she said.

“Blue Squad?” Pylas said. “I’m afraid Blue Squad didn’t fare too well on Planet Loss.”

“But . . . But they know I’m here,” she said, her voice nearly breaking.

“I’m sorry, Bela,” Pylas said gently. “Only one of them survived.”

“Just one?” Bela’s eyes began to brim with tears. “It wasn’t . . . I mean, it couldn’t have been . . . ”

“Dolma Set.”

She froze, her eyes wide.

“He survived, I mean.”

She gasped and barked out a half-laugh of qualified relief, but her eyes were red and puffy, her cheeks wet with streaming tears. She squeezed her eyes shut, bowed her head. “Poor Slowe. I-I should have been there.”

Stoakes looked from Pylas to Bela, not sure if this changed things.

Pylas nodded almost imperceptibly to Stoakes. “Come on Bela. I’m keeping my promise. Let’s go.”

Stoakes shot Pylas a confused look, but cleared his throat. “Bela, I can program these decks blindfolded. Don’t worry. If there’s a way, Set will get here.”

Pylas took her hand and led her to the deck. “Let’s explore this choice so there’s no question left about what you want. You’re your own boss, Bela. You can always change your mind.”

She sniffed back tears and nodded with confidence. “I’ll see you again, old man,” she said to Stoakes. “That’s a promise.”

Stoakes had moved to the control podium. He smiled unaffectedly, blew her a kiss, and nodded farewell to Pylas. In seconds, the jump commenced.







5 HEART ATTACK


Upon her retirement, Nan Liskur chose Planet 498 as her home and took the single largest space in that planet’s aged Root Palace as her personal quarters. It didn’t matter to her that a separate structure had been built—to her specifications—to accommodate her needs and that she was expected to live there instead.

She took great pleasure in testing limits. Though their worship was like sustenance to her,  normals amounted to little. Being in her mere presence, they did whatever she wanted them to do. Shades and those with a high Raw Psychic Power rating offered her some resistance, but the Emperor had been the biggest challenge of all: a completely alien species not directly interested in the power of her sex. In the end, she still won out, but not for the reasons she usually did. Despite the debauchery and moral decay she inspired, Nan Liskur could make people do what she wanted, an asset that the Emperor couldn’t overlook or afford to lose.

When the Vine burned and sparked suns back into life, her Root Palace was affected as every other Palace was. The planet shook, the Palace walls blazed for an instant and petrified. Many of her attendant addicts died, but she and Halen Haalen, both 16th Generation Generals, had survived. The Palace was cleaned of corpses and life continued on 498 more or less as it had prior to the Empire’s collapse.

Halen Haalen, stuck forever at the physical age of twelve, often pined for Tegan Karms, probably because they’d parted on good terms when Tegan left to respond to the Signal Alarm. Haalen assumed her dead, and so maintained a positive, idealized image of her that was not likely to change. Most of Haalen’s relationships—always passionate, then explosive, then dangerous—crumbled in a short time because of her impulsive, fickle, and vindictive nature, but never so with Liskur. Liskur had been First General during their days of active service, and more than that, had always been Mother to Haalen. Now that everything was gone, Haalen was even more fiercely protective of her and rarely left her side.

With the aid of his Artifact, Valna Resser, formerly of Prist’s Gun Squad along with Tegan Karms, had been travelling through space from Planet 499 to 498 when the Vine burned. The spectacle of something so massive and so stark in the black vacuum of space igniting all at once still haunted him. There were gods, knowable and powerful, and then there were Gods, incomprehensible and omnipotent. He’d been employed by one of the first sort—indeed, it was a source of pride—but desperately wanted to be ignored by the second sort altogether.

He had proceeded to 498 as planned, was astonished to find Liskur’s Root Palace still standing and many of the normals inside still living. He knew (hoped) that Liskur had survived and hoped (wished) that Halen Haalen had died. What he’d seen in space made him more than ever want to take Mother for his own. Of course, no one took Mother. Mother did the taking. Normals didn’t bother him so much, but Halen Haalen was always in the way, and was even more so now. He’d decided to bide his time, spend as much of it as possible with Liskur. To this end, he refused Prist’s every order to return to 499, which caused considerable tension, but Liskur spoke on Resser’s behalf and arranged for him to stay on 498 indefinitely, giving him endless hope for their future together.

It was just another day in Liskur’s hall. Liskur lounged upon her couch, Haalen sat to her left, Resser stood at attention to Liskur’s right. Liskur listened and laughed while Haalen talked endlessly of all things trivial, and Resser, entranced, stared longingly at Liskur’s swollen curves, which were set to glorious movement with even the slightest provocation. No one could blame him, least of all Liskur. Haalen had been in Liskur’s presence long enough to have built up something of an immunity to her passive, will-sapping powers, but Resser thought himself in love as well as lust and was either blind to that passive power or gave in to it wholly.

Only Liskur noticed the blinking light upon the panel set within the arm of the couch. Neither Haalen nor Resser noticed her change of focus for a moment, but the resulting frown was impossible to miss.

“What is it?” Haalen said.

“Someone’s activated the jump deck.” Over her shoulder, she said to Resser, “Did Prist schedule a jump today?”

“No, Mother, he did not.”

“I didn’t think so. I don’t like uninvited guests, not even your Mr. Prist.”

“My?” Resser snorted.

She grinned. “Go and meet him or whoever it is and make them understand that dropping in unannounced is unacceptable.”

“Much as I hate to say it, if it is Prist, I can’t stop him from doing what he wants.”

She shrugged and Haalen offered a mocking grin.

“The show of propriety will suffice,” Liskur said. “If he persists, I’ll happily teach him a lesson.”

A grin of satisfaction spread over Resser’s face. He went Dark, his body now sheathed in flexible plates of gray steel, his helmeted head adorned with a metallic bird of prey from whose throat issued a kind of distended cyclopean eye, which also served as the barrel of the Vari Shot. The bird of prey closed its beak over the barrel and the jet nozzles all up and down the thruster vanes upon his shoulders flared. He rose from his place, sailed through the hall and out its main exit.

• • •

Pylas and Bela, both normal, materialized upon a jump deck and found themselves at the far end of a dark, vaulted chamber. Enclosed entirely in Vine fiber, the space was perhaps a hundred meters on every side, empty save for the jump deck and its control podium, and featured a single exit on the opposite wall. Echoes were their only companions.

“It’s like a staging area,” Pylas said, looking around.

“You think they know we’re here?”

“Probably.”

They’d crossed two-thirds of the distance to the exit when Valna Resser passed through it. Bela immediately tensed and took hold of Pylas’s arm. Resser rose up higher and paused just over the aperture.

“Bela Fan, is that you?” Resser said.

She cleared her throat, mustered her voice, and called out. “It is.”

“You’re not authorized to use the deck. And certainly not to bring your boyfriends here.”

She pursed her lips, frowned.

Pylas scanned him with Divine Pattern and was rewarded with aggression. The bird of prey decorating Resser’s helmet opened its beak momentarily to vomit a volley of lights, a stream of projectiles directed at Pylas.

Pylas closed his Pattern and blocked his face with his arms. His poncho billowed where it was struck and smoke rose from him variously. Resser was first smug, then incredulous when he saw Pylas bolting for him, leaping into the air, and driving a sharp fist into his midsection. Despite Resser’s being Dark, the punch was strong enough to jolt him, forcing him to cut his sustained burn. Pylas took hold of Resser as he doubled over and cast him down to the floor. They dropped simultaneously, with Pylas landing on his feet and Resser in a heap.

Pylas took a step towards Resser, but Resser activated his jets again and skidded backwards along the floor, rising back up into the air. The bird of prey opened its mouth, the barrel of the Vari Shot spun and lengthened like a telephoto lens. Light beaded the tip of the barrel and the power began to build there, like a generator winding up.

In a blink, though, Resser was completely encased in a beautifully-faceted chunk of ice, which promptly dropped and caved the floor rather than shattering.

Pylas looked over his shoulder to see that Bela had gone Dark. Her skin was perfectly smooth and white with cerulean blue accents upon her shins, forearms, and head. Her head was bulbous and disproportionately large with a faceplate hiding everything but her gleaming blue eyes. Most striking, though, was her whipping tail, thick at its base and tapering to a delicate point.

She wobbled, drew a hand to her head, dropped to her knees as she returned to normal.

Pylas rushed to her, gripping her shoulders to support her.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she said, trying to blink her eyes clear.

“He couldn’t have hurt me if I’d gone Dark. Why’d you do that?”

She shrugged. “You hadn’t gone Dark. Besides, he was both rude and dismissive.”

Pylas looked back to Resser, whose prison was sunk a half-meter into the floor, showing no cracks or signs of melting. He snorted.

“They call you King Yellow. They used to call me Blue Crush.”

Pylas raised his eyebrows. “Oh? With a display like that, I can see why.”

“Help me up.”

He did and together they passed Resser without another glance.

“Do you know the way?” Pylas said.

“Nope. Never been here before.”

“Well at least we can follow Resser’s trail,” he said, and the darkness broke with the faint light of his Divine Pattern scan.

• • •

The corridors of the Root Palace were empty at first, but as they progressed, Pylas and Bela encountered more and more languid forms, addicts in various states of consciousness sitting, leaning, or lying.

Pylas eyed Bela as they went, making a silent, obvious, and intentional comparison between her and the other addicts.

She rolled her eyes. “You think because I’m a Shade, it should be easy—easier anyway—for me to just quit. It’s not like that. I’d argue the opposite, actually, that because I’m a Shade it’s harder. The illiaster takes longer to have an effect, and the effects are tolerated better, but the end result is total saturation. A normal with the same exposure would be dead by overdose by now.”

Pylas sighed. “I’m sorry, Bela. I shouldn’t judge you. I would just hate to see you join these derelicts on the floor, when you, uh, still seem to be able to, you know, choose otherwise.”

She snorted, and then frowned. “Are you staring at my breasts?”

As soon as she said it she felt the heat creeping into her.

“I mean, I don’t mind, wouldn’t even if we weren’t getting close, but we definitely are.”

Pylas found that indeed he was staring at her breasts, was nearly hypnotized by them as they gently shook beneath the fabric of her top with each step.

“I’m . . . I’m sorry.”

“Skip it. It’s not your fault.”

Initially, Pylas had been appreciative of the reach of his poncho, but now he didn’t care. Languorous warmth was spreading through him, co-opting his reason. He felt guilty for what he wanted to do to Bela, especially since it would be to make her a surrogate for what he really wanted. Even never having met her, he knew it was Mother he wanted. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. No. Not mother. Everything he did was for Leilia. Leilia. LEILIA!

Still, he proceeded. Both he and Bela moved forward, not by their own determination, but as if drawn by a leash until they finally stepped into Mother’s hall. Here, the addicts were more plentiful, many were engaged in sexual sport, and the lot of them provided something of an obstacle. Nearly panting, Pylas and Bela stood just beyond the threshold, staring ahead, focused only on Mother.

Pylas knew something was wrong. He knew that the feelings he was experiencing were not genuine, that they were coming from outside, and it troubled him that he couldn’t build any effective walls against them. He’d been using his Divine Pattern sense intermittently as they’d come and had found no telltale particulates in the air, which likely meant that the what he felt was being induced psychically. Could Mother be exercising her power in anticipation of a threat? Was it a constant safeguard? Or was it simply the resting state of her Raw Psychic Power? This last possibility terrified him.

He felt Mother’s eyes find his and it was electric. She was looking at both of them now.

“Bela Fan, come here,” Liskur said.

“Yes, Mother,” Bela said, and plotted her way through the writhing bodies without hesitation.

Pylas watched her go and a needle of panic stabbed him. “Bela!”

“You come here, too,” Liskur said to him.

He half-shook his head, but felt his feet moving, betraying him for her. Part of him wanted to comply happily, but a niggling thought—of someone or some mission?—prevented him. What was it he was supposed to do? Who had he come for? Mother, of course. No. Not Mother . . . 

He’d gotten half-way to Liskur and stopped. His thoughts flowed like molasses. It seemed like the very thing he wanted was beckoning him, but there was still something he needed to do. Someone he needed to find. Leilia!

“Oh?” Liskur said, grinning. “Maybe my children would be so good as to bring you to me. Children?”

Despite appearing to be completely oblivious to the world, men and women alike stopped what they were doing, rose up, approached Pylas, and sought to lay hands on him to bring him to Mother.

His mind was clouded, he felt tired and slow, but his strength and reflexes were still greater than any normal’s. He rebuffed all attempts with little effort, and little was all it took since everyone was similarly lethargic.

Liskur frowned. “How did you two get past Valna?” Over her shoulder she said, “Halen.”

“Yes, Mother.” Haalen levitated from the couch and was taking a lazy course through the air towards Pylas. As she went, what at first appeared to be buzzing flies began to spin around her in intricate but fixed orbits. “It’s been a while since I’ve run trails through someone.”

Pylas stared at the girl, thinking she was too young. But then her “flies” broke their orbits and shot into him one by one. They were, in fact, charcoal-colored stones with a reddish corona resulting from the blur of their spinning edges.

Haalen gritted her teeth with exertion, working the stones with her mind to burrow through his skin, and then after penetrating, to run trails beneath it.

Pylas’s eyes went wide. The pain was exquisite, making him feel angry and dejected at the same time. Why was he being punished like this? All of his thoughts were sticky and confused, but his anger soon won out over dejection and this in conjunction with the increasing pain served as a pointed focus. Leilia. He was here for Leilia, for the secret way off this planet that lead to her.

He bowed his head, navigated the agony, and concentrated on his Pattern. Six stones. The first two were close together and were easy to stop. As the remaining four burrowed through him, his knees buckled from the pain and stress. He dropped to one knee and supported himself with a hand on the floor. One more. Another. The last two. He gasped and shook uncontrollably, and even though he felt some relief, he needed to be rid of the stones. In a final, convulsive press, he forced them all at once from his body, each erupting from a bloody fountain as they tore out from beneath his skin. None of his blood hit the floor, though. Pylas went Dark as soon as the stones were free, and viscous yellow fluid chased after the spurting blood, overcoming it, and reeling it back into him. He visualized erecting a yellow diamond shell around his brain to block out Liskur’s influence and found that, for the time being, it worked.

He stood straight, composed himself, and began to scan the hall with Divine Pattern, projecting the grid of light upon everyone and everything. The normals were shoved and suffered nosebleeds. Haalen ignored the scan, reclaimed her stones, and again set them upon him. With his Diamond Coat, though, the stones bounced off of him. When the scan fell on Liskur, she trembled, flushed, and favored him with a wanton grin.

He disappeared and reappeared before her, his arms folded. He glanced briefly at Bela to Liskur’s right, noted the tears in her eyes and the obvious regret there.

Facing Liskur, he said, “Tell me about the secret way off this planet.”

Liskur shrugged, smiled, this time ingratiatingly, and shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I think you do.”

Pylas noted movement above and behind him, looked over his shoulder, disappeared. He reappeared in the air, holding Haalen by the neck at arm’s length. He dropped heavily to the floor with Haalen clutching at his smooth yellow fingers, kicking, trying to scream, and battering him again with her buzzing stones. In her rage and panic, the stones flew in wild, erratic arcs, ricocheting as before off of Pylas, but this time with deadly consequences to the normals who were grazed, maimed, or run through as she failed to reassert her control in time.

“Stop,” he said, “or I’ll close my fingers into a fist.”

This sobered her instantly and she complied.

He walked back to to Liskur, keeping Haalen at arm’s length, Haalen futilely fighting his grip the whole way.

“Why are you still loyal to Samhain?” he said to Liskur.

Liskur glanced briefly at Haalen. “I’m loyal to myself alone.”

Pylas nodded. “That’s good. Because Salos Muso is dead. Kenda Prist is dead. Your man Valna Resser is frozen, maybe permanently.”

Liskur frowned and shot Bela a look of disappointment.

Bela wiped the tears from her eyes and shrugged apologetically.

“This . . . child,” he said, referring to Haalen, “is just a squeeze away from death herself. How long did it take you to build your little empire within the Empire? Because it’s just crumbled in a matter of hours. Transportation to Planet 499 has been opened up. It would be a simple matter to do the same here.”

Liskur’s face darkened. “Even with the network’s limited range range, we’d be flooded—”

“With unhappy customers demanding product, I know. And you without any enforcers.”

“I’m not dead yet!” Haalen spat.

Pylas ignored her. To Liskur, he said, “You remind me of someone, but you have none of her pathos. Things are about to change. You’re going to have to learn to play nice with others. Maybe like her, though, you shouldn’t be allowed to live. Maybe, I should just kill you. Or let Salton Stoakes harvest your Artifact like he did Prist’s.”

This caused Haalen to stop her thrashings instantly.

Liskur gasped and looked truly appalled. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Wouldn’t I?”

He looked at Haalen at the end of his arm, but continued speaking to Liskur. “How many people has she killed in your service—not including all the collateral damage today?”

Liskur looked away.

“Answer me!”

“I don’t know. Hundreds? Thousands?”

Pylas was prepared for hundreds, but not thousands. In the following silence, Haalen started to laugh.

“You think, just because I look like a child, and because of her power, I’m innocent?”

Pylas bowed his head, shook it.

“You’re the child. Or you’re just stupid!”

She started to laugh again and directed all of her stones into Pylas’s face, where, with a high-pitched whine, they spun and smoked from the friction until catching upon the facets.

Through the noise, there was an audible crack as Pylas closed his fingers into a fist as he’d promised. Then he blinked out of and back into existence. He held what had been Haalen up to Liskur so she could clearly see the stakes involved. He released his grip, dropping the shredded remains to the floor into a wet heap.

“If you want to live,” Pylas said, his voice cold and deadly, “even if it is in new and unknown circumstances, you’ll tell me what I want to know.”

Liskur gawked at him, shocked by the brutality of Haalen’s treatment and the ease with which it was accomplished.

“Just who are you?” she said.

“I’m Pylas Crier.”

Bela shook her head and hissed out in a loud whisper, “He’s King Yellow.”

Liskur’s eyes went wide, but she checked herself, replacing her surprise with a sly smile.

“Does it matter who I am?”

“Maybe. The Emperor said you might come one day. I didn’t believe it. Who would? Most don’t even believe you’re real.” She studied him for a moment. “You’re real all right.”

“Tell me what I want to know.”

“Let’s have a little test first.”

He raised his right fore-knuckle fist.

“Ah, ah, ah. Do you really think me so defenseless? You’ve devised a defense,” she said, nodding, “but I haven’t even begun to really exert my power. What is that drives you, Pylas Crier?”

“He’s looking for Leilia Purpurata,” Bela said, causing both Pylas and Liskur to look at her.

“A woman?” Liskur said. “That’s too easy, but I’ll take it. I could make you think I was her, you know. I could make you do anything.”

“Nena Shloss.”

“Another woman? How many are you pining for?”

“You’re just like her, except that she had good intentions. Both your methods are unforgivable.”

“Let’s see if I can’t make you forgive me.”

Before Pylas could do anything, a corona of light surrounded Liskur. A massive icon of a primitive fertility goddess, rendered in earthenware or stone or gold or all of them or none of them, appeared behind her, the manifestation of her Artifact, the False Idol.

Pylas could feel the pull it exerted on his mind, on his feelings, on his senses, and wasn’t entirely sure that the shield he’d willed into existence would hold.

“Look at me, Pylas Crier. You want to please me, don’t you? You will believe that I am Leilia Purpurata, because it pleases me. Now, relax your fists. Take my hands.”

Doubt raged in him. Could Leilia be right here? Was his search over? Was this really Leilia?

As his hands came into contact with hers, a knife cut through the thick wave of cloying anticipation, dispelling it instantly.

“No,” he said. “You’re not Leilia. I was and am the Office of Permanence and I will not be swayed.”

“You must believe me. I am Leilia Purpurata.”

“No, you’re not.”

He took his hands back, but gently. Part of him was supremely disappointed that he could now clearly see through Liskur’s suggestion, but as soon as he’d touched her, he knew. There was no resonance, no primordial tone, no cathedral of light and dark, no gestalt.

Moved by the sadness in his voice, Bela said, “Please, Mother, just show him.”

Liskur was speechless. The image of her Artifact had faded, and she shook her head. She’d never been rejected before and didn’t know how to process the feelings that came with it.

“I guess this means you passed the test. True love or unhealthy obsession, you win,” she said, but despite her intended dismissiveness, there was a hint of unrequited longing in her voice.

• • •

Pylas and Bela, led by Liskur, walked the halls of the Palace.

“I told you you need to learn to play nice with others,” Pylas said. “First thing you do is scale back your power.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean make it so you don’t keep people in a constant state of heat, ready to rut.”

Liskur didn’t respond.

“Do it!”

“All right!”

Her compliance was immediately noticeable as Bela was released from her spell.

“Thank you,” he said. He put a hand on Bela’s shoulder and squeezed it affectionately.

She wiped tears of relief from her eyes and smiled at him.

“Why didn’t Samhain just kill you after you learned about this jump deck?”

Without turning to address him, Liskur said, “After so many years, Mala Qixiq got bored. Me finding out about her wasn’t as big a problem as her abandoning her post. I had the means to influence her and maintain the Emperor’s status quo.”

“Another satisfied customer?” Pylas said.

Liskur made an animal noise of satisfaction.

“Why’d he let you take this as your retirement planet if he had something so valuable hidden here?” Bela said.

Liskur shrugged. “I tend to get what I want. Even if he was immune to my charms, the Emperor certainly saw their value. He probably thought he could use me again at some point. Besides, I don’t think he expected me to take up in the Root Palace itself. It’s something of an unspoken taboo, you know, but Prist tells me there’s a reason for it, that Muso could tell me stories.”

“Probably about a cache of secrets in every one,” Pylas said. “Sorry, Muso won’t be able to tell you any of those stories.”

They were fast-approaching a dead end with no doors or open corridors on either side.

“That’s a shame. Something about him always intrigued me.”

“He and Prist were brothers. Did you know that?”

“Brothers?”

As she said this, the Vine fiber composing the wall just before her parted of its own accord like curtains. Pylas started and applied his Divine Pattern sense as he continued, turning in a circle, through the aperture.

Ignorant of his surprise, and wanting confirmation, Liskur turned to Bela. “Were they really brothers?”

“If he says so. It would explain a lot, really.”

“I guess it would.”

The corridor terminated shortly in a small personnel jump deck with no control podium.

Pylas was still preoccupied with the entrance. He shook his head. “It’s flawless.”

“What is?” Liskur said.

“The door’s Pattern.” He was about to say more, but stopped himself. He didn’t want her to know that he never would have been able to find the jump deck on his own.

“There are no controls,” Bela said.

“The deck is pressure sensitive, with a fifteen second delay,” Liskur said.

“Time to go,” Pylas said. He turned to Bela. “I’m a little uncomfortable leaving you here with her.”

Liskur raised her eyebrows.

“I’ll be all right,” Bela said. “You kept your promise when you didn’t have to. I won’t let what you’ve done for me go to waste. Mother is going to help me wean myself off of her.”

“I am?”

Pylas cracked a wide, pleased smile. “You are.” To Bela he said, “Thank you, Bela. I owed you and I still owe you. You take care of yourself.”

He bent to hug her and she returned the hug fiercely.

During their embrace, Pylas spoke to her through their Artifacts. “Dolma Set is working with Jav Holson to eliminate what’s left of Samhain. I’m certain he’ll come for you when he’s finished. It may be years, but don’t give up on him.”

She flushed at this news, and responded, “With your example, how could I?”

Liskur cleared her throat. “Do I get a hug, too?”

After separating, Pylas stared at Liskur for a moment, appraising. “Maybe next time.”

He stepped onto the deck and turned to face them.

“When I come back, it better not be to a slave culture. Oh, and if anything happens to Bela, I’ll find you and kill you.”

Liskur swallowed hard and raised a tentative hand to wave him goodbye.

He waved to them both and the jump commenced.







6 RED HANDED


Pylas stood atop a custom jump deck—identical to the one in Liskur’s Root Palace—nested in a niche in the side of a mountain. Strangely, with the nearly instantaneous change of scenery came a vibrating sensation in his chest. It was almost like the loose rattle that heralded a coughing fit, but it never caught. It was dull and constant and easy enough to ignore, so he didn’t dwell on it. Besides, the view before him was breathtaking.

The landscape was littered with what looked like enormous rubies erupting from the ground, hexagonal shafts growing from riotous, multifaceted bases. Like mineral shrubs and trees, the smallest of these rose to Pylas’s knees, the largest of them towered to twice his height. He wasn’t sure if his eyes, as enhanced by the Yellow Diamond as they were, could be trusted, though. In the distance, about six kilometers away and set within another mountain—he was surrounded by mountains, in fact—there appeared to be an elaborate castle composed entirely of the red gemstone, and issuing from that was an auroral column of living, scintillating color, which rose endlessly into the otherwise dark, star-shot sky. He shuddered when he realized that it reminded him of looking up the length of the Vine wherever it had made planetfall. Despite all the effort Samhain had taken to hide Leilia, the colors and the way they moved were mesmerizing and the opposite of subtle. He was convinced that this place was a trap, but dismissed the idea that it was a dead end.

The visible terrain suggested a bowl, with almost vertical sides. Between him and the ruby castle, were two fairly distinct zones that were perhaps too well defined to be naturally occurring. Both were interspersed with giant rubies and girded by crags that precluded any other terrestrial approach. Spread among the foothills leading up to the castle was a vast conglomeration of iridescent, oily spheres. Bubbles? From so far away, he couldn’t be sure, but he thought that they twitched and squirmed with unnatural life. Separating him from this bubble swamp, was a plain covered over with pale ocher scales—fungus, most likely.

He looked up at the rainbow ribbon and slipped into the backspace—or tried to. On attempting to do so, the vibration in his chest intensified, made him wince, and prevented his access. It didn’t hurt, but it felt like the pressure of the vibration had stopped his breathing for a moment, a distressing sensation that made no sense since he had no need for oxygen. He tried again, and met with the same results.

He snorted. “I guess I’ll have to walk.”


THE FUNGUS FIELD


The fungus was spongy underfoot and made Pylas vaguely uncomfortable. Now that he was close enough, he scanned it with Divine Pattern. It was indeed fungus, but something about it was familiar, which added to his unease. The ruby “trees” were far more numerous here, so he directed his scan towards one of these, too, as he neared it.

Almost a minute later he found himself standing still, staring at the same ruby. He wasn’t sure, but thought that the vibration in his chest had increased. It hadn’t spiked like before, but had grown more pronounced, had roused him from his . . . stupor? He was perplexed. He felt like he just woke up. Was it the ruby or the fungus? He’d noted that spores were released with each step, but if they were poisonous, he thought that the Diamond Coat would be proof against direct contact.

He kept walking and applied his scan to the fungus once again. He examined the spores as they puffed out, but was too preoccupied by their Pattern to take note of their properties. The fungus and the spores were an exotic variation, but he recognized elements of the Viscain Tree’s Pattern in them. As he realized this, he felt the fungus give way beneath him. Suddenly, there was no solid ground, only a thin membrane that tore with his weight. Reflexively, he tried again to enter the backspace to avoid the fall, and since it was reflexive, it was not a tentative attempt, but a full commitment. His chest constricted, his heart thundered, and all went black.

• • •

Pylas awoke to thunder. Or was it laughter? He sat beneath the Viscain Tree, sheltered from the dark clouds that were like an overflowing ocean in the sky. Leilia sat to his left, but she looked different. Her skin was tanned and crepey, her hair was gray. She was . . . old. She grinned affectionately at him.

“Mind wandering again?” she said.

He was confused. He looked around, saw the road leading back to Yana Tomon, some pilgrims on it, splashing through puddles, after having finished their business with the Tree. Everything looked exactly as he remembered it before Samhain had come.

“Leilia?”

“Of course it’s me,” she said, good-naturedly. “You’ve been spending more and more time daydreaming.” She frowned. “One of these days, I’m afraid you won’t come back to me. I guess that’s a danger of growing old. But at least we’re together. Even if you somehow fail to come back from one of your trips, I’ll always be here for you.”

Pylas shook his head as he listened. “Growing old?”

She pursed her lips and fixed him with a gently admonishing stare.

He looked at his arms, his hands, saw that they were thin, wrinkled, and age-spotted. He looked at her in disbelief.

“Where did you go this time?” she said with a look of concern.

“I . . . I lost you. We fought against Samhain.”

He turned abruptly to the Tree and stared at it for a moment.

“Samhain?” she said.

“Yes, Samhain. The Viscain Tree. Your father.”

She giggled, lowered her eyes.

“What’s so funny?”

“You dreamt I was born from a tree?”

“You weren’t?”

“You know very well that my parents were Stedger and Evitte Towaeien.”

“Stedge and Evi . . . ”

“Pylas you’re starting to scare me.”

He shook his head again. “This isn’t right.” He touched his chest. “The Yellow Diamond.”

“You mean this?” She raised a pendant. “You gave this to me on our wedding day. Don’t you remember? We’ve had a full life together, Pylas. Please don’t tell me you’ve forgotten all of it.”

“No Samhain. No Yellow Diamond. What about Wil?”

“Who?”

“Wil Parish!”

She flinched at his tone, but compassion was all he saw in her face.

“You mean the man that fought with you against . . . What was his name? Vahl?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Pylas. You can’t have forgotten that. You told me the story so many times, that Wil Parish didn’t survive the fight, that his and your teacher’s death were what brought you here, to the Tree, to me.”

Pylas was flustered. What she said made a kind of sense and the truth of it spread through him like lazy complacency. Still, he wasn’t entirely convinced. He turned to the Tree again and tried to concentrate upon it.

“What are you doing?” she said.

“I can’t . . . I can’t see the Tree’s Pattern.”

“Not that again,” she said, rolling her eyes. “We’ve been over this a million times. Divine Pattern is a deadly skill and has kept you physically fit, but it doesn’t allow you to see into or through things, to turn your skin and muscles into armor, or to punch holes through people. You spent a lot of time building up the legend of Pylas Crier, but in the end, you’re just a man and the man is all I ever wanted. Don’t you go believing your own stories now.

“Everyone’s time comes, Pylas. If yours is now, then let’s just be grateful that we’re together. Look at you. Time has caught up. Come here.”

He looked at his weathered arms, saw them blackening, the rot spreading to consume him as he watched. He shook his head.

“No.”

She leaned over to embrace him, and on contact, he flashed vividly back to his encounter with Nan Liskur.

“No.”

“No?”

“It’s gone,” he said soberly. “I feel nothing.” Then more quietly, to himself, he said, “For the second time . . . ”

“Gone? After all these years, after all I’ve given, you don’t love me anymore?”

“Nan Liskur pretended to be her, but for all her power to seduce, could not reproduce the gestalt between us that Leilia does. That gestalt is the foundation of my reality. Anything that challenges the truth of it is by definition false. And for the second time . . . 

“I love Leilia Purpurata more than life itself, but you are not her.”

He was alone under the Tree now. The rain had intensified, no longer falling in drops but in a steadily increasing, unbroken downpour. The formerly perfect shelter of Tree’s canopy had faltered. Streams fell to the ground all around him, and though none had yet touched him, he had the strange feeling that what fell wasn’t water but acid, caustic and deadly. He stood on infirm legs, looking at the rot still spreading across his skin, then shouted to the heavens—to himself.

“I am the Office of Permanence! Even if by will alone, I will not fall!”

He tuned out the fleeting image of Leilia Towaeien, of the Tree, of the biting rain, and focused on himself, his body, his Pattern. There.

He awoke abruptly. He was underground, almost completely submerged in the pale ocher fungus, a wet, cohesive mass that crept with purpose, seeking to envelope his head. He shook and shook, found that he could move slowly within the mass, but he was essentially immersed in a pool of gelatin with no way out. The vibration in his chest remained, so he knew that he couldn’t retreat to the backspace, but even if he couldn’t get into it, perhaps he could expose it for a short time. He concentrated on a point just before him, gathered what strength he had left, and executed a Fracture Pin. His punch was short and straight and impacted with enough force to crack space, exposing it to the backspace just as he’d intended. An amber wave, seemingly composed of translucent, perfectly-fitting, multi-edged polyhedrons, shot out from the point of his fore-knuckle, obliterating the fungus and clearing a space for him. He heard someone cry out in his head and he smirked.

He stepped into the clearing, flinging off bits and chunks. The remaining mass oozed to fill the vacant space, but it only came up to his ankles. He continued to wipe residue from his arms, legs, torso and found that it had somehow eaten through the Diamond Coat and portions of his exposed skin.

How long had he been down here?

He focused on the Yellow Diamond, reconstituted the Diamond Coat, allowed it to begin healing his broken flesh, but there was something else. He studied his Pattern and identified the toxin, realized that, though it was slow-acting, it could both permeate and dissolve the Diamond Coat. It must have also produced some kind of anesthetizing, perhaps hallucinogenic, effect. He started the process of purging himself of what had found its way into him, but in the time it took him to examine himself, the mass had moved up to his knees.

Another Fracture Pin might exhaust him and put him right back where he was. It might also be the only answer, but he had to make it count.

“That hurt, didn’t it,” he broadcast through his Artifact.

“It did. That was rather impolite,” came the reply.

“Oh? I find your hospitality lacking, and so acted in kind.”

“Then let me welcome you to Ruby Point. I am Drace Arden, your host and executioner.”

“Host maybe, but not executioner. It was a nice try, but if you want to do your job right, you’re going to have to come and deal with me personally.”

Smug laughter filled Pylas’s head.

“You think I’m stupid?”

“Maybe. Doesn’t matter to me. I’ll just continue to take you apart, piece by piece,” he bluffed.

He let his threat sink in while he concentrated on preventing the toxin from breaching the Diamond Coat. He could do it, maybe even indefinitely, but it wouldn’t gain him his freedom. He wasn’t ready just yet to go headlong into more of the fungus. He wondered again how long he’d been down here.

It had only been seconds, but Pylas decided that he needed to make good on his threat after all. He scanned with Divine Pattern, oriented himself as best he could towards the ruby castle, got as close to the mass of intervening fungus as he could, and prepared for another Fracture Pin.

“Okay, Arden. Here we go.”

“Wait!”

Pylas struck the air before him and space cracked once again to reveal the backspace. A shriek filled his mind as the fungus was consumed by geometric oblivion.

He rested for a moment with his hands on his knees, steadied himself, and started through the opened way. As he went, he noted that the remaining fungus grayed, shriveled, and turned to dust. He scanned this with Divine Pattern to confirm that it was dead or dying.

“Huh. That was easier than I thought. Arden? Arden?”

He shrugged.

As the fungus cleared, the subterranean landscape became easier to navigate. He saw that a long-running lip of rock provided a partial ceiling, but allowed exit. When he finally climbed out, he found himself in the middle of a barren stretch of black, porous rock, broken only by giant ruby shards. The cut in the rock, narrow at some points, wide at others, was long, spanning most of the way to the bubble swamp. That the entire expanse of fungus was gone staggered him. He’d suspected that none of it was naturally-occurring, but its volume had been impressive.

The bubble swamp lay ahead, and given his experience with Drace Arden, Pylas was convinced that it, too, would prove to be a trap. He sighed and continued forward.  


THE BUBBLE SWAMP


Pylas stood at the edge of the bubble swamp. The movement he’d noted before had given the impression of a single entity, pulsing with respiration or some other life process. He saw now that the bubbles slid individually against each other with what looked like orchestrated, clockwork precision, making the conglomeration look more like an elaborate—but still biological?—machine. Either way, it didn’t matter and didn’t help him. He scanned the iridescent spheres with Divine Pattern, but couldn’t make sense of them or discern their function. As he hesitated to enter into their midst, some separated from the overall mass and rose lazily to dance around him like stray balloons. He batted one out of his way with the back of his hand and instantly regretted it.

His fingers passed through the clear, iridescent membrane, but only partially before the bubble clung to him. He shook his arm, but it held fast. When he flexed his fingers, electric current shot through him, turning everything white for an instant. He staggered, brushing up against another bubble that had drifted near his right thigh and which now clung there. He could see it working its way further, getting a good grip on his leg. When he moved his leg to try to shake it free, he was rewarded with stronger current that dropped him, senseless, to the ground.

Everything seemed far away. Reality itself seemed to move in slow motion so he couldn’t be sure he was really seeing what he thought he was seeing. From his prone position, he watched as the bubbles at the edge of the swamp vomited forth like an aggregate pseudopod to spill over him. Through a combination of their spinning and their gross movement, they sucked him in bodily, drawing him further and further into their collective center.

“Not again,” he moaned.

His head began to clear as the bubbles conveyed him, and he immediately sought to free himself. His struggle was brief, though. With every flexed muscle came a fantastic shock. White. White. Dark.

• • •

Pylas awoke to color. From beneath several layers of bubbles, he could see the aurora, like a divine candle flame that waved hypnotically and reached for infinity. His body ached, but he still lived. He gathered that he was safe, at least for the time being, as long as he didn’t move.

“Who are you?” Pylas said groggily through his Artifact.

“Who are you?” the other replied.

Pylas was silent. He was sure that every Shade here was designed specifically to destroy him, but if ignorance could be a tool, he wasn’t against exploiting it.

“What is this place?” Pylas said.

“Oh? Are you lost? That’s your misfortune. We get so few visitors, so few opportunities to really let loose and play. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to let you know the particulars of your circumstances before you die. This is Ruby Point, so named for the obvious geological features you must have noticed. I am Geltan Sothos. You are a Shade or we wouldn’t be communicating this way. Tell me, what generation are you?”

“How can you be a Shade and not know who I am? I found this place by accident,” he lied. “How can you be so far from the Empire?”

“Ah, that is a funny story.”

In the pause that followed, Pylas noted that the vibration in his chest had diminished. Without moving, he did his best to take stock of himself and his relation to the bubbles. He found that, besides being squeezed within the interstices of the bubbles in general, various portions of his body were partially encapsulated by a number of individual bubbles. One in particular was half through his chest.

“Well, go on?” he finally said to Sothos.

“The Emperor was so angry with his only daughter, that he cast her and her jailers, of which I’m one, into space, as far from the Empire as possible.”

“What about the jump deck?” Pylas said. He shifted slightly, attempting to put more of his torso into the bubble that gripped it. A shock followed that nearly robbed him of his consciousness again.

The jolt resolved into laughter in his head. “With me, you are your own worst enemy, my friend. The jump deck was an afterthought. From what Mala told me, it took the Empire centuries to progress to a point close enough to establish a series of jump relays. By then, the Emperor had become nervous, wanted to make sure that everything was as he’d intended.”

“And was it?”

“Oh, yes. He’d taken steps to ensure our loyalty. The prison itself is above and has evolved into something no one could have expected, but its essential function remains unchanged after all this time. What year is it anyway?”

“You know, with everything that’s gone on, I forgot to ask.” Pylas could affect his Pattern without consequence, so girded himself and shifted once again, received another shock. Despite his efforts, the current was still cooking him through the Diamond Coat.

“What does that mean?”

It took Pylas a full minute to recover his wits enough to answer. “You’ve been very accommodating with your information.”

“What is you think you can do with it? You’re stuck here. Death or eternity, that’s what you have to look forward to.”

“Your prison is almost perfect,” Pylas said.

“What do you mean almost?”

“Did you know that, in their own way, your bubbles are great insulators?”

The vibration in Pylas’s chest had finally stilled and there was no more need for talk. He opened the way to the backspace within the bubble that mostly surrounded his chest, where the bubble came in contact with the Diamond Coat. As he started to slip in, the bubble and those to which it was stuck went with him, but the change in insulation prevented him from entering completely. However, as other bubbles were drawn closer by their adhesive force, the insulation alternated between strong and weak, creating a gulping effect and nearly constant suction. Pylas found this both ironic and intensely amusing. He started to laugh out loud, causing intermittent shocks, none of which lasted long enough to do significant damage since the offending bubbles were siphoned off to their destruction, and which indeed, urged him on to more laughter.

“What are you doing?!” Sothos cried through his Artifact.

“Venting you into the backspace. Sorry. Nothing personal.”

• • •

Though Sothos could operate a number of his bubbles remotely, his main body was under direct assault and in a way that he could not have anticipated. Long, long ago the Emperor had informed them all of Pylas Crier’s abilities, but the backspace in particular should not have worked with so many quantum rubies present. Sothos was indignant. His own bubbles insulated the Yellow Diamond from quantum rubies? How could that be? Could the Emperor have known that? Maybe not. There was plenty of evidence to suggest that the Emperor didn’t always fully understand what he himself created. Anyway, none of them had ever expected Pylas Crier to show up. Not here. Not so far away, with all the effort taken to remove this place from the Empire proper. Not when he was supposed to be locked up, insensate, in an inescapable prison.

Maybe none of it mattered. Part of him didn’t want to die. Part of him definitely did. It had been too long. This place and the nature of his Artifact—of all their Artifacts . . . Who was it that was supposed to be imprisoned here? His own bitterness was his only answer. His thoughts lost cohesion, turned to chaos, faded, and were no more.

• • •

As the last of Sothos was pumped into the backspace, Pylas felt the familiar vibration begin to reassert itself in his chest. He closed the way before it was too late and just laid upon the naked rock. He didn’t know if anyone would be coming for him—Mala Qixiq, mistress of the ruby castle was left—but he needed time to rest and recuperate, and so, lying there Dark, he allowed himself to sleep, without threat of being consumed by fungus or shocked by harmless-looking lossless transformers.


THE RUBY CASTLE


Pylas didn’t know how long he’d slept. There was no night or day here, nothing to indicate the passage of time. Even the stars in the sky looked exactly the way they had when he’d arrived, which made him begin to question the reality of Ruby Point. He couldn’t shake the idea that everything here was artificial, a fabrication, a set piece designed to showcase his vain struggles against forces bigger than himself.

He snorted, laughed at himself. Was this how he’d meet his end? By losing touch with reality and going crazy? Had Drace Arden succeeded? Or Geltan Sothos?

The landscape had changed since he’d arrived, and he’d changed it. If this was fantasy, he at least had some control over it. He promised himself anew that he would find Leilia—real or imagined—and that he would never give up on her as long as he could interact with the world—real or imagined—in which he found himself.

His body wasn’t completely healed, but he felt rested and was anxious to continue.

• • •

The rocky incline leading to the castle had the highest concentration of rubies yet, a gemstone forest which set Pylas’s chest to buzzing. He was sure now that the rubies were somehow interacting with the Yellow Diamond and interfering with its basic function. He figured this would weaken him in a straight fight—it already had—but wondered if just being in their presence was having a deleterious effect on him. Also, he quickly learned that attempts to apply his Divine Pattern sense to the castle—as with all the rubies—caused momentary blackouts. That meant that the rubies didn’t just interfere with the Yellow Diamond, but that their Pattern was somehow inscrutable, that it didn’t exist in three dimensions. He couldn’t assess the castle’s true size, how far back into the mountain it went, whether there were subfloors, or where its occupant was. Logistics aside, there were greater implications that he didn’t want to consider. He decided that it didn’t matter, but that it would be better to destroy as many on the way as possible. A strong Pin was enough to shatter even the largest of the rubies, but for every one he destroyed, there were several more to either side just beyond the path he forged. He couldn’t be sure, but thought that the buzzing in his chest subsided somewhat with each broken ruby, at least until he came within range of more of them still intact. That was something, though. If their uniform shape was a factor in their effect on him, shattering the lot of them might be his only way out of Ruby Point.

The castle was impressive. It loomed before him like a massive, red, multi-faceted beast. Low stairs led up to a wide portico that was open to the castle proper, with no other doors or gates that he could see. With each step, he felt his chest grow heavier and thought that the vibration was now producing an audible tinkling sound. What he saw when he reached the top startled him.

An animate female figure of the same ruby was tending to a human skeleton, articulating it into a sitting position upon a ruby couch. A quick look around revealed several more skeletons, arranged like life-sized dolls throughout the castle’s visible interior.

“Do you like my dolls?” she said without looking at him. “They’re all very good girls and boys who do just what they’re told.”

“They’re very nice,” Pylas said.

“They used to be more . . . willful,” she said, and Pylas thought that he detected something of a frown upon her ruby face.

“What happened to them?”

She shrugged, continued to pose the skeleton. “Food and water were scarce to begin with, but they required attention that we couldn’t give.”

“Why is that?”

“It was by design, actually.”

She stood straight and faced him. Her body caught some of the rainbow light filtering down through the upper tiers of the castle and was revealed to be ruby through and through, translucent and flawless.

“Do you like my body?” she said, running her sharp fingers over the facets of her breasts. “Isn’t it magnificent?”

“You said it was by design?”

“The Emperor built into all our Artifacts a kind of failsafe. While Dark, the pleasure centers of our brains undergo constant stimulation. They,” she said, nodding to her dolls, “couldn’t compete with that.”

She put her right hand on her hip and started towards him.

“You are crude but impressive in your own way. It’s a shame you treated my quantum rubies with such disrespect. I might have overlooked my assignment.”

Something dripped to the floor, causing her to stop and stare for a moment.

Pylas followed her gaze, saw that it was the Diamond Coat, returning to a liquid state and running off of him.

She grinned at him with ruby lips and then fire erupted from her brow in a rushing torrent.

Pylas could only raise his arms in an attempt to block the flames and, despite his faltering Diamond Coat, found that it was still proof against her output.

The flames stopped abruptly. Pylas dropped his arms.

“Hmmm,” she said appreciatively. “I was hoping for as much. I’ve never grown completely numb to the constant stimulation, but over the years, it has started to lose a bit of its impact. I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

She started towards him again, pressing what looked like a small imperfection over her left breast. Pylas saw that it wasn’t an imperfection, but an embedded seed, about two centimeters long, bulbous at the top, curling down to a point—just like the one that had empowered the blood warden from the Past. It was like a switch and its visible effects were immediate. Thin arteries of flickering magma spread from the seed to every part of her ruby body, lighting her intermittently from within.

Pylas cocked his head and sighed, remembering the significant boost the seed had provided to the warden.

Fire once again shot from her forehead, but this time he could not react fast enough, nor would it have mattered. The blast wave and buffeting flames ate through the thinning Diamond Coat, knocked him from his feet, and sent him bodily from the mountainside.

• • •

Pylas awoke in a smoking furrow. Sharp pains and dull aches populated his body. His skin felt hot and tight, like it would split with the slightest movement, like it had split in several places already. What remained of the Diamond Coat had resolidified, and the burns were healing, but he’d had enough. Ruby Point was in for a name change.

He forced himself to his feet and took a few tentative steps, finding that each ameliorated the pain to some degree or acclimated him to it. He walked back towards the jump deck, to the first of the ruby trees and shrubs. From there, he surveyed the landscape between him and the ruby castle. Before, though he’d considered it, the destruction of the rubies had seemed to be an overwhelming, maybe even impossible task. Now, smashing each and every one to pieces seemed like a gleeful enterprise he couldn’t wait to begin. He plotted a rough course for himself and got to work.

His progress was methodical and thorough. After reaching a certain point upon the fungus-free field, he dropped down into the cleft, into Drace Arden’s former territory, and destroyed every ruby he could find there. He made his way out and continued forward, up the slope where he destroyed those that had decorated Geltan Sothos’s territory.

Pylas didn’t know how much time had passed. Through his tireless efforts, he’d either worked the pain out of his body or had grown so accustomed to it that he didn’t feel it anymore. Midway through his progress, he took a moment to gauge his handiwork and was satisfied to see that the terrain behind him had been denuded of rubies. In his wake, he’d left a fine carpet of pink powder littered with jagged red fragments, but nothing larger than his fist. Though he was only half done, the vibration in his chest had calmed considerably. He had no doubt now that, after destroying all of them, he’d be free to enter the backspace. The castle—and its effect on the Diamond Coat—was still a problem, but he thought he might have a solution.

• • •

Hours—days?—after activating the booster seed, Mala Qixiq was still hugging herself against waves of pleasure. It had been worth the wait. She wasn’t sure which was better: the sharp spike of Mother’s milk, or the raised constant provided by the seed. She decided that she wasn’t ready to give up on Mother’s shipments. Eventually, she’d grow accustomed to this new intensity, but Mother’s milk would always penetrate to the sublime. She thought for a moment then. Did Crier’s coming mean that the milk would stop? That would not do. He wouldn’t have—

Before she could finish her thought, a portion of her castle shattered above her, raining down powder, shards, and fragments. She was startled and appalled. She moved to the porch just in time to see an incoming projectile, a massive ruby shard, before it impacted just over her head.

Her rage overcoming her pleasure, she pushed her way out of the piled-up debris and stood at the fractured edge of the porch.

“No!” she cried. “No! Damn you!”

She hopped down to the raw earth and began descending the mountainside. Another ruby missile, easily twice her size, sailed overhead, crashing once more into her castle.

“Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!” she cried, as she broke into a run.

• • •

Pylas had saved a portion of the ruby forest to use as ammunition. The vibration in his chest was almost completely gone, but he was taking great pleasure in seeing the castle collapse a little with each of the heavy spears. It also amused him that the most effective solution to his problem was the simplest. He uprooted another ruby, balanced its length upon his right shoulder, steadied it with his left hand, and launched it with his right, sending the missile on an unbending course to the castle.

There was movement on the mountainside. Good. He’d gotten her attention. It had taken long enough, but he wasn’t complaining. He supposed that the increase in power she’d received from the seed had had a similar increase in effect on her pleasure centers, keeping her busy. He felt a little sorry for her and didn’t want to consider what it would be like to fight like that. He was ready, though. He had enough time before she arrived to launch one more of the rubies.

She was screaming incessantly, infuriated by what Pylas was doing to her castle and what he’d already done to the landscape. When she got within thirty meters of him, Pylas felt the ground beneath him shake.

He leapt up and back, narrowly avoiding being run through by a giant ruby spear erupting from the ground. The rubies weren’t hard enough or moving with enough force to penetrate the Diamond Coat, but he preferred that they be on the receiving end of his fist. Another ruby followed the first, then another, then four more, forcing Pylas further back each time. These were as big as the biggest of the “trees”, but he merely laughed, pulled the last of them free from the ground and gave a mighty swing against the leaning palisade to shatter them all at once.

“Mala Qixiq,” he shouted. “The Emperor is gone. You owe allegiance to no one. Let me pass.”

“I might have,” she said, shaking with rage. “But not after what you’ve done.”

“What I’ve done? Do you mean your rubies? You’re obviously still capable of making more. Use the jump deck, return to what’s left of the Empire, build a new forest, a new castle, on Mother’s world.”

“I had one job to do. I would see it done.”

“To whose satisfaction?”

“My own!”

She raised her arms, crossed them at her forehead, then flung them down as she leaned forward, spouting liquid fire from her crystalline brow.

Pylas threw what remained of his oversized ruby bat into the oncoming rush of flames and addressed his Pattern and that of the Diamond Coat. The ruby was caught and turned around by the fire, melting and splashing back towards him. The blast overcame him and exhausted itself, leaving Pylas on one knee, alight and with bits of molten ruby clinging to him. He looked at his hand, sheathed in lazy blue flame, and shuddered. He didn’t know if he could take another hit, if the Diamond Coat would simply sublime, but something else occurred to him. For the first time since his arrival in Ruby Point—and without the benefit of Geltan Sothos’s bubbles—there was no constant, niggling vibration in his chest. He glanced around, saw that the fire had destroyed what was left of the recently raised rubies. He slipped into the backspace, extinguishing the flames consuming the Diamond Coat, and took a moment to collect himself. He saw that the castle and the root of the waving band of color were still inaccessible, but Mala Qixiq wasn’t. He didn’t want to kill her, he really didn’t. Her whole existence—how many thousands of years?—had been reduced to performing a singular task while being artificially stimulated to enjoy it. The same had been true of Drace Arden and Geltan Sothos. All had tried to kill him and all were, by their very nature, inimical to his survival, to his finding Leilia.

Pylas exited the backspace immediately before Mala. His sudden appearance startled her so that she didn’t notice the Pin he’d delivered to her midsection. The cracks spread rapidly. Her ruby features contorted, revealing first shock, then horror, then fear of imminent death. She ran tentative gemstone fingers along the riot of crusted diamonds covering the upper half of Pylas’s face and shattered.

Staring at the fragments still slipping from the palm of his pale yellow hand, down at the rest of her remains piled at his feet, he let out a heavy sigh.

If it had been possible to leave her castle as a kind of memorial, he would have, but it barred his way. He traversed the backspace as far as he could to the castle, then proceeded to reduce the structure to rubble.

Despite bringing down the roof, the band of color was no less enigmatic than when he’d arrived. It did seem to have a source, though: a free-standing ruby cube, three meters to a side, that was built like a vault. It was solid, or nearly so, and he couldn’t help damaging what was housed inside when he set his fists to it. Sparks flew, smoke rose, and everything exploded.

The shock wave carried Pylas a hundred meters or more, but righting himself in the air, he soon realized that the blast was due not only to wrecked machinery, but also to massive spatial displacement. He stared in awe at something he couldn’t quite quantify, at least not at first. Rising from the site of Mala Qixiq’s destroyed castle, indeed occupying a much larger footprint, was a Tree of scintillating colors. After applying his Divine Pattern sense, he had no doubt that it had more than a little in common with the Viscain Tree.

The Tree had been there the whole time, just out of reach, hidden behind some kind of veil powered by whatever had been in that ruby box.







7 EVERY BODY


Though it did have traits in common with the Viscain Tree, the anomaly that loomed over Pylas was quite different, and not just because of its beautiful colors. Parts of it, indistinguishable except by Divine Pattern scan, existed as discrete solids, while others persisted as liquid, and still others as gas, all in a stable system with no noticeable fluctuation between states. There were no heat or pressure discrepancies to account for this, at least none that Pylas could identify. The trunk seemed mostly composed of gas shot with liquid rivulets, which perhaps acted as xylem and phloem. Branching off of the main trunk at stepped intervals were enormous spatulate limbs—disks or plates really—entirely solid, opaque, and characterized by the familiar dark olive green of Vine fiber.

Pylas approached the base of the trunk through the backspace, but was too intrigued to remain within. He stepped out of the backspace and pressed his smooth yellow fingers to the trunk’s surface. A pleasant shock circulated through him, a kind of peaceful calm that pumped cyclically, like a heartbeat. He immediately thought of Leilia. There was a gentle pull from the scintillant gas and he allowed himself to be taken by it.

Euphoria gripped him as he rose through colors. Memories, vivid and real, crowded his mind, but both good and bad served as a singular reminder that he was alive and equipped to appreciate the wonder of the universe. Overcome by dreams of the past, present, and future, he wept diamonds.

• • •

Sunlight glittered overhead. Pylas found himself lying face-down upon dew-damp grass. The smell of fresh earth was unmistakable. The light was warm and bright. He raised a hand to shade his eyes, saw that he’d inadvertently returned to normal. He adjusted his glasses, rose to a sitting position, and studied the sun, only to realize that it wasn’t a sun at all, at least not on the generally accepted scale. It was a spark, perhaps a hundred meters above the ground, but it did the work of a sun admirably. He stood up, surveyed his surroundings, recognized that he was on one of the spatulate limbs, though how he’d gotten there he wasn’t sure. He could see the trunk, which he’d taken to thinking of as the Trunk Stream, but separating the massive plate from its source was a gnarled, knotted tangle of spiny growth that appeared to be impassable. That didn’t bother him so much. He could always use the backspace—now that Mala’s rubies were gone—and besides, the murmur of voices farther out on the plate appealed more to his curiosity than did the mystery of his arrival.

The turf was soft underfoot, reminding him of his carefree youth, playing with Wil and Tila on the grounds of Primary 4. As he went, he found himself fascinated by the landscape. Low mountains formed a lip around the periphery of the plate and were veined with streams, flowing down into several lakes. Conifers thrived everywhere, but there were no signs of insects or animals. In the sky were tiny, localized clouds moving lazily overhead, occasionally thwarting the hard-working spark.

The voices were nearer now, and Pylas saw that there were fifteen people gathered together, engaged in some lively, but as yet incoherent discussion. There were more people farther off, some sleeping, some rutting, some eating what looked like meat. Returning his focus to the group, he realized that something about them—all of them—was off-putting. It wasn’t their nakedness or their apparent lack of inhibitions. It was that every one of them was identical, or nearly so, with the only discernible difference being gender. Both sexes were equally represented, but there were no children despite obvious efforts to the contrary.

The focus of their conversation was becoming clear, too, as his Artifact translated the word “food” over and over again.

He watched with growing concern as two males escorted a third between them, bringing him to a low tree stump, which had been pounded flat. Pylas realized that the stump was stained with blood, and watched in horror as the man had his arms held to the ground so that his head and chest were pressed against the top of the stump. A fourth man, already present, produced a heavy club and promptly brained him, then directed the other two to add the corpse to a row of skinned carcasses.

Pylas could only stare and struggle to reel in the urge to wretch. He didn’t like what he saw, but perhaps it wasn’t up to him to put an end to it. Time to go.

When he returned his attention to the rest of the group he saw that they had noticed him and were already coming towards him.

The words they used had been nonsense to him at first, but now his Artifact efficiently separated and made sense of them.

“Defiler. Outcast. Unclean.”

Pylas frowned. Despite their apparent composure and leisurely pace, their faces showed anger and indignation.

He scanned them with Divine Pattern now. Gene soldiers? It made sense and was baffling at the same time. It accounted for their sameness but not their presence here.

The very earth groaned then, as if some titanic biological machinery shuddered into operation. Pylas began to back away, holding his hands out in a placating gesture.

“Not defiler,” he said. “Not unclean.” Those words were simple enough to convey, but he found their language, based on what he’d heard of it so far, unsuited for the expression of anything more complex.

He found himself nearing the sharp, spiny growth and was shocked to see more of the gene soldiers somehow already there, waiting for him. Then he saw why.

A vertical split in the fibrous mass opened as the sound of machinery spun up and several full-grown, living bodies were expelled from it, wet and glistening, as if having been freshly born. These bodies toppled like dolls to the ground, but rose immediately, already speaking, and crowding around to hem Pylas in.

“Defiler. Outcast. Unclean.”

Within moments, Pylas was surrounded and had nowhere to go. Reaching hands sought to clamp onto him, force him to the ground. He rebuffed them, swatting them away, breaking bones without intending to.

He glanced again at the birthing apparatus, which quivered like flesh and forced out more and more bodies. He shuddered. Had he come through that to end up here?

Not wanting to hurt anyone unnecessarily, Pylas went Dark and slipped into the backspace. He allowed himself to rise upwards, and wondered if conditions on each limb were the same. He couldn’t get the analogy of an immune system out of his head. Would everything here reject him? See him as an intruder, as impure? It seemed an odd defense mechanism, hardly able to prevent his progress, and yet, more than he did for those at Ruby Point, he pitied these simple creatures. Compared to Ana Tain, their design was primitive at best, which made a kind of sense if the Ruby Point tanks had somehow been incorporated into, and automated by, the Trunk Stream. But how had that been accomplished? Perhaps there were answers above.

• • •

The next plate was bigger, but its placement enabled him to rise up easily through the backspace at its edge. It was at least fifty meters thick and had to weigh countless thousands of tons, and yet it had no solid foundation, nothing but the Trunk Stream to hold it aloft. Pylas decided to remain in the backspace, as an unseen observer this time. What he found were five ordered and sprawling communities spread out across the plate. The buildings, ranging from single family dwellings to larger public halls, were composed of the local vegetation bound with twine and treated with tree sap. Again there were no insects or animals present, but there were rows of crops, which likely satisfied their nutritional needs. He hoped, anyway.

The people, Pylas could see right away, were genetically similar to those on the first plate, but they were more complex, showing more diversity, at least superficially. There was something familiar about their DNA that troubled Pylas, something that went beyond their essential sameness, but he couldn’t identify what it was. These people were more advanced than those below them in every way: genetically, socially, intellectually. The villages here were organized, and everyone was clothed in grass skirts and ornaments reflecting personal aesthetics. Pylas figured little more was necessary if the climate was always as it was now. Their language, too, was more developed than what he’d heard below.

He wondered what it all meant. The obvious progression from one plate to the next felt like an experiment of sorts, but he could find no evidence of observers besides himself, felt no phantom eyes upon him or the plate. Given how long the Trunk Stream had been growing, perhaps the experiment had outlived the experimenter.

• • •

Traversing the backspace, Pylas rose up through the third plate, which was thicker than he’d thought and composed of Vine fiber that was at once alien and familiar. Though he was in the backspace, he encountered resistance, like rubber cement threatening at every moment to engulf him and harden irrevocably. The cleave planes, abandoning their crystalline precision, curved and undulated strangely, inspiring vertigo and nauseating him. The more he hurried, the more he felt impeded. Panic fluttered in his breast. He had to work to still his anxiety, willing himself to move forward at a measured pace. Despite the sensation of feeling trapped, he made steady progress and felt his confidence return by degrees.

He emerged from the plate, like breaking the surface of a drowning pool. Immediately, he returned to regular space, found himself standing upon a neatly cobbled plaza. He cocked his head in disbelief, thinking he somehow recognized where he was. He turned to look and saw what he expected to see: the replanted Viscain Tree, towering into the cloudy sky. People were all around him, crossing the plaza, going into and out of the Tree. Viscain City was all around him. It wasn’t possible, but here he was.

When he applied his Divine Pattern sense, he was overwhelmed by warm waves of nostalgia. Everything was as he remembered it. Even the faces of passers by were at times familiar, with names just beyond his memory. He shook his head, still unable to believe in the reality of this place. There was a certain uniformity to everyone’s DNA, which recalled the gene soldiers of the previous plates, and he found himself wondering what was real.

Could he trust his senses? Was he really in Viscain City? Had he been all along? He suddenly felt very alone, despite being in the midst of several hundred people milling about. How long had it been since he’d left Bela Fan? Had she been a dream? Had it all been a dream? Some prophetic nightmare with an unfathomable lesson?

He started to walk towards the Tree, garnering nods and smiles as he went. He surreptitiously glanced at his fingers to confirm the presence of the Diamond Coat. Seeing it, he was suffused with shame, but didn’t understand why. Guilt? Weakness? Failure? What concerned him was not knowing whether it was really there or if he was somehow deluding himself.

He climbed the steps and entered the Tree’s vast foyer. People queued at various counters to conduct their business, but his business, once he realized what it was, was more personal. He approached the central elevators, leaving the crowd behind in surreal silence. He alone boarded the car that arrived. It looked the same, smelled the same, was the same. He let his fingers move automatically over the keypad and felt his heart lurch with the car when it started its ascent.

A kaleidoscope of thoughts and emotions tore through his head. All of his senses were insisting that everything here was real, genuine. But what did that mean? Could he trust his senses? Or had everything since his escape from the Past been imagined? Was he still locked away in his prison? Worse, was he dying on Sammesh’s barge?

When the elevator doors finally opened, Pylas remained in the car for a full minute, unable to bring himself to exit. One unsteady step was all it took, though, to set him in motion. He had to know if she was there.

At the door to his own quarters he was less hesitant, pushing through without pause. With the door flung wide, even without entering, he knew that he was alone.

Sammesh’s barge? Why not at Vahl’s hands in Sachs’s courtyard? Or the house he grew up in with the rest of his family, subjected to Sachs’s knives? Had everything after been fantasy? An attempt to make peace with imminent death?

He walked forward, stood before the wide window looking down on Viscain City, now bathed in umber twilight, and shook his head. No. This is not Pine. Pine was a dusty ruin before this place ever existed.

He supposed that Sammesh’s barge was a possibility, but, given the linear quality of his experiences, he began to doubt it. There was still the question of his senses and whether or not he could trust them, but he’d already addressed this after finishing with Drace Arden and Geltan Sothos: as long as he could interact with the world around him, he would press forward. Life may yet flee him, but it would not be due to his surrender.

• • •

Pylas walked the halls of the Viscain Tree and encountered no one at any level above the foyer. Wil’s quarters were unmistakably his, but empty. Samhain’s chamber was a vault of echoes.

It was understandably quiet, but the quiet was unsettling. Pylas could determine no difference between where he was and the Tree he’d known back on Planet 1, but something was wrong—with this place, with his memory of it, or with him in general. He felt claustrophobic, as if the walls were encroaching, as if they themselves exuded malice, and not aimlessly. It took several hours of wandering to realize that he felt like an intruder here, that he was being made to feel like an intruder.

Pylas boarded the elevator, returned to the foyer. When the doors opened, he could have sworn that, for an instant, everyone present was still and staring directly at him just long enough for him to question his senses, then the scene burst into motion, back to business as usual. He might have dismissed this impression, but was quite sure now that he was the target of sidelong glances from anyone who could spare them.

He stepped from the car into the foyer proper, and though several men and women came within easy reach, he found that he had no desire to speak to any of them. He felt sure that questioning them would gain him no answers.

The lot of them now seemed overcome by some shared but unspoken sense of urgency. Everyone was in a haste to leave, and Pylas became dimly aware of the pouring rain outside. He flashed back to Leilia Towaeien under the false Viscain Tree as that particular fiction had begun to unravel. Was something similar happening here?

When he came back from his reverie, the foyer was mostly empty.

He walked to the entryway, stood at the top of the stairs that led down to the square, watched as the last of the stragglers padded through the rain to disappear into the surrounding city. He slowly started down.

There was something very familiar about this, the impenetrable cloud cover, the unbroken deluge, the empty square.

He quickened his pace, his heart quickening with it, and stopped when perspective made everything click.

“What is this?” Pylas said.

“A memorial,” a voice from behind him said.

Pylas turned, saw that two men and a woman were standing uncomfortably close to him. Had they come from the Tree? He was sure that he’d been alone. He scanned the three with Divine Pattern, now knowing what to look for, and nodded.

“That’s why you all seem so maddeningly familiar. It’s his DNA. Mixed in with the gene soldiers’.”

“Quite right, Mr. Crier.”

It was another voice, from behind him again. He whirled to see five men and three women standing where none had been just seconds before. More were appearing all around him, putting him in the center of a growing throng.

“This was so long ago,” Pylas said. ”What’s the point?”

“We do what we can within our limitations,” someone offered.

“And we have long hoped for a re-enactment,” another said.

“A re-enactment?” Pylas scoffed. “I’m not going to butcher all of you. You have his DNA strung through your bodies, but you’re not him.”

He shook his head. “Do you think you can hurt me?”

“We do what we can within our limitations,” a woman repeated, and as she finished her sentence, all of them began to change, to contort, to bulge from their clothing, to take on a red tinge.

All had attempted to become Arms Vermillion, but none had succeeded. Pylas was dismayed by the disparate and grotesque monstrosities everyone had become, and was ill-prepared when, all at once, as their hips and shoulders shone, they exploded with world-shattering force.


BELTAIN INTERLUDE I


Pylas, wearing his glasses, dressed in his white T-shirt and beige pants, stood upon a polished floor of bronze, alone and lonely. The walls surrounding him were the same, an endless, perfectly smooth curve, encircling him. He knew this place and wondered darkly if he’d ever left it.

He heard footsteps behind him, turned to look, was shocked to find himself within a cobbled courtyard with two moons shining brightly overhead.

“Pylas?”

“Govan . . . Jay?”

“You look older.”

Pylas studied his surroundings, confirmed that he was indeed in Jay’s school.

“Teacher,” he said, “I don’t know what’s real anymore.”

Jay snorted. “Who does? Ever since you laid eyes on the Leaf, you’ve been different. Wil Parish, too.”

“Wil . . . ”

Now Jay looked around. “This is a dream,” he said. “It must be. You’re clean-shaven.” Jay shook his head, “And you look as though you’ve witnessed horrors far beyond what brought you to me.”

“I have, Teacher,” Pylas said with a shaky voice. “Pine—this world—is no more. Wil is dead. The Viscain Tree . . . Is a god that dwarfs those of the Mikai. But Samhain, too, is gone.”

Jay narrowed his eyes, nodded. “You’ve been set on a path, Pylas. Who or what has orchestrated this, and what lies ahead for you: these things have troubled me. I don’t know if I should regret my participation or be thankful that I have the opportunity to help prepare you.”

“I am thankful for your teaching and regret nothing of our fellowship.” Pylas frowned, “Except . . . ”

Jay cocked his head, “Except?”

Pylas composed himself quickly, smiled, shook his head.

Jay stared at him for a moment and finally asked, “How long have you been away, Pylas?”

Pylas pursed his lips, unable to answer immediately. “Many thousands of years, Teacher.”

Jay took a deep breath, started to chuckle.

“You regret my passing.”

Pylas nodded.

“Though I don’t dispute your words, no man can expect to live even a thousand years. I have already lived a full life, and if you say that my teaching has done you some good, then I can die a happy man.”

“We did as you asked, Teacher, but we never got to say a proper goodbye.”

“Perhaps this is it then.”

Jay had only started to open his arms, but Pylas embraced him with unexpected speed and intensity. Nostalgia and gratitude, both for Jay and for this impossible second chance, overwhelmed him.

“That I live, that I can still fight, that I can still stand for something, all of this, I owe to you. Thank you, Teacher.”

Pylas closed his eyes against tears, and was consumed by vertigo.

• • •

Jay had grown cold in his arms. Noise assaulted him from everywhere. When he opened his eyes, Pylas found that he was hugging himself against shivers . . . upon muddy ground? Amid icy, clacking rain? Omnipresent static invaded his eyes, his ears, his mind. Everything seemed to be in constant motion. Bits of the Trunk Stream permeated the air, the ground. Through animate rainbow sprays and inexplicable visual scratchings, the landscape started to take shape, but didn’t quite come into focus. The plate, as far as he could see anyway, was nothing but brutal rocks and crags lit by various sparks set within a roiling sky of liquid black clouds. He sat up, but the vertigo hadn’t abandoned him, so he had to work on keeping himself upright. His body hurt everywhere, felt raw and wet, and not because of the rain. It felt like barbed wire was being threaded through his veins, breaking the skin where it would. Concentration seemed like a futile exercise, but he did what he could to apply it to the Diamond Coat. His head, like his surroundings, was a mess.

Arms Vermillion. Everybody on the previous plate had been an imperfect iteration of Arms Vermillion. None of it seemed real and yet their group suicide had compromised the Diamond Coat in several places, resulting in corresponding wounds. He shook his head against the intrusion of chaos and focused on his Pattern.

As Pylas worked at healing himself, another sound, rhythmic but at odds with the suffusing din, rose to his attention. He peered through the rain, through the ribbons of pearlescent light, through the visual noise to find the source. Not ten meters away, he saw it. Unnatural, asymmetrical, red, and thickly veined: it was another attempt at Arms Vermillion. Perhaps it was because he had no human analogue as reference as he had on the Planet 1 plate, but this version seemed truly monstrous. The noise came from its teeth endlessly grinding on a crag. Was it sharpening them? Pylas didn’t think so.

“It’s trying to eat the rock,” he said to himself in disbelief.

He tried then to go into the backspace. As he squeezed through the closest of the cleave planes, the audio/visual static and the trailing wisps of Trunk Stream intensified and he realized that his transition was incomplete. While the amber world of the cleave planes was all around him, so too was the rain, the noise, and everything else this plate had presented. He hadn’t escaped his environment, he’d only succeeded in making the backspace a useless part of it. He felt as though he were trying to bring two worlds, separate and infinite, into synch, so let the backspace recede and panted from the wasted effort. Losing access to the backspace again—or at least to its efficacy—was a problem, one he hoped wasn’t permanent, but also one he couldn’t afford to address just now. In his current state he was extremely vulnerable to any iteration of Arms Vermillion. He became acutely aware of the noise he was making and struggled to master himself. He hadn’t been noticed, but his priority was clear: he had to find a hiding place where he could mend himself and the Diamond Coat.

He got to his feet, steadied himself, started off in the opposite direction of the Arms Vermillion copy while keeping his eyes always on it. His steps were awkward, though, his body not quite working as he directed it. His resulting course was erratic, at times bringing him closer to the monster than he intended, but after what seemed an interminably long period of jerky progress, he managed to regain some control over his muscles—or he became accustomed to their dysfunction, he wasn’t sure which. When he’d reached what he felt was a safe distance, he started to run, found that it took his full attention to keep from tripping over his own feet. Each stride felt like a stopgap measure, preventing him from falling face-first into the mud again, but he knew that, eventually, one of his legs would fail to be where it needed to to keep him upright.

The black sky roiled. The rain poured down. Chaos, both hallucinogenic and real, beat at him, at the land, at the air, but out of that chaos, a dark ridge of rock materialized, suggested shelter. With some effort, Pylas changed the angle of his trajectory and managed to stay upright just long enough to clear the ridge at its lowest point. He banged off of the rocky, mud-camouflaged ground, felt the jolt more than he expected. Thin mud had splashed up over him and ran down the unbroken portions of the Diamond Coat in dirty rivulets with the incessant rain. He took a moment to collect himself and started to rise when he saw that he was not alone here. A pair of monstrous, mismatched eyes stared down at him, revealing mounting emotion. Pylas thought he saw elation, terror, and hatred all at once.

He gathered his feet under him, formed a Pin with his right hand, and leapt forward with as much strength as he could muster. His Pin sank through the Arms Vermillion’s face with sickening ease. There was no bone or anything analogous to it.

Pylas found himself lying atop this version of his old foe with his hand still buried. He tried to get to his hands and knees, but the yielding form beneath him made this comically difficult. Mostly, though, this was due to his hand actually being stuck and of no use. He slid off of the carcass and worked to pull his hand free. Despite what he thought was active suction working against him, he was ultimately successful. He examined his hand, then the broken face.

Only the face wasn’t broken anymore. At first he thought himself mistaken, that because of its gelatinous nature it had simply collapsed in on itself, but now he saw. It was mending, but not by itself. As the rain pooled in the concavity, it changed, became part of the face.

Pylas shook his head in disgust and confusion. He looked up at the roiling black clouds, at the rain that poured down endlessly. Almost hesitantly, he shone his Divine Pattern scan to the heavens and retched.

The clouds and every drop of rain were made up of something like protozoa filled with imperfect strains of Arms Vermillion’s DNA. Pylas looked back down to the formerly broken face, saw that several tendrils were stretching five and six centimeters out, reaching for him. He scrambled away even as he cleared the Diamond Coat from the lower half of his face, vomiting more violently than he ever had before. Panting, he looked at his arms, watched the water beading off of them and refrained from wiping his mouth with them. He spat and spat until he was satisfied and sought to cover himself wholly with the Diamond Coat. Wounds he could tend to later, but the prospect of somehow being infected by Arms Vermillion’s DNA seemed to him to be a higher priority and to be avoided at all cost. He erected a layer of protection, very thin in places, to cover himself in total. He forced himself to calm down then turned his Divine Pattern scan upon himself once more. Though he’d been inundated by the rain and some had found its way to raw skin and open wounds, it was inert. He manipulated the Diamond Coat to expel what had found its way to his skin and his Pattern to metabolize what had made its way inside of him.

While Pylas was thus preoccupied, the Arms Vermillion corpse, corpse no more, bent at the waist to sit upright. It reached for him with its right arm and settled a wet grip around his neck. Pylas fixed his glare through yellow diamond facets upon the thing and sheared the arm from its body with a Vorpal Pin. Once again there was no bone, no reinforcing fiber, nothing to offer real resistance. Pylas stood, took a step back.

“I’m through being afraid of you,” he said.

The Arms Vermillion, stared dumbly, lurched and disgorged a volume of dark red liquid, splashing it all over Pylas.

Disgust assaulted Pylas, then recognition. He remembered Arms Vermillion’s marker. “Oh, shit.”

The thing on the ground then threw back its head and began to howl. The sound was at once mournful and triumphant and terrible.

Pylas thrust his foot through the monsters face once again until his heal ground against stone.

He glanced over his shoulder, and took a cautious step forward, then another. He wasn’t sure, but perhaps sealing the Diamond Coat, even with his injuries still awaiting attention, had served to normalize his equilibrium to the world around him. He offered a silent prayer of thanks to whom- or whatever would listen and continued along the contour of the ridge.

His mind was working quickly now. There were certainly more than two Arms Vermillions here. And that last was likely soon to be viable again. All of them would be, despite the punishment he might lavish upon them. The Infinite Fracture Pin had been effective against the original Arms Vermillion, but he wondered if it would be the same here, with what seemed like an endless supply of raw material falling from the sky. He looked up, applied his scan again, but couldn’t penetrate the layer of gelatinous clouds. Was freedom just beyond those clouds? If not, had this been a fool’s errand from the beginning? Was Leilia to elude him after this? She couldn’t be gone. She couldn’t. But he realized that, indeed, after nearly eleven thousand years, she could. He shook his head. No.

The ridge had provided cover, but it didn’t matter. The Arms Vermillions were everywhere. A third had reacted to the marker. It howled as the other had, calling forth more, but it didn’t stop there. Its shoulder pods swelled like overripe wombs, split down the middle, and spilled their payloads of seed missiles.

There was no backspace for Pylas to retreat to. He avoided direct impact, but the shockwave sent him bodily into the air like a rag doll. All he could do was focus on his wounds and brace for impact, which by way of adrenaline and his ongoing healing efforts, was minimal. He remained conscious and gained his feet immediately, driving into a group of Arms Vermillions. He bisected one with the Vorpal Pin, cored another with the Inertia Pin. His arms were a blur. Heads and limbs flew. Gore rained down with the rain.

The second volley caught him by surprise, forcing him suddenly and face-first into the ground. He felt hands grasping at him, swept backwards with a Vorpal Pin and created momentary emptiness.

The third volley shook him, maybe broke something inside, he couldn’t be sure.

More hands closed in on him but so did a fourth volley and he knew no more.


BELTAIN INTERLUDE II


By degrees, he became aware of his own reflection and that it was set within the polished bronze floor. He’d been here before. Was he really here now?

“You’re not,” a familiar voice replied.

Pylas whirled around to find not Govan Jay but Wil Parish standing behind him. Wil, Pylas noted, had no anchoring reflection.

“You’re dead,” Pylas said softly.

Wil nodded. “I know.”

“I am too, aren’t I. Jay is. You are. That’s why we’re here talking. That’s what this place is.”

“No. There is a place for the dead, but our Artifacts, unless cleansed by the Loss Queen . . . ” He finished by shaking his head.

“Then how?”

“Gilf Scanlan’s punishment was no less than death, but he could not entirely eradicate the Office of Subtlety. I was disintegrated, dispersed, gone. It’s only here, where all Time exists at once, where it’s forever right now, that I can regain some sense of self.”

Now Pylas shook his head. “How?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have any secrets to impart, no knowledge that only the dead are privy to. All I know is that I’ve been given the chance to say I’m sorry.”

“You had an impossible choice, Wil.”

Wil shook his head. “No.”

“It was the survival of a race.”

“No! That’s not good enough! And what did that race go on to do? How many worlds?”

Pylas moved towards him, held Wil’s shoulders, which were solid in his grip.

“It’s okay, Wil. I was hurt by the betrayal, but the choice was an impossible one. All those lives in the balance, no matter what they’d go on to do collectively as the Empire—”

“You had every reason to believe that Samhain would renege on his promise to keep them safe!”

Pylas shook his head. “—they still produced good people like Spaier Waice and Geiss Sinzer and Dolma Set. Holson was an alien, but even he was shaped by the Empire and became its ultimate liberator. It’s not for me or you to judge. We did and do what we can and what we must. And, we—” Tears burst spontaneously from Pylas’s eyes and he nearly choked on his next words, “We take the consequences. Whatever they are. What else can we do?” He embraced Wil now. “I don’t judge you, Wil. You were, and forever will be, my friend. If you need forgiveness, you have it. Unequivocally.”

“Thank you, Pylas. You have no idea how much that means to me.” Now he held Pylas by the shoulders at arms length. “You’re not done yet. You need to wake up.”

“Arms Vermillion.”

Wil nodded.

“Remember, whatever incarnation of him you come across, he’s always powered by some external force, whether it’s Samhain’s hatred or . . . something else.

Your power comes from you. Samhain did us one favor and blessed us with our ability to perceive and manipulate Patterns. Jay nurtured that skill. Samhain further bolstered it with Artifacts. No matter where the Yellow Diamond comes from, though, it’s yours. You are the Office of Permanence, and no one can take that away from you. Remember that. You hear me? Now wake up!”

• • •

Pylas awoke upon a placid green shore. Pale blossoms rose up before the facets of his face, between the spread of his yellow fingers. A light breeze led the grass and flowers in a subtle dance of nostalgia. Somewhere, the dull roar of rushing water played in accompaniment. He pulled himself further up the bank, freeing his legs from the water’s silvery embrace, and turned over to examine the pool from which he’d emerged.

The sun spark above was the biggest and most genuine yet. He found the warmth and comfort it provided staggering. The pool was vast and looked inviting, but he no longer trusted the water here. The rushing sound was immediately clear. A great cataract, white and frothy, cascaded down into the pool’s center, but Pylas could identify no source beyond the obscuring light of the sun spark. As he stared at the waterfall, an imperfection—something red—in the foam field caught his attention.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

Pylas whirled to address the voice coming from behind him.

Arms Vermillion stood there, staring past Pylas at the waterfall. He looked like a man dipped in blood and dried to a matte finish. His skin was smooth, flawless, his shoulders disproportionately large and bulbous, housing, Pylas well knew, explosive, rocket-propelled seeds.

Pylas scanned him with Divine Pattern and flinched at what he saw.

He shook his head. “You’re no approximation. How?”

Vermillion resettled his gaze, locking eyes with Pylas. “Yes, Pylas Crier. It’s me.”

“You were dead. It was no easy thing, but I killed you.”

“And yet, here I am. My father sent me here to be my sister’s jailer.”

Pylas stared for a moment then started to laugh out loud.

Vermillion’s previously serene features collapsed.

“Have you gone mad in your coming here?”

“Almost,” Pylas said. “You’ve been here all this time. You’re just as much jailed as jailer. So who’s watching over whom?”

Vermillion cracked a smile that held no mirth. “I rule this place.”

“You and your evolutionary failures? Where is she?”

“She is no more. Time has been unkind to her, just as it has been kind to me.”

Pylas shook his head. “Where is she?”

The other leaned forward so that his nose almost touched a yellow facet. “She’s inaccessible,” he said in a hate-saturated whisper.

With no extraneous, telltale motion, Pylas drove an Inertia Pin into the center of Vermillion’s chest. Or he would have.

Without shifting his eyes, Vermillion caught Pylas’s fist at the wrist, stopped its progression abruptly, swung the arm wide, and drove his own fist into Pylas’s chest.

The force of the blow sent shockwaves through Pylas, liquifying the Diamond Coat, and casting it from him in a wet yellow splash that pattered down over the green grass, the pale flowers, and into the clear water beyond. Naked now, Pylas stumbled backwards, almost slipping on the inert yellow fluid staining the ground.

“I have been refined, Pylas Crier,” Vermillion said.

Surprised and heaving, Pylas shot a glance to the waterfall, to the pool.

“I thought it was some kind of experiment,” Pylas said, shaking his head. “You’re an accident.” He tried to recall the Diamond Coat, but it wouldn’t come.

“No!” Vermillion cried, and swung an arm down hammer-like.

Pylas attempted to brace his Pattern and struck the oncoming arm with a right Pin, but the force of the blow fouled his strike and numbed his own arm. He skittered backwards, addressed his Pattern in earnest.

“I don’t doubt that Samhain sent you—your remains—here. This was to be your grave. He never did like reminders of his failures. You can’t leave here, can you. You’re dependent on her, aren’t you! You exist only as a consequence of time, circumstance, and infinite power. Where is she?

Vermillion humphed. “Can’t you tell,” he spat. “She’s everywhere.”

Pylas felt his stomach drop. That couldn’t be. Could she have been made to change so much? After all this time . . . As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he supposed it could be true, but even as he began to acquiesce to the possibility, something niggled at him.

“It’s been entertaining watching you rise up through the muck, but I was designed to hate you and to end you. I can still do the former after accomplishing the latter.”

Vermillion closed the short distance between them by folding space, but Pylas was ready. He fired off a succession of Pins, starting with joints to impede Vermillion’s reaching arms, then at the solar plexus, finishing with an uppercut Inertia Pin into the soft spot under the chin. The effort left Pylas’s right arm in excruciating pain, but he was rewarded with a spout of red gore shooting out of the top of Vermillion’s head.

Pylas knew this victory would only be temporary, but he was still vulnerable without the Diamond Coat. Solid or liquid, he’d never lost so much—all of it—at once before. He recalled Wil’s words, though, and felt the Yellow Diamond, like a comforting weight at his center, anchoring him to reality, to life. He set about coaxing it to his will, so that it began to sweat the viscous yellow fluid. The fluid filled his arteries and veins, saturating him until it began to seep from his open wounds and ooze from his pores—but slowly.

Vermillion leveled his thrown-back head and wiped away the mess that had rained down into his eyes. And then he doubled in size. The shield came down to cover his face. The seed pods upon his shoulders expanded and split down the middle to reveal the deadly missiles inside. The pods at his hips also split and were ready.

“This is the end for you, Pylas Crier. I was designed long ago to destroy you. Nothing between then and now matters.”

With the strength of 30 standard gravities and a well-conditioned Pattern behind him, Pylas leapt back several meters and concentrated as hard as he could on entering the backspace. With so little of the Diamond Coat in place, the backspace might prove fatal to him, but he was out of options. Despite the visual calm of this plate, he had felt that all efforts to enter the backspace here would be as fruitless as they had been on the plate below, but his Pattern alone was not enough to endure a full salvo. Perhaps he just needed a key to unlock the backspace. As he rose up into the air, with the crashing waterfall at his back, he struck as hard as he could. He’d never attempted the Fracture Pin while normal, but again, there was no alternative and no time.

His knuckle struck the air, impacting on essential emptiness with a deafening boom, but his radius continued in a red riot through the skin of his forearm several centimeters before it was done. The pain forced tears from his diamond-crusting eyes, but he managed to see several things at once. He saw the red spray of his own blood and the impossibly immaculate white gleam of bone at its source. He saw the delicate crack through space race from the impact point of his Fracture Pin, ultimately curve through Vermillion’s face, right temple to left jaw. And finally, he saw the myriad seed missiles, filling the air, converging on him, all smoke and noise and deadly purpose.

Pylas tuned out the pain of his arm and resumed his concentration on the backspace. Perhaps aided by the singular result of his Fracture Pin, the world opened up, became amber geometry superimposed over the more earthy landscape.

As before, it was like trying to synchronize two infinite worlds into one, and for an instant, Pylas was successful. The missiles detonated all around him, razing the combined space.


BELTAIN INTERLUDE III


For the third time, Pylas stood in the polished bronze chamber. He was tired, but coherent and alert enough to recognize his surroundings. How he recognized them, though, he didn’t quite understand. He raised his right hand close to his face to examine it with eyes that were pale yellow marbles with infinite depth. He was normal, he wore no glasses, and yet he could see as though he were Dark. No headaches, no compulsion to go Dark. He blinked several times and realized that his eyes had spontaneously and independently evolved. If this were some form of wish fulfillment, his vision would be free of all the Yellow Diamond revealed. This had to be real.

The sound of a throat clearing came from behind him.

Pylas bowed his head, sighed, turned around slowly.

“Hello, Pylas.”

Pylas stared with disbelief at the figure of Samhain, but not the Samhain he’d left back on Planet 1612. The incarnation of Samhain that greeted him was similar to the one Pylas had first known on Planet Zero.

“Who are you?” Pylas said.

“You know who I am,” the other said with a pleasant grin. “It took time, but all the seeds were found and destroyed. All but mine. I somehow managed to escape detection. Perhaps it was fate that my particular seed should have produced a pacifist with no megalomaniacal tendencies. It took me many thousands of years to achieve this form. And not one human life was sacrificed in the process.”

Samhain looked around, studied the chamber.

“I must be asleep. Dreaming. It looks as though you’ve been touched by another of my kind. Not surprising that you would earn its favor. My intentions were good, Pylas. In the beginning, anyway. After that . . . ” Samhain broke eye contact and stared intently at nothing within the polished floor.

“After that what?”

His eyes flicked to Pylas’s and back. “I didn’t know. I didn’t understand. Not entirely. Leilia was my failed attempt and then it was too late. For my kind, born in systems such as this,” he indicated the chamber in which they stood, “symbiosis is required for proper growth, for evolution. As my kind matures, the suns that give us life begin to have a deleterious effect. By design—whose, I have no idea—each of us is supposed to merge with an exemplary human host—in my case, you, Pylas—and create a new gestalt being.”

“Like the Loss Queen, Champagne.”

“Yes, and others I have encountered since. I thought I was upholding the covenant by creating Leilia, but part of me knew the truth. I wasn’t prepared to give up my sense of self. Also, Wil Parish revealed himself to be a potentially suitable candidate as well, so any sense of urgency to commit anew to the covenant was further confused and diluted. I came to understand, much much later, that it didn’t matter. Once I’d produced Leilia, there was no going back. The poisonous light of the sun slowly drove me mad, and once we relocated and I saw that I could drink the light of other suns—unlike the one that gave birth to me—and the life from other planets . . . ” Samhain shrugged. “I had, what I considered at the time, justification.”

Pylas snorted.

Samhain frowned. Tears welled in his eyes. “I’m not proud of what I did. Of what I was. I was sick, Pylas. What is cancer but an imperfection run amok?”

“And you’re better now, is that it?”

Samhain swallowed hard. “I’d like to think so. I’ve been a healer on many worlds. I ruined so many lives. It’s the least I could do to try to atone.”

Samhain took a tentative step forward. Pylas took a corresponding step back. His eyes were hard, with no hint of fear in them, only wariness. His fists tightened into Pins.

“Pylas, I realize that you may never be able to forgive me. Perhaps, regardless of what I’ve tried to become, I don’t deserve it. But let me point out to you, that, despite all my mistakes—and my very real regrets—one thing that I do not apologize for is Leilia. She is blameless. If my evolution had run its proper course, there would be no Leilia. It’s awful, it’s selfish, it’s a terrible rationalization, but I couldn’t imagine a universe without her in it.”

Pylas’s face contorted with rage. “Without her in it?!”

“You know she’s still here. She’s just waiting for you. My punishments were overly severe. I’ve already commented on my mental state at the time. I was reacting to betrayal. It didn’t matter that she was right. That you were right. But here you are. Your Pattern and your mastery of it intact. Extraordinary, really. You are still, and forever will be, the Office of Permanence. And Leilia is just a step away, waiting.

“I said I couldn’t imagine a universe without her in it, and I’m quite sure that you couldn’t either. Or am I wrong? Tell me, Pylas, all the pain, all the blood, all the scars, all the countless lives and years: is she worth it?”

Pylas glowered at him.

“It’s a complicated question, isn’t it. One life for how many thousands? How many millions? It’s not fair and it wasn’t your choice to make, but you get to decide now. Is she worth it?”

Pylas fumed. He hated the question, hated the implications, but there was only one answer. There would always be one singular answer, and in the end, he didn’t care what that said about him. “Yes,” he whispered fiercely.

His brow furrowed, his eyes wild and intense, Samhain nodded.

“I suppose it’s unreasonable to expect your forgiveness. But I can hope. Just, please, when you think of me, remember that I made Leilia for you. All that she is originated from me, no matter what I became.”

Pylas’s eyes softened. He swallowed hard. He found he could very easily remember much of the good Samhain had done.

“The best gifts are hardest won,” Samhain said, “and you have worked so very hard. Remember, Pylas, the endless road you walk is not to Leilia.”

The words shot through him, like the peal of divine thunder, setting off his every nerve. Waves of dizziness washed over him. The polished bronze hall shimmered and ran like rusted mercury.







8 BACK TOGETHER


Pylas drifted through the Trunk Stream, his body ripped open and bleeding, but somehow intact. The debris of broken plates formed small islands in a rainbow sea, but they drifted, too. Nothing was rooted. Everything threatened to disperse, to thin, and leak away into the black infinity that Pylas knew lay just beyond the widening Stream. Some of the Stream’s cohesion remained, though, a current bearing him on, to what he didn’t know.

The static and interference that he’d experienced variously on different plates was gone now. He was left with a combination of pain and numbness. He could see that his radius had snuck back under the skin, but the exit hole was still there. His body was a study in lacerations, some long, some ragged, some gaping. His insides were on morbid display, but only he was around to see them, and he was beginning to fade. He chuckled, thinking it ironic that after all he’d been through, he might not make it to the end of the Stream to see what was there. Perhaps it didn’t matter. He closed his eyes, mused on Samhain’s words. Was he just trying to offer comfort or was there more to his reassurances? Pylas shrugged internally. Death was its own endless road.

Though he felt like he was fighting sleep, Pylas opened his eyes. At the very least, he would die surrounded by beauty. The liquid rainbow filled him with warmth and a kind of joy that he couldn’t explain. He noted that his blood had stopped overflowing his wounds. He snorted, thinking that he’d run out. It was getting harder to keep his eyes open, but it seemed like his insides didn’t glare at him quite so accusingly now. He thought again about what Samhain had said and frowned. He couldn’t tell if exhaustion was filling him or if life was fleeing him. Could there have been more truth than comfort in Samhain’s message? Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe it was all the same in the end.

He drifted on, made comfortably numb by what was left of the Trunk Stream. He knew he was nearing the end. He felt the symphonic tone that hadn’t resonated through his body for eleven thousand years steal into and fill him. The walls of the ethereal cathedral, alternating columns of liquid light and dark, shot up, surrounded him, ebbing and flowing, ebbing and flowing. Only she could make this place possible. Only the two of them could exist here together. He smiled, knowing he would see her soon.
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