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    SLUMBER 
 
      
 
      
 
   M other’s slumber chamber pierced the sky, blocking out the sun, and before it stood the four of them: Airith, Rapha, Isabel Rae, and the ‘Fellas.’ Three dark figures, and two small hovering robots, belittled by a towering gate that led into an extreme pitch black. Just miles from where they stood and out in the dusty horizon, monstrous silhouettes of ancient remains told a tale of desertion and weathering. It was the only landmark that shared the Northern District of Sector One with Mother’s Slumber Chamber. The chamber was built directly into the firmament walls, and just to the west of it, on the other side of the barrier, was the Emperor’s Kentilan Palace.  
 
      
 
    “Didn’t think it’d look like this and seriously, were all those steps necessary?” Rapha’s arrogant tone echoed into the darkness, and he stared after it as if expecting some reply. 
 
      
 
    “You’re mostly cyborganic, Rapha, and it isn’t like your legs would have given out. And what the hell did you think it would look like?” Airith replied with an eye roll. The sassy lilt in her tone only made Rapha smile. 
 
      
 
    The walls of the chamber were strings of alphanumeric lines of code fused in Eagle Mountain metal, tailing upwards to the sky and into the blinding sun. Rapha took knowing steps to the nearest wall. The eyes of his companions followed him. Using a finger, he scraped at a wall. Small particles of the alphanumeric flaked off and dissipated in minute bursts of luminous green. 
 
      
 
    “First of all, I technically only have one good leg, and I don’t know what I was expecting it to look like, but the style is quite boring. It's just blocks of old Cymaga and gnarly Eagle Mountain steel surrounded by sand, a butt ton of it. And look at all those distant and pointless remains and Indigo scripture. Do you know something? The architecture is rude actually.” 
 
      
 
    “Ay Dios mio, Rapha, can we worry more about how we get into the bottom chambers without waking Her instead of critiquing a thousand-year-old sandbox?” Airith sighed as she adjusted her bodysuit and leather shoulder guard. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, but I’m just curious why there aren’t any alarms going off or why there isn’t a storm of Valdovas running up to guard Mother against people like us. She is completely vulnerable while in slumber.” Rapha shrugged as he stooped, brushing off dirt from the bottom of his cape. 
 
      
 
    “Mother? What kind of ‘mother’ uses her children to test her death machines’ efficiencies? What kind of a ‘mother’ creates children only to be killers for her lust of war? What ‘mother’ kills her own if they don’t follow her idea of family? ‘Mother’? Ha, more like ‘monster.’” The pain etched her face. Airith looked away to hide the rage but she already knew they had seen it. “The greatest thing the Emperor ever did was force the Creator to ban her ability to abort any one of us on command. She’s more of a killer queen than a ‘mother.’ Let’s just hurry in, so I drive my blade right through her mostly organic brain!” She raged. She pauses and then added in a darker tone, “And when I do, I want her glossy, black, dead eyes locked with mine, knowing it was I who killed her, I, her custom-made death guard. I want the betrayal to gush through her while she succumbs to death,” Airith swore with clenched fists. Her trembling was clear as day. 
 
      
 
    “Holy Kurt Russell, that was dark. You may want to arrange some counseling for that.” Rapha smirked uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
    The awkward silence was cut by a girl’s giggle. They all turned in Isabel Rae’s direction. The horn on her forehead had begun to glow, illuminating her mask in an eerie blue. She giggled again, taking timid steps away from them.  
 
      
 
    “Where French toast is she going?” Rapha snapped.  
 
      
 
    The girl was drawn to a distant glowing they had failed to notice; an old scripture of ancient Indigo origin. Lines of vivid electric hummed about it, sweltering with a static that the rest could feel as they neared it. Isabel Rae stopped short of her destination and began jumping excitedly, clapping and giggling like a child, each jump syncing and pulsing with the glowing from her horn.  
 
      
 
     “The lines. They are pretty like blood. It makes me giggle inside my tummy.”  
 
      
 
    A monotone cyber voice quipped; it was one of her companions, one of the Fellas, a levitating fish named Floop, whose voice was only a reflection of her thoughts.  
 
      
 
    “And I like it very much.” Isabel Rae twirled about the relic, with her other pet, Ploop; a hovering robot that resembled a metal egg with disembodied rabbit ears. Ploop’s neon blue, 8-bit digital expressions were telepathically linked to Isabel’s emotions. It was a baffling connection that the others could not explain; no one except the Creator, who gifted this child these robots to help her communicate with others. 
 
      
 
    Airith watched her in silence, disinterested in the old glowing relic; there were lots of left-behind old scriptures all over Homecity, written in an unreadable language. It was boring to think about and difficult to try and crack. But Isabel Rae was strange. Rumors trailed after the strange child. Rumors about her bleeding facial sores that were ghastly to look at, and perhaps that was why the Creator gave her the smooth, matte, white unicorn mask with its rainbow crystal horn and two floppy, fuzzy, mud-stained ears on each side.  
 
      
 
    Rapha motioned to the others with a hand signal and drew closer to the old relic. The writing was illegible. He squinted at it. Like radars, his ears twitched, reacting to an ambient wave picked by his sonar system. His systems analyzed its form. It was heated signatures. Mechanical heat. He glared in that direction as his optical scanners tried to give the waves form and origin. They failed; he had no visualization of the threat. 
 
      
 
    With a shrug, he threw back a hand signal, which met with Airith’s confused facial expression and with Isabel Rae pointing to Ploop, whose digital screen was displaying a laughing face.  
 
      
 
    “Are you having a stroke?” Airith questioned sarcastically as she threw her hands up with her head cocked to the side. “Do you need me to call someone for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I seriously need to teach you guys sign language. Someone or a mass of people are here. I can detect a form of bodies approximately thirty feet behind us and on each side of the passage. I'm just unable to see them,” Rapha whispered. 
 
      
 
    Peeewwww! 
 
      
 
    A blast of fiery laser sizzled past Rapha’s head, and the wall behind him erupted in a fiery dust. Rapha’s shock was quickly replaced by rage, as he turned to find six full Valdovan strike squads morph from thin air, shielded by their cloaking systems in black cyborganic matte suits. They quickly circled Rapha, Airith, and Isabel Rae. An ambush that had been patiently waiting for them... 
 
      
 
    “So, I see you’ve upgraded with cloaking. Cute, but I would like to know who in the blessed name of Freddie Mercury fired that shot?” Rapha threw up his arms, exhibiting colorful language with his two middle fingers. “Was it you? I swear, bro, you fired a laughable shot. You completely missed me, and I wasn’t even moving.” He chuckled, pointing at one of them, taking majestic strides toward them. 
 
      
 
    “I think that was a warning shot!” Airith yanked him back by the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Rapha stopped to gently push her hand away, stepping in front of both her and Isabel Rae. “Just go, I got this. Get Isabel Rae out of here and meet me at ‘the place’ and we can try this again tomorrow. Mother can’t wake as long as Phara is hidden in COCOON.” 
 
      
 
    “But there are only like sixty of them, and just yesterday I killed like eighty by myself running from the Three.” Her expression was confused, and her grasp tightened around the hilt of her blade. 
 
      
 
    “Damnit Airith, I’m trying to be chivalrous and whatnot,” Rapha sighed with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Bite me! Chivalry died when eighty tried to kill me yesterday.”  
 
      
 
    “Okay, damn. You have a point. Let’s just do this my way this time, please. You tend to go full juiced in battle. Save that shit for later.” Rapha’s tone was serious. “Hey crazy giggles, you too, just stand back and don’t do that thing you do,” he said, pointing at Isabel Rae. 
 
      
 
    The little girl shrugged haplessly.  
 
      
 
    “Rapha, mind getting your hand off my ass?” Airith flinched as she grabbed his hand, lifting it from her purple leopard-printed backside. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, I’m very sorry about that. I was just hoping to comfort you in this current stressful situation,” Rapha mumbled with a heated gaze. Airith scoffed. 
 
      
 
    Rapha cleared his throat and turned to the assembly of Valdovas. “Who here is ready to be baptized with death by insanely awesome Skyfire upgrades?" 
 
      
 
    The Valdovas look at each other anxiously. 
 
      
 
    "That’s right, boys, fully configured with the last of that beautifully engineered ancient technology.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha took two steps toward the lead Valdovas soldier and the butt of a gun flashed before it slammed hard into his face. His toes twinkled and his head rocked backward before his knees touched down. He groaned, cradling his face, probing with a finger to check if his nose was broken. A small trail of blood trickled from his left nostril. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers roared in mocking laughter and in the background, he could hear Airith’s small sigh. 
 
      
 
    Dazed, Rapha tapped a button on his right forearm. ‘Max Turbo Bash Fury’, a playlist of upbeat retro wave music, filled his ears, drowning out everything else, pulsing a fury through him. Slowly, he began to bop his head and pump his shoulders, syncing with the music.  
 
      
 
    His eyes blazed with bright white intensity, a spinning blaze that seeped from his eyes in cracked lines and pulsed through him in red-hot heat, glowing in the crevices of his metal arms. There was a simmering as he casually got back up; his cape had melted into his skin, forming a luscious black liquid that flowed over and enveloped his exposed skin, hardening into a matte armor. The Valdovas took tentative steps back as they beheld a technology older than time. One that should no longer exist. 
 
      
 
    The air around Rapha began to swelter and ripple, sucking on the features around him, building into a honeycomb of lightning energy. The field rippled with electricity, lashing out in cracked lines. The soldiers screamed but their voices did little to breach the inferno that Rapha had become. The wild music enveloped him, and he pranced on both feet, warming up like an athlete.  
 
      
 
    “I suggest you all step back. This party is about to get demented, and I mean ozone to the max factor style.” Rapha swiped at his nose. 
 
      
 
    Behind him, Airith initiated her sword with the flick of a finger, revealing a beautiful two-toned blade. An alloy of precious Eagle Mountain steel and arianite. One half was burning neon pink with excited electrons bouncing off the blade and the other half was as black and dappled as space’s void. A blackness seeped from her eyes and raced over her skin, swallowing her clothing and forming a hardened mask, her purple and pink ombre hair changed to a pitch black. Her lavender eyes radiated with an intensity. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly Rapha zapped like lightning, his clenched fist a deadly arch that bludgeoned through a soldier’s head. His helmet cracked like an egg and the force knocked four other soldiers back like bowling pins. The Valdovan commandant screamed an order and a steady stream of bright blasts hailed Rapha. He cackled wildly at the attempt, dancing just within reach and racing in circles around them on nimble feet, leaving a trail of dust and explosions behind him. Another batch of soldiers focused their fire on Airith, who was a flash of neon pink and death. Two disembodied heads momentarily hung in the air before rolling bumpily away. The moment horrified the men in front of her, but she landed in a fury within their midst before they could move. The closest soldier screamed and swept wildly for her head. He missed and lost an arm. He screamed as his life spurted up from him in a fountain. The others tried to react quickly, but Airith’s blade arched wickedly, and instantly, dropping the soldiers around her. 
 
      
 
    Far off from the madding crowd, Isabel Rae stood safely at the entrance to Mother’s Slumber. She pranced on her two feet, hopping like a grasshopper while trying to mimic the fighting moves of Airith and Rapha. Both her Fellas hovered about her, buzzing in excitement.  
 
      
 
    “More blood, more blood!” Floop wagged his tail, while Ploop cycled through different happy facial expressions. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, random thought, but I need to talk about it, or it will bug me if I forget to bring it up later!” Airith yelled over the screams as she grabbed a rifle from the shaky grip of one soldier, spun on her heel, and ran it through another’s body. “And I know we are in the middle of something, but do you remember that after-school TV show I did? Where I played a girl, who got pregnant by her gang member boyfriend, and I had to find a way to keep it from my alcoholic mother?” 
 
      
 
    Rapha grabbed two Valdovan heads and with a twist, snapped their necks. “Ah, trying to think.” He ducked and a sizzling blast volleyed by. “Was it pre-pop-star attempt or after?” 
 
      
 
    “Was for sure after.” Airith minced through two more Valdovas. They dropped in heaps of cybernetic parts and organic fluids. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah, the one where you had to shave your head and dye your eyebrows to look like a confused adolescent who liked to rebel against any type of real parental authority? What about it?” Rapha sent another Valdovan flying with an uppercut. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, I just remembered that the shoes I wore were schweet as f and I wish I still had them.” Airith cut another Valdovan in half. 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious?” Rapha sighed as he dropped on one knee to repeatedly bash in a Valdovan face. 
 
      
 
    “Dude. L-I-M-I-T-E-D edition!” Airith smirked at him, as she drove the heel of her boot into the face of a fallen Valdovan soldier. “Dead serious!” 
 
      
 
    Both Airith and Rapha finished off the last of the Valdovan foot soldiers and casually strolled back to the main entrance where Isabel Rae and her bots were patiently waiting. A distant whirring sound caught Airith’s attention. She held a hand up as she squinted in the horizon. She could see an approaching aerial mass. Her high-tech contacts zoomed in. SL2 Saturn-class transport ships were incoming. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Rapha, it looks like your brothers are coming to join the party!” Airith yelled to Rapha. 
 
      
 
    “First off, we are more like step-brothers than anything. I was rejected from Mother’s personal birth cycle chamber, just like you, but I was dumped half-built and died out in the wastelands just like all the other rotting cadavers rejected from Mother’s birth pods. I always thought she kept alive the ones she made from her attached birth cycle. But that was when the Creator found me and brought me back to life. It’s the same place I found Isabel Rae two years ago, but alive. I think it would have been better if I found her dead instead of the suffering state she was in.” 
 
      
 
    A rage roiled in Airith’s chest, but she knew soon it would be over. Once she had driven her sword through Mother. The whirring sound was gaining in volume. She looked out to the horizon again. She knew the three ships would come fully outfitted for a strike, with at least one hundred Valdovas in each drop bay.  
 
      
 
    They were Mother’s ships. Even without seeing Mother’s mark on the side of the cockpit fuselage, she could tell from the red trimmings that ran along the sides of the craft. Mother’s favorite color. How fitting, considering all the lives she had so easily discarded. Airith’s grip tightened on her sword. 
 
      
 
    The vessels were now closing in and they could tell the trio were a threat.  Panels slid from the sides of the ships, revealing an array of hover landers, strapped in and ready to deploy. Airith smiled, anticipating more action. The landers detached and set down on vantage points overhead. Snipers. The landing platforms from each ship opened and a steady stream of Valdovan soldiers dropped to the ground, pouring out in the hundreds and systematically forming battle groups, braced for attack. They circled the trio at the entrance, blocking escape. 
 
      
 
    Above them, on the three hovering vessels, mechanics ground as gunned turrets mobilized for an onslaught. 
 
      
 
    “Easy, you handle those Valdovas, and I’ll handle the Three,” Rapha chuckled to Airith in his cocky tone.  
 
      
 
    Just as Rapha finished, a disappointing fizz sound signaled that his Skyfire armor was slowly retracting to reform his cloak. Beside him, Airith’s Skyfire armor was dissipating as well. 
 
      
 
    “Well okay. We really need the Creator to finish these upgrades, so they last longer than a few minutes.” There was a nervous lilt to Rapha’s tone as he saw all three hundred Valdovas begin to circle closer in slow and careful steps. “Looks like we have to do this the old-fashioned way.”  
 
      
 
    “And what way is that?” asked Airith. 
 
      
 
    “Basically, pure badassness and sweat, no tech. I just hope I can take out enough so you and Isabel Rae can get out of here and rush either to the Katalina or the Penelope. Just get out of here,” Rapha growled. 
 
      
 
    Airith offered no response but Rapha could sense her despair. This was unlikely to be a victorious battle. Airith raised her sword. Rapha lifted his fists, and Isabel Rae casually sat down to play with her portable video game, ‘Unicorn Death Match, 1986. Remixed’. The small, archaic device had an ink blotted screen and batteries that were long dead, but Isabel Rae still snickered as she punched at its worn yellow buttons. 
 
      
 
    A loud blast of the regal horn signaled an event. The soldiers immediately holstered their weapons and saluted as the Three exited the ships individually on small hover discs. 
 
      
 
    Rapha knew the Three intimately. They were Mother’s personal death guardians, made from Mother’s first and only Sadness birthing cycle; one created to grant extremely deadly abilities and programmed to loathe any threat to Mother. They were instilled with the primary goal to kill Emperor Kentila and the Creator. The Three were known as the Brothers of Sadness; their names were Vidmantas, the oldest, Martus, and Remic. The youngest had been born as conjoined twins and separated before being moved to their incubation stage.  
 
      
 
    No one had ever seen the brother’s faces; they all towered inches above the other Valdovas masked in heavy helmets. Vidmantas was the tallest of his brothers. His cloak swept after his heavy steps and the massive ion blaster he dragged along in his right hand screeched. A searing red cut across the upper half of his mask, where his eyes should have been. His brothers followed closely behind him. Remic and Martus both wore similar helmets, theirs with compound eyes of six. 
 
      
 
    A chill ran down Rapha’s back as his eyes centered on Martus. A piercing scream echoed from the depths of buried memories. Screams that had filled the halls of Mother’s chambers and made their way into the minds of the growing embryos. Even as an unaware youngling, Rapha had known Martus’s voice and despair, until Mother had cut out his tongue after the surgery that separated him and Remic. 
 
      
 
    The Three marched up the broken stairs that led to the entrance of the Chamber and towards Airith and Rapha. The Valdovas parted to make a clear path as the Three approached. Vidmantas came to a halt barely a few yards from the trio. Casually he raised a fist. The air cracked with the simultaneous click of a thousand rifles, all aimed at Rapha, Airith, and Isabel Rae. 
 
      
 
    “Well, here we go,” Rapha sighed as he turned off his music. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
   V idmantas clasped his hands over his head and clicked a latch. A small fizz of cryolite fumes ushered the opening of his helmet. His skin was pale, and his eyes were dark slits under his prominent forehead. A soldier stepped forward and collected his helmet and fur robe. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, little brother.” Vidmantas cocked his head slightly as a wicked smile split his face. A cold sweat washed over Rapha. Vidmantas turned to Airith and his sinister smile became sly. “And to you Airith, my bride. How has life been treating you since your…’enlightenment’?” 
 
      
 
    “I may have been your servant, but I’m thankful I escaped before we were bound.” Airith flashed her sword, and the frenzied half roiled. “If you want to be bound that bad, all you need do is draw a little closer and I’ll—” 
 
      
 
    “Run your blade through my body and watch me die with pleasure?” he finished for her with a chuckle. “And then run off into the sunset with my brother? Your little boyfriend here.” 
 
      
 
    “He isn’t my boyfriend!” Airith snapped. 
 
      
 
    “And I’m not little!” Rapha flexed his chest. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, but he does happen to be the one who you were last seen with before your return to the birthing chambers after you were sent to not only kill him but the Creator as well.” Vidmantas feigned a deep breath. His eyes roamed her mockingly, with a dark intensity growing with every second. “And then out of nowhere, you decided to try to kill not only me but Mother. Your recklessness damaged the whole birthing chamber. And for what? Because you started to have carnal desires and a longing for independence?” He took two heavy strides toward her. 
 
      
 
    Rapha stepped in his way, shoulders arched and eyes blazing. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how cute.” He flourished a puppy face. “Do you think you can protect her? You have no idea.” He shook his head disapprovingly. “But I must thank the Creator for this moronic move,” he teased as he ran a delicate finger across Rapha’s shoulder, with marvel in his eyes. “I must thank him for cramming you two with the last of Skyfire. Now, we can easily rip you apart and take it for ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha flinched but stood his ground. Vidmantas was delighted. 
 
      
 
    “Your disobedience will be rewarded with months of treacherous pain. Mother’s orders, of course. However, I would have preferred that you be left to rot in the plagued sewers. So, before we begin the process of slowly ripping your body piece by piece, what do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Rapha squinted his left eye and scratched his chin in thought. “Sorry, I didn't understand anything you just said. I forgot to turn my dipshit translator on. Just hold one second and you can re-say all you just said.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha twisted both his ears and made fake robotic sounds “Beep, boop, boo, beep, boop.” Vidmantas face hardened. Rapha stopped and shook his head. “great, continue with that bubbling diarrhea spewing from your mouth.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, did this one ever learn to talk?” Rapha grimaced at Martus. “Or do you still sound like a shitty Skrillex song drunk on a full bottle of dumb bitch juice?” 
 
      
 
    Martus, a hulk twice the size of Rapha, stepped forward with a clunking sound. Vidmantas held out an arm, blocking his path. “No, brother, I’ll pluck his feathers. So where is this Skyfire you clearly used to dismember a large mass of my private army?” Vidmantas stalked toward Rapha, clenching vivid and vicious muscles. “Let’s see it. Let’s see you, what do they say it does? Bend time and space to slow the world around you while granting you unbelievable power? I want to see it! SHOW IT TO ME!” he bellowed as his hand snapped like a whip and sent Rapha crashing into the ground a foot from where he previously stood. 
 
      
 
    He heard Airith gasp and turned to see her tightened her grip on the sword. “Oh, what do you plan to do with that? Scratch me?” He chuckled, and stormed in her direction, eyeing the twitching of her fingers and the level of the sword, but willing her to be intimidated by his advance. Although she knew better; she knew the weapon she wielded was bound by two powerful forces of Homecity she would at least take a limb before she went down. 
 
      
 
    “It will leave more than a scratch and you know it!” Airith raged and braced for an attack, watching every resolute move of the approaching monster. 
 
      
 
    “Well we wouldn’t want that to happen now, would we. What a waste of a perfect body and beautiful face” replied Vidmantas with laughter. “I plan to bring you back to Mother, have you disassembled and reprogrammed to love me the way I was promised you would.”  
 
      
 
    Vidmantas gestured with two fingers and his brothers alerted like remotely controlled drones. “Take him and beat him. Let her see what consequences come for mingling with the weak and rejected. Take the little one and throw her back into the Wastelands where she belongs.” 
 
      
 
    Martus moved first. His metal boot rammed into Rapha’s abdomen. Airith screamed, clutching her sword, but her grip faltered with every kick. Martus descended with rage; he wheezed and panted as his boots repeatedly bludgeoned Rapha. Rapha gurgled up blood as Martus ruthlessly stomped his face. Remic watched for a moment to let his brother have his fun, then joined in with a burst of cackling laughter that rang for miles.   
 
      
 
    Airith watched with a knot in her throat. Each kick sent shivers through her, but she refused to move, feeling the hot gaze of Vidmantas boring into her and the telepathic feel of his sly smile. He would be daring her with his eyes, daring her to do something stupid. Something expensive; one Rapha could not afford. She refused to look at him but kept her eyes on the bloody pulp that was Rapha. Her body rattled down to her feet. She heard Vidmantas laugh; he was enjoying it. She had to squelch her emotions. She took a deep breath. She managed to keep her upper body still, but her legs continued to tremble. She willed that to stop, and when it did not, she realized, she wasn’t trembling. The ground was. 
 
      
 
    A tremor shook the place and her legs wobbled. The earth grumbled as the ground began to shift. Wide cracks tore through the ground, and an indigo essence glowed to the surface with blinding intensity. Screams rang out from the soldiers as they dropped into the belly of the earth. The others scrambled from reach, grasping for higher ground, climbing onto boulders and running straight at the Three.   
 
      
 
    The color had drained from Vidmantas's face. 
 
      
 
    “Phara?” Vidmantas whispered.  
 
      
 
    “Phara?!” The meaning of the name struck Airith. She dashed for Isabel Rae, who remained wrapped in the solitude of her video game. Rapha dropped in a heap as Remic and Martus exchanged glances and then stared at their eldest brother. 
 
      
 
    “Phara!” he screamed as he turned to his brother, grabbed a fleeing soldier and bashed him into the ground. 
 
      
 
    “They told me she was dead, that they killed her in the last uprising,” Remic muttered, staring down at the small crack starting between his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Well, obviously that was false information!” Vidmantas screamed just as another tear in the ground made him stumble and catch himself. A soldier ran up to him with his helmet. He yanked it from him with a force that threw the smaller man on the ground. “Take cover!” he screamed at the soldiers scrambling for their lives. 
 
      
 
    A blast of indigo light erupted from the ground a few feet from where he stood. The force knocked him onto his back. He roared and shot back onto his feet. The light had formed a dome over Airith, Rapha and Isabel Rae, glowing with an intermittent hum.  
 
      
 
    Airith, Rapha, and Isabel Rae stood still and in shock. Even the Fellas clung closely to Isabel Rae.  
 
      
 
    From the indigo wall, a distorted liquid figure emerged, leaving a trail of essence in its wake. It slowly transformed into a beautiful young woman. She was nearly bare, wearing the ancient Indigo apparel, a few pieces of clothing, that only concealed her breasts and hips. Her arms glowed with a thousand prayer beads, an ancient Indigo relic lost to history, and her forehead was adorned with a life band, one emblazoned with Magija filled gems. It was Phara, the one, and only daughter Mother ever created.  
 
      
 
    She was a perfect clone of the stillborn baby Mother still carried in her glass womb.  
 
      
 
    “Are you okay? Let me give you relief.” Phara knelt to Rapha. 
 
      
 
    Rapha stared blankly. 
 
      
 
    Phara rose, with her arms spread and her eyes closed. She began to whisper soft incantations in ancient Indigo language as her body and her hands swayed, mimicking waves. The beads hummed to life with the soft glow of indigo. Abruptly, she smashed her hands together and the beads chimed a metal clang, some of them erupting like small eggs and spilling indigo essence on to Rapha. The liquid simmered on contact, roiling like a living amoebic being. Rapha tossed his head back in a scream, as the essence crept along him, rooting itself in his wounds and the cracks of his cybernetics, weaving and repairing as it went until it was gone.  
 
      
 
    “If you seek trouble, best come prepared.” Phara sighed disapprovingly, looking from Airith to Rapha. 
 
      
 
    Airith scoffed. “Whatever, ‘priest.’ Why are you helping us? Do you have any idea who I am?” 
 
      
 
    “Or WHAT you are?” Phara cut in, stooping softly to squint at Rapha, marveling at her work. 
 
      
 
    “Is that jealousy I sense in your voice?” Rapha scoffed in a condescending tone. “And, er, thanks.” He jumped onto his feet and flexed his limbs.  
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? What am I?” Airith seethed. And much to her frustration, Phara only smiled. 
 
      
 
    “She’s jealous you got to be the child star and she on the other hand had to pray a hundred times a day around some green blob,” Rapha smirked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m referring to you being created as nothing but a mere tool. An assassin meant to kill the Creator,” Phara slowly replied, looking far off in distance. “As well as you, Rapha.”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah. Well, things took a rad twist, didn’t they?” Rapha winked at Airith, who scowled back. 
 
      
 
    “Listen. Whatever your problem is with me, you need to get over it. You were ordered by the Creator to stay in COCOON until we killed Mother. Now with you here, it is only a matter of time until she wakes, and not only will we have to deal with the cluster of roaches on the other side of this goo cage but also Mother AND her friggin’ Sadness.” Airith rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    PHOOM, PHOOM! 
 
      
 
    Cannon blasts bounced off the walls of the barrier in drawn bass sounds. The trio looked up at the walls; the blasts were minute distortions of pale green in the barrier walls. They all exchanged worried glances; there was no way the barrier could hold more than a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Deep within tall walls lined with ancient scriptures, enclosed in a liquid capsule that hung suspended, hundreds of feet above chrome floors, a creature roused in sleep. Her fingers twitched as the warmth left them and coldness seeped into her, from millions of life cords, synced to a cerebral server that kept her in contact with her millions of children. Their warmth reached her, glowering and true, and in return, she took their hate, sadness, weakness, fear, and jealousy.  
 
      
 
    But only one surpassed all. One separate life cord fed her the warmth of her love child. Its warmth kept her at peace and helped fill the void that was part and parcel of her synthetic parts. But now, that cord fed an emptiness; a coldness that made her fingers twitch. 
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes. They were an onyx black, an abyss of all the emotion she collected. She sent an impulse to Phara and got nothing in reply. Desperation washed over the one-quarter of her skin that was still organic. She had populated the number of sensors in these parts, hoping to restore some semblance of human sentiency. Pulling herself together, she sent out a frequency; a wave that traveled for looking for one target. It returned to her. Phara was close by.  She was not dead as reported; she had wandered into the danger beyond these walls… 
 
      
 
    “MY DAUGHTER!” Her banshee scream bounced off the walls and swept through the tall corridors and out to the main entrance in a deafening pitch. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Everyone stood still moments after her scream had cracked the atmosphere like a thunderbolt. Isabel Rae lifted her hoodie over her head and clutched her knees to herself. Her Fellas hovered close, quivering in mid-air. 
 
      
 
    “Mierda.” Airith had barely said it when the ground beneath them began to tremble. “Phara, is that you?” 
 
      
 
    Phara shook her head.  A black ooze erupted from the cracks in a blinding fury, sweeping the Valdovas away as tentacles rose from the swarm. The screams of fleeing soldiers were muffled in the barrier as the swarm swept them away.    
 
      
 
    The tentacles rose all around the dome, writhing in a frenzy. The trio stared up in dismay. 
 
      
 
    “Great rescue plan, Phara.” Airith scoffed blandly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and what was your plan?’” Phara retorted. 
 
      
 
    “Will you two shut up and help me come up with a way out of this shit show?” Rapha snapped. 
 
      
 
    In unison, the tentacles descended on the dome, enveloping them. The walls zapped with electricity as the indigo light began to fail. The blackness gradually leaked into the walls, mixing with the indigo light and sucking its source. 
 
      
 
    “Argh!” Phara fell on both knees, clutching her sides. 
 
      
 
    In the distance, sitting alone with her companions, Isabel Rae huddled close to Floop and Ploop. No one had seen her leave Airith’s side or leave the dome, but somehow, she was now sitting on a boulder far off, watching the drama. 
 
      
 
    The trio watched gloomily and nodded in unison in some sort of agreement. Isabel Rae sighed as she struggled onto her feet. Then she began walking toward the Three. They had scrambled onto the higher ground when the swarm of sadness struck. Now Vidmantas watched the enveloped dome from afar, glowering with anger. 
 
      
 
    Isabel Rae stumbled as she skipped happily towards him. He barely saw her coming until a soldier pointed at her.  
 
      
 
    “Get me that child!” he ordered, and two soldiers sprang to obey. 
 
      
 
    Isabel Rae giggled wildly as she continued in their direction.  
 
      
 
    “Trust me, you don’t want that! Now, I will let you hear me,” Floop said.  
 
      
 
    Isabel Rae stopped abruptly to raise one finger to her mask, where her mouth should be. 
 
      
 
    “Oh shit,” Rapha breathed. “If you have the ability to cancel out hearing, do it now. The sound you’re about to hear is nothing compared to Mother’s wail.” Just as he finished, ear pods from his cybernetics fit into his ears. Phara scooped a blob of indigo from the walls and stuffed it into hers. Airith, being of better design, sent inhibitory signals to shut off sensory translations in the auditory part of her brain. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how cute!” Vidmantas chuckled in between each heavy step he took toward Isabel Rae. He stopped before her and tossed his head to each side, running wild, mocking eyes over her. The child did not move, but her Fellas stayed a distance back, jittering in mid-air. 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do?” He leaned in with a derisive grin, so his face blocked everything else and filled her view. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll hear.” Ploop laughed in a drawn, unexpressive tone. Floop displayed a smirking emoji and then an angry emoji followed by a middle finger outline.  
 
      
 
    Vidmantas shook his head sadly and almost regained his full height when the child moved. Her scrawny, bandaged hand moved slowly to the bottom of her mask and gradually lifted it off, inch by inch. Vidmantas watched closely, feeding off the sight of moldy bandages, seeping with yellow pus. The stench made his eyes water. He clasped his nose. Isabel Rae smiled with scabbed lips, stretching healing wounds that began to bleed again.  
 
      
 
    Remic and Martus were the only ones close enough to see it. But Remic was distracted, his wistful gaze lingered on the trio trapped in Mother’s embrace; why had they covered their ears? What was so unique about the child? He returned his gaze to the child. She had taken a stance, shoulders raised, fists clenched. And then, she drew a deep breath… 
 
      
 
    “Brothers, blast shields now!” Remic screamed.  
 
      
 
    In sync, the three dropped to their knees, smashing their swords to the ground. A plasmid blast formed a small dome over them. And yet, nothing happened. They looked up. The child was retching up volumes of soundless air. Behind her, her Fellas had dropped into compacted, deactivated balls. Vidmantas raised a curious brow at her, disbelieving the ridiculousness of the sight in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Raging laughter swept across the ruins. The soldiers roared their hearts out at the little girl screaming her lungs out and yet, producing no sound.  
 
      
 
    “Buffoons,” Rapha remarked, watching from the dome that was quietly being eaten away by Mother’s sadness. 
 
      
 
    A piercing scream sliced through the roar of laughter, ushering a panicked silence. A soldier rushed forward, staggering and faltering, clasping both ears as he scrambled toward the Three. Blood splattered the insides of his helmet, trailing from his ears. The helmet’s glass began to crack, wide fissures spreading across its screen until it exploded in shards of glass and bits of human face. One by one, the phenomenon spread. Helmets exploded in bits of shrapnel and human parts. The soldiers screamed and began to scramble away. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot her down!” Vidmantas ordered, and the few soldiers that dared aimed their guns. Their missiles denigrated feet from Isabel Rae as her sonic scream swept in invisible killer waves across the army, leaving parts and blood in its wake. The waves hit Mother’s sadness. The tentacles froze in shock as a discordance rippled through them, causing them to flicker out of form and recede into the cracks from which they had risen. 
 
      
 
    Isabel Rae shut her mouth just as the indigo dome finally cracked open like an egg. She swayed just a little bit, before collapsing to the ground, covered from head to toe in her pus and the blood of others. Airith, Rapha, and Phara rushed to her. Behind them, Floop and Ploop came back to life and flew to her.  
 
      
 
    “That was amazing. How many did I kill, please tell me so I can write it in my diary,” Floop mumbled as Airith lifted Isabel Rae’s head up. 
 
      
 
    A loud whirring caught all their attention. A smaller craft dropped from the clouds and hovered a few feet above their heads. Latching cables shot out from pods that lined the sides of the craft and latched on to the Three. They watched haplessly as the cable strung them up and hovered into the horizon. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s that,” Rapha sighed. 
 
      
 
    BOOM BOOM. 
 
      
 
    The trio all gazed in the direction of the sound. In the distance, just on the other side of Homecity’s firmament, a thick cloud of smoke snaked its way to the skies. Just below it, an onslaught of turret fire concentrated on a massive warship, the size of half the Kentilan Palace. It was the Creator’s ship. 
 
      
 
    “What in the freak is going on now?” Rapha yelled. 
 
      
 
    The key necklace around Airith’s neck began to glow a sky blue and a static transmission synced to their cerebral output, translated into words. It was the Creator. 
 
      
 
    “Airith, you need to dispatch immediately! Emperor Kentila has attacked me and all open Imperial comms have direct orders to close down Homecity’s firmament!” 
 
      
 
    Airith and Rapha shared a frantic look. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to signal Katalina and Penelope. We should be out of here in no time,” Rapha said, and immediately, out of the skies, two automated hover cars descended. They were Rapha’s prized wavers; Katalina and Penelope. 
 
      
 
    “I’m picking up all Imperial transmissions and they are preparing to engage in a full-scale invasion of Homecity. They will be targeting your location to keep Mother from awakening! They believe I tried an attempt on the Empire’s life with some sort of bombing within the royal hall and they think it was you and Rapha behind it, which would tie me in as the one who ordered the attack,” he Creator stated matter-of-factly. 
 
      
 
    He tried a maneuver to bank his ship further away from the guns’ range, but the barrage was too much and the main hull took heavy damage. A fiery explosion erupted from one of the main engines and The Protege 3000, once the envy of the royal fleet, began to lose its altitude, plummeting in flames. 
 
      
 
    “We need more power to the shields to brace for impact,” the Creator commanded over the ship’s intercom. “Brace for mass casualty impact.” 
 
      
 
    “That's impossible. We’ve literally been here this whole time,” Airith responded defensively. 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing I can do, Airith. I suggest you leave your location now!” the Creator said with an absurd coolness, even though he was aboard a falling ship. 
 
      
 
    “But that is breaking the Wall Treaty!” Airith yanked at her hair. 
 
      
 
    “Airith, I will not survive this crash. I can only get out of this if I upload my consciousness to the Glitch and I will need you and Rapha to complete the transmission by reactivating the main reactor inside it. Can you do that for me?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to do what and want us to do huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Transfer my conscious… Ah, never mind, I have not the time to explain, just do what I have asked. The key on your necklace will grant you full access to the Glitch.”  
 
      
 
    “Airith, it’s fine. We can enter from the south, from Sector Four, cutting through Sierra Ave and entering the Eastern Districts in Sector Three. We need to leave Isabel Rae with Toddboy, who can keep her safe.”  Rapha sputtered. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Until then.” The Creator cut off. He was hunched a behind wide dashboard of flickering emergency signals. His added arm, a hulking mechanical contraption, held him in place as everything and everyone else around him were tossed around. The screams from his crew members were distracting and yet he focused solely on the streams of alphanumeric on the holo-screen before him. His fingers typed away at a simulated keyboard, programming a virus into the failing system—one that he was about to embody. His other added arm, a slender prosthetic with a USB connection kept him synced to the system. 
 
      
 
    A warning message flickered across the screen. Do you want to proceed? 
 
      
 
    He punched in his approval and a zap of electric lanced through his whole body, exciting every atom in his being. The transfer had begun; his transition to immortality. His eyes grew large, as he struggled to pay attention to the screen. The percentage of countdown was slower than he had expected. He wasn’t sure there would be enough time, and if the process was cut short…he would forever be gone. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Airith propped Isabel Rae up against the seat and hopped in behind the driver’s wheel. In Penelope, Rapha and Phara were also settling in. A loud explosion in the distance made them all gaze at the fireball that puffed hundreds of feet into the sky before descending into dark, serpentine smoke. The Creator’s ship was gone. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just hope he was able to transfer himself in time,” Rapha sulked.  
 
      
 
    “Or not.” There was a sad worry in Airith’s tone. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Don’t pout. We still have my babies,” Rapha said gleefully, gesturing at his two old wavers. The Katalina and the Penelope; these two old junkers were older than Rapha and Airith combined, from the early centuries of technological enlightenment, but Rapha loved them just fine.  
 
      
 
    The Katalina was modified for the Sierra Ave racing event: an underworld race mostly attended by weathered landers and retro enthusiasts. The Katalina was sprayed in multiple colors and had more patches on it than anyone could count. The Katalina’s trademark was the number 52 painted in bright yellow. The Penelope was a newer 3000GT model but neglected in the visual upkeep department. The Penelope was Rapha’s favorite for racing and had his signature number, 143, painted in pink. 
 
      
 
    “I’m partly shocked no one stole these,” Rapha chuckled, igniting the engines. 
 
      
 
    “Rapha, sorry to break it to you, but no one, I mean no one, will EVER want to steal these...things.” Airith shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, well if you hate them so much, why not let her just drive,” Rapha scoffed, pointing to Isabel Rae. 
 
      
 
    The offer roused the child. Isabel Rae responded with a gasp and a thumbs-up, and from her hands a small pulp of human brains spattered his side-mirror. 
 
      
 
    “Ewww!” Rapha grimaced at it. “I’m joking,” he groaned, and Ploop displayed a sad face. 
 
      
 
    “So where are we going?” Phara asked pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “Sector Three, to the Springs, to drop Isabel Rae off before heading to the Glitch,” Rapha answered as the engine hummed to life. 
 
      
 
    “You mean where the self-proclaimed ‘King of the Springs’ Toddboy illegal rules.” Phara shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, he single-handedly beat the crap out of every local government official and crowned himself king of that sub-sector,” Rapha said in reverence. 
 
      
 
    “Never met him, but he sounds amazing,” Phara scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “He actually is pretty amazing and a great shit talker. Just don’t yawn around him. He does a weird thing when people yawn.” Rapha gestured oddly. 
 
      
 
    Inside the Katalina, Isabel Rae was slumped over, leaning against Airith's shoulder in the front seat while her Fellas sat in the small back seat.  “Where did you get that scar?” Floop floated to the front seat as Isabel Rae poked at a diamond-shaped scar in Airith’s right cheek. 
 
      
 
    “It is a symbol from Mother branding me as her personal assassin the night that I escaped. It is so everyone who sees me knows what I am. It’s a curse. I may be able to run away from Mother, but this scar is forever with me.” Airith idly traced the scar, letting her thoughts wander from her as she recalled a dark place. 
 
      
 
    She turned to the child when Isabel Rae offered no response and found her fast asleep. 
 
      
 
    Airith scoffed under her breath at the rudeness. She pressed the ignition button, nothing happened. She raised a brow and pressed it again, this time holding it down as the engine tried to kick. It chattered intermittently but refused to rev. 
 
      
 
     “Piece of junk!” Airith slammed the dash. The nuclear engines fired and the whole dash lit a neon blue. Loud metal music blared from the radio. Airith clasped her head and shot a glare at Rapha, unable to believe he left the radio on or listened to this kind of music. 
 
      
 
    “This is Bradley Ryan from Mix….100.5, the Desert’s now only radio station, and I'm here with, and I still can't believe it, the one and only Kathleen Turner or as I like to say Katah leeeeeeen Turner. So excited to have you on, but I wanted to start by asking if you've ever seen the adult remake of your famous movie? It was called Romancing the Bone.” 
 
      
 
    Airith quickly turned it off. “Ugh, I hate Earth radio.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AWAKE 
 
      
 
      
 
   A  quilope slithered across the sand. It was a small primate creature and inhabitant to the desert ruins surrounding Mother’s chambers. A humming overhead frightened it. It burrowed into the shelter of the sweltering sand until the threat had passed. When the silence returned, it poked its snout back to the surface, and listened for signals. The chemical sensors in its nostrils tried to sift out the nearest location of food. Something moved in the distance. In a flash, the quilope leaped to the surface, its small legs paddling the sand with light speed, hurrying it to its next meal. 
 
      
 
    A large arianite boot came down hard on the creature. It squished and squashed. Then stomped and stomped until the quilope’s snout had shriveled up and its small mass was reduced to an unrecognizable pulp. Vidmantas grimaced angrily over the creature’s remains. His eyes had narrowed to slits and his mouth curled into a deathly snarl. Behind him, black smoke curled to the skies. It was coming from the craft that had picked him and his brothers up. It went down when he fired an angry round of blasts into the engine. His rage came in sudden, uncontrolled waves, swelling until he had at least crushed or stomped a few lives. 
 
      
 
    His brothers watched idly from the wreckage, standing next to the remains of their pilot. He had snapped that one’s neck in his fury. Calming breaths, Vidmantas. His eyes darted like Ping-Pong balls in their sockets as he tried to suck in air. But he couldn’t shut out the thoughts in his head. He had been defeated. What news would he bring back to Mother? 
 
      
 
    His chest tightened. He choked for air. A legion of voices spoke all at once in his head, snickering and mocking, scolding and screaming.  
 
      
 
    “Where is she? I expect your return.” 
 
      
 
    It was Mother. She was calling to him, tugging by an invisible string tied tightly to his heart. He couldn’t breathe. He dropped to his knees. 
 
      
 
    “Mother!” he cried. “You will have your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    The hold on his chest slacked and life returned to his limbs. He sucked in air and his lungs filled. “She was just within my grasp,” Vidmantas said, grimacing into the horizon at the two receding dots that were Rapha’s wavers. 
 
      
 
    “You speak of your bride!” Mother’s scream tore at the nerves in his head. He clasped his head and rolled in the dirt. 
 
      
 
    “She was promised to me.” Vidmantas groaned. 
 
      
 
    “And you will have her” was Mother’s reply before relief returned to him. “Come to me.” Her last words echoed before the disconnect.  
 
      
 
    Vidmantas dragged himself back onto his feet, drawing labored breaths. 
 
      
 
    “Well then. Should we go after them?” Remic sighed next to him, taking him by surprise.  He hadn’t heard him walk over but he followed Remic’s gaze out into the blinding horizon. 
 
      
 
    “Are we supposed to go after them on foot, you daft cretin,” Vidmantas snarled. “We return to Mother. My bride can wait a little longer.” A sly smile darkened his face.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    He led the return to Mother’s chambers; three towering humanoids trudging through the sand, casting long, sweltering shadows in their two-mile walk back to the old ruins. The tall entrance was a beckoning darkness, that swallowed them whole. Vidmantas shuddered as he stepped into the pitch black, unable to see anything before him except the zap of electricity that ran from the side of his vision and disappeared further into the darkness. The cold was crisp against his armor, sending a numbing cold down to his bones. He listened and only heard the tired breaths of his brothers on either side. They looked to him to continue leading, and he could feel their fear. There was a fear whenever Mother summoned them; a despair they couldn’t shake. Had they failed her? Yes. And she would punish them mercilessly. 
 
      
 
    “Come.” The hollow whisperings of Mother’s voice made his heart pang. He let her lead him down the winding channels until the temperature dropped a little further and he could no longer flex his fingers. The darkness peeled away to reveal towering stretches of quantum computers, and the background humming of a trillion electrons. The floors glowed a neon blue with crisscrossing circuit impulses, all originating and returning to the center of the room, where two inanimate figures stood on either side of a lustrous spherical platform. They were Cyborg Valdovas—fierce killing machines that only saw the light of the sun during the awakening. 
 
      
 
    An impulse from the floors zapped through him. The shock made him falter but he caught himself. They were recognition impulses which allowed Mother to see and feel her visitors. She had recognized him. The Valdovan Death Guards simultaneously raised their heads and stepped briskly aside, as the platform slowly hummed to life, illuminated with an intense white light. The three stepped onto it and the loud clicking of moving cogs filled the room as the disc descended to the sub-chambers. The temperature dropped another few degrees as the vault opened, a familiar, eerie green light pouring in to wash over them, burning at their eyes. Vidmantas shut his, and only opened them when the disc landed on solid ground. 
 
      
 
    “Look at me!” a hollow voice cried out. The despair was an agonizing weakness in his limbs and a dampness on his skin. He tried to look away, but his will could not defy Mother’s pull. He grimaced up at her. She was unwound from the squirming mass of cables that formed her cocoon, and now she hung from them, fifty feet above their heads as the cables squirmed like a mass of frenzied creatures. A black essence dripped from her, the Sadness forming a sleeping pool of black liquid gel below her, the Sadness pool; a weakness she had drawn from her millions of children and weaponized. 
 
      
 
    “My children,” her multiple voices hissed all at once as she descended, slithering in the air. Her piercing eyes bore into Vidmantas, etching anxiety into his soul. She drew close enough so he could gaze into the abyss of her soul and he stood there, entranced.  
 
      
 
    “Mother,” the Three said in unison.  
 
      
 
    “You have failed me, yet again!” her voices cried as she drew closer, until there was nothing but vacuum between her face and Vidmantas's.  
 
      
 
    He quivered and his vision blurred with tears. A harrowing sickness was numbing him. Mother. Mother did that to him. 
 
      
 
    “You will have them, I will not fail you this time,” he grieved. 
 
      
 
    “Excuses!” Her banshee cry threw him back onto one knee and his brothers cowered behind him. Mother rose above them, and with her, the liquid Sadness ascended, spiraling around until it had become a black sheath covering two-thirds of her mechanical body. 
 
      
 
    “I have taken your weakness and yet you still fail me. I have set you above your siblings and yet you have been defeated by a child!” Her cry rippled through the walls and floors.  
 
      
 
    The static shocked Vidmantas. He cowered until his forehead was pressed hard into the cold floors. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Mother. I have failed you,” he groaned, looking up to Mother.  
 
      
 
    The Sadness moved like an amoebic being, slipping into the crevices of the metal plates that comprised half of her skin. Cryolite fumes fizzed as these slates slid open, allowing the excited black liquid to rush into Mother, filling her. 
 
      
 
    “Again, it falls to me and my Sadness to do everything,” she hissed as her body plates slid back in place and the dark fluid fell away from her, back into the pool underneath her. Her eyes radiated with a crimson light and the black essence trailed from the corners of her eyes and down her cheeks and disappearing under her chin. 
 
      
 
    “I want my daughter. Unlike you, she has value to me. Unlike you, she is important. Unlike you, I love her!”  
 
      
 
    Her cry curdled the blood in his veins as she spread out her arms and the Sadness shot out like a glistening web. His heart stopped and the air around his ears sang as the black matter darted past him. His brothers screamed. He spun to a horror. The matter had impaled Martus and Remic against a wall. They struggled as the roiling mass writhed through them; it had punctured their armor, and Vidmantas could see blood. He shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “Mother please!” he screamed, going down on both knees, hands lifted in supplication. 
 
      
 
    “Pick one, Vidmantas,” her voices screamed. 
 
      
 
    “One?” Vidmantas struggled to follow her hateful gaze but he couldn’t bear to see the sight behind him; his brothers strung up like dolls. 
 
      
 
    “Pick one!” she rasped. “One of them has to die. Your punishment for failing me once again. You will take your sword and behead the one you choose.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother, they are my brothers!” 
 
      
 
    “Will you disobey me, Vidmantas? Will you fail me once more?” Her voices snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Mother, please!” Vidmantas banged his head against the floor. The pain lanced through his head. Surely Mother could be forgiving. Surely Mother could give him another chance. “Please, Mother!” He banged his head again, ignoring the scream from his nerves. 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t pick, I will. And they will die much more slowly that way.” Her voice was solid ice; the chills ran down his spine, but the meaning of her words struck a chord. He would lose Remic. He would lose the only useful sibling he had. Vidmantas rose to his feet, tasting the metallic tang of his blood in his mouth. The warm liquid trickled from a bruise in his forehead, and the glass of his helmet was cracked, the fissures nearly blinding him. 
 
      
 
    “Choose,” Mother urged eagerly. 
 
      
 
    Vidmantas reached for the blade clasped to his back. Its laser edges flicked on as he held it in both hands. He eyed Martus sadly. Martus understood the conveyed message and began to squirm, mouthing muffled words; words he never learnt to pronounce, because there was no tongue to form them. Vidmantas readied himself with a wide-legged stance, dragging the cusp of his blade along the floor as he plodded toward his struggling brother. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, brother.” He stopped to give him one last look, then dashed like a thunderbolt, his blade a flash of silver. But before his sword could reach its destination, an explosion of black knocked him to the side, his blade skidding out of reach. He winced through the pain, and could make out the thick, lithe form of the Sadness curling away, back to Mother. She had stopped him in time. But why?  
 
      
 
    Mother’s hysterical laughter filled the chamber, bouncing off the walls and ringing loud in his ears. He struggled to shut her out. 
 
      
 
    “Rise, my child,” she whispered as Remic and Martus dropped to the floor. Vidmantas dragged himself back onto his knees, biting through agonizing pain. “You have proven to me, that you may still be useful after all.”   
 
      
 
    Loud, mechanical grating signaled the movement of the mechanical crane that supported and kept her attached and mobile. The long contraption moved with two gigantic pincers, which clasped gingerly around her, like a mother handling a child. Vidmantas watched this rare sight; Mother was detaching herself from the Sadness pool. Her torso ended in an unnatural mechanic stump just below the transparent glass that exhibited her still-born child. The mechanical arms moved her away from them, farther into the darkness of the chamber, where Vidmantas could vividly see the segmented legs of a half-built machine, one built to resemble the arachnoid rattlers that roamed this territory. 
 
      
 
    Gingerly, the crane set her atop the machine. Fumes fizzed as her body locked with machine, giving her six segmented legs below her bulging stomach.  
 
      
 
    “Do you like it?” she snickered. 
 
      
 
    “It suits you well,” Remic muttered. The fear and pain echoed in his tone, like it always had, but this time with an added ingredient; something dark and sinister.  
 
      
 
    Mother approached them, towering over them by a few feet. The metal floors clanged as she approached, groaning under her new weight. She stopped short of her sons with a tight-lipped smile; one Vidmantas suspected could have been wider if not for the body plate that replaced one-half of her face.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly she lashed out at him, one of her legs cracking the air and wrapping tight around his torso, squeezing his entrails. He thought he heard a rib snap. Within moments, he found himself levitating above his brothers, unable to breathe. 
 
      
 
    “You already know what I do to those who betray me. I want you to seek out that little whore of yours, that reject of a brother and make them both bleed. Let them watch each other suffer before you bring them back to me. I will take my Valdovas to the Life Pool and take care of the Indigos.” 
 
      
 
    The pressure rising to his head was debilitating, numbing and suffocating him, but she squeezed him tighter until his whole being centered on every single word coming from her lipless mouth. 
 
      
 
    “The new Motherhood Supremacy is within my reach, and no one will be able to keep me from taking back my daughter and turning all who have turned their backs on me into ash.” 
 
      
 
    She let go, and he slammed back to the floor. He retched up air, volumes of it and focused on breathing to restore himself.  
 
      
 
    “Anything else, besides your inadequacies?” The floors clanged as Mother tapped away, back toward the Sadness pool.  
 
      
 
    “Good news, Mother.” Vidmantas pulled himself up on all fours, catching his breath. The tapping stopped. He could feel Mother’s curious gaze without having to look at her. “We can confirm that the Creator's ship was shot down by Kentilan defenses, for reasons unknown to us.”  
 
      
 
    A silence held for just a moment as the news dawned on Mother.  
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Her gaze stretched across the room to meet his. Her excitement showed in the wild arch above her eyes, where she still had organic skin. “One less person between me and Phara…” She closed her eyes to imagine this vision more fully. 
 
      
 
    “I can finally have the Life Pool to myself and Phara, my daughter. With her alive and busy protecting her friends, I can easily take the rest of the Life Pool and finally create an army strong enough to destroy the whole empire.” She zapped back across the room to her original place. 
 
      
 
    “And then, once you’ve brought me the two lovers, I can create a new birthing cycle infusing not only the Life Pool, but Skyfire into all my new citizens. My Motherhood Supremacy will be born!” The delight echoed in her loud, hysterical lilts until she stopped and gave Vidmantas a tight-lipped smile. “And I promise you, you will have your bride. Of course, only after I kill her over and over again till my heart is content. Once, she is reconfigured, I will leave those memories of pain and death, so she will NEVER think about disobeying me again.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Kentilan palace was a three-towered structure that rose high above the dim Kentilan skyline. It’s arched and dark tinted windows kept out the sun and imprisoned a gloom that hung heavy in the wide hallways of the Imperial compound. The evening's breeze bellowed through the hallways, disturbing the emblazoned banners that hung high and mighty above the sculptures of the Emperor himself and the tall armored soldiers that guarded him. 
 
      
 
    A tapping could be heard in the hallways, brisk and light, intermittent and excited. A man clad in sweeping regalia paced back and forth in his throne room, a massive solarium that channeled the sun's energy to the center of the room, where the rays bounced off the sculpture of the Emperor in the gleaming floor.  
 
      
 
    His breathing wheezed softly, a negligible drag that could be heard halfway across the room by the ten pairs of ears at the large center table. The men seated were his generals, all clad in regal armor and uniform. The Emperor stood aloof from them, wrapped in a reverie of his own, pacing back and forth, shoulders raised, and arms folded behind him as his thoughts flourished. 
 
      
 
    The generals exchanged anxious looks. Who was going to pull him back to reality? 
 
      
 
    “And you have no doubt the whole Empire believes it?” His tone was crisp and curt, slicing off at each syllable, a question directed at no one in particular, a question that demanded an immediate answer. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” the generals chorused. Heads were lost when anyone stalled with the Emperor’s questions. 
 
      
 
    “Splendid!” He spun with an intense gaze that systematically swept the faces at the table, spending a split second on each one until he spun back to continue his ramblings. “Tell me more!” he urged no one in particular. All the men glanced hopefully in the direction of the Kentilan army General in Chief, a stout man with bushy brows. 
 
      
 
    “The fact that we got him to return fire sold it. Now that we know Skyfire is real and he imbued the two assassins with it, we don’t need him,” the General boomed, his rich, bass voice filling the room.  
 
      
 
    The Emperor spun round to face him with a frown. He hadn’t liked that, people talking louder than he. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, my Emperor.” The General froze, unable to tear his eyes away from the Emperor’s cold glare. An uneasy silence hung, the men remaining still in their seats.  
 
      
 
    The Emperor smiled as he turned his back on them. “Continue,” he urged, turning back to the windows, which overlooked the golden horizons of skyscrapers and neon lights. His Empire. One that was currently incomplete, missing the millions of acres of land he once devoted to Homecity. To the left of his majestic vision sat the dome, it’s ethereal light outshining the neon lights all over the city and its imposing mass belittling everything else. The Creator’s City. The disgust was a tingling ache in his left eyelid. He touched the tender skin to keep that nerve from throbbing. 
 
      
 
    “Our hidden eyes have located the assassins. They were spotted at Sector Three two hours ago, so they will be likely hiding out at the Springs.” Another general said; a tall, lithe man in control of State information and affairs. 
 
      
 
    “Good. I want a bounty on their heads. I want every Level Nine special agent sent out to bring them in, as well as a hefty reward offered to anyone who can give us information on their current whereabouts.” The Emperor nodded.  
 
      
 
    The generals bowed their heads. “My lord, what about the Indigos?” the stout one asked. 
 
      
 
    The Emperor raised a brow and cocked his head. He had almost forgotten the stench of a race that thwarted his earlier efforts to overthrow the Creator. The Creator's special breed. Now, they were defenseless. Now, they were at his mercy. And what should he do about them? 
 
      
 
    “Kill as much of the filth as possible. Although…” He paused and smiled. “There will be no need.” He watched, pleased, as his generals frowned. He knew they would be wondering why it was unnecessary.    
 
      
 
    “Has Operation Root been successful?” he asked the stout general pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, all Firmament main and back-up generators have been compromised and rigged to blow. We'll have access to Homecity in no time,” the general replied.  
 
      
 
    It was music to the Emperor's ears; he shook his head in relish. “Excellent!” he gasped, and then added slowly, “I want two royal divisions sent to the Springs. Secure the vessels and bring them to me, alive. I want to be present when my maester tears these gifts from their bodies.” He turned to his audience with a fire in his eyes as he continued loudly, “Send another division to bring down the Glitch server. That monstrosity has corrupted the otherwise beautiful view of my mornings, propagating ancient and moronic radio signals—signals that have brainwashed my once proud and pure citizens! Signals that should have been erased with the destruction of the planets that created them!” He drew a ragged breath and shook his head. “I’m sorry, gentlemen.” His tone regained its usual curt and crisp definition. He approached them until he stood between two of his subordinates. 
 
      
 
    “Lastly.” His smile spread wider. “Once I’ve extracted my Skyfire from the assassins, send out Royal corps to take out that abomination that sits loftily amongst the ancient ruins. Mother. Once we destroy her, all her spawn will die, everything within the sub districts and the four Sectors combined. It’s a little secret that only I know. Even, the Creator has no idea.” He snickered, “I took extreme caution to ensure I had a fail-safe plan.” He brought his hands down on the generals nearest to him, seeing all their faces illuminate with the new info. 
 
      
 
    “Rejoice, men. For a new age is here.” He spun and his cape billowed after him.  
 
      
 
    “My lord? Must we kill the abomination? Especially if it means the death of hundreds of millions of Homecity citizens? Our labor force dropped by 10 percent this year; our industrial sector desperately needs a flux of new working hands.”  
 
      
 
    The Emperor took in the message with salty nonchalance. He bopped his head softly to an unheard music, staring out at the view. “Waste of good work force? I know. But I’m not concerned. The Homecity dwellers have no blood ties to the Kentilan race. They are merely squatters tainted with abominable genes. They have no place in my Empire.” 
 
      
 
    A silence of approval followed amongst the men at the table. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, we are set to begin the repossession,” the stout General said as holoscreens appeared in front of every General seated at the table. An access window demanded their code words. They systematically typed in codes until only the Emperor was left. A finger scan virtualized before him. 
 
      
 
    “Let the repossession begin.” The Emperor pressed his thumb against the virtual pad just as a tremor shook the palace. He gazed out over the palatial grounds; the gates where opening, and the sun’s streak of gold reflected off the gleaming arenite armor of a moving swarm—scores of royal guards marching to war. 
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    An Age Ago 
 
      
 
   S erenity settled over the main city that night, a peace that knew not the winded hallways of the Palace grounds. A grunting echoed in the main ways, superseded by the snap of a whip and the cry of women. Their agony danced off the walls and swept out to the throne room. The whip lashed again. Its sudden crack made the Creator jerk. He stood alone in the throne room. The arched hallways conveyed sounds into even the recesses of the palatial grounds. A man roared, like an obscene creature from a nightmare. The whip cracked again. Another woman’s cry. The grunting continued.  
 
      
 
    The Creator squirmed uneasily on tired feet. In his worn arms, he clutched a volume of blueprints to his chest. His mechanical limb moved and gingerly swiped at the anxious brew of sweat covering his forehead. He eyed the room around him idly. He stood over the crystalline depiction of the Emperor himself, directly in the full gaze of the atrium’s sculpted moonlight. The only other living beings in the throne room with him were inanimate and still—Royal Corps that had melded with the dark corners of the room, invisible to the eye. And reacting now only to the sound of the Emperor’s voice. 
 
      
 
    The heavy creak of large doors heralded the Emperor’s return. On impulse, the Creator went down on one knee. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord!” he announced as he bowed. 
 
      
 
    “Argh!” A tearing scream rattled his bones. A woman tore into the room, bloodied from her waist down. She came straight at him, at a speed that caught him unaware. She ploughed into him and they both went down. His mechanical arm took most of the shock as it angled to keep the Creator upright. The moment left him breathless and silent. In his arms, a weeping woman shuddered, eyes dilated, skin clammy and pale, totally oblivious to his presence. Instead of picking herself up, she curled into a ball. All around them, his blueprints lay scattered on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” The Creator coughed; eyes wide.  
 
      
 
    She offered no response, but the trembling of her body and the emptiness in her eyes offered a horror that his mind refused to imagine. The Creator got down on one knee as a scanner ray flicked on from his other prosthetic limb, a slender thing that looked like a master ethernet plugin. The laser beam swept once over her body and displayed her vital parameters to a side of his vision. Her blood pressure was threateningly high, and her water and electrolyte levels were low. 
 
      
 
    “My!” he gasped. “What is your name?” He reached into his coat and took out a satchel of handy supplies.  
 
      
 
    She said nothing but she didn’t stop shuddering. One of the guards stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    “Back. You haven’t been given any order by your Emperor!” the Creator barked as he reached under her with his mechanical and one of his organic arms. The other gathered his blueprints from the floor. She was relatively light. He proceeded out of the throne room carrying her, with her head resting against his chest. The whipping or grunting hadn’t subsided; the Emperor was still having a blast. It was almost as if he hadn’t realized one of his whores had gone missing. Or maybe he didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    The Creator hurried his feet, rushing down another hallway and a flight of stairs until he came face to face with a dead-end. He pressed against a discolored portion of the wall and it parted to review a dark secret passage. He carried her through until he felt the bite of cold night air. They were somewhere outside palace grounds, on a back road. A warm wetness sullied his hands and even in the moonlight he could see the curdling of her blood on his fingers. He set her down gently, propping her against a wall. 
 
      
 
    “What is your name?” he asked again, but her consciousness seemed to have wandered from her. Her eyes stared emptily. He returned to rummaging in his satchel. He found what he needed. An airtight tube of nanosymbiotes, little amoebic organisms he had synthesized in his lab by fusing cultured symbiotic fungi and bacteria together and infusing them with his break-through invention, Cymaga. He had hoped to offer it as a token of goodwill to the Emperor and let the snob-nosed infidel enjoy its wonder. But now here he was, about to offer it to a dying woman in the back alley of the palace. 
 
      
 
    “Still, you would make a fine specimen,” he whispered excitedly as he shook the tube and relished the frenzied jubilation of the organisms within. He took out a syringe and drew a pint from the tube. Her hand was limp in his and her veins nearly negligible against her skin. He struggled with finding an insertion point before the needle finally slipped in and he pressed down on the infuser.  
 
      
 
    The syringe drained and the Creator squinted closely for any signs of change. Nothing. Nothing until he heard it. The undeniably squishy sounds of moving flesh. On coordinated central reflex, his goggle light switched on, illuminating the wide gash in her abdomen, just over the bulge of her pregnancy. The wound hadn’t gone deep enough to harm her vital organs or the bulging uterus below. The gash was a red smile, a smile that was now moving on its own, as the flesh churned and the seams of the wound slowly drew closer, regenerating and healing itself. But only to an extent; the red flesh around the skin stopped moving and its meaning wasn’t lost on the Creator. She would need more—a large dose of the symbiotes—if she was to recuperate and bear her child. He held the empty tube up to the moonlight. He could only make more back at his lab. He needed to take her with him. 
 
      
 
    She moaned and stirred.  
 
      
 
    “Can you hear me?” The Creator watched her eyes. Her tender lids twitched but did not open. He took her hand and felt her pulse. It was weak, but much stronger than before. She needed blood. She needed nutrition, and she needed rest.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly her eyes shot open. Glazed pupils pierced his soul. He shuddered and relaxed when life returned to those eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Can you hear me?” he repeated. Was she dead? 
 
      
 
    “My baby!” she gasped as she bolted upright. The pain ran in thin lines from the corner of her eyes and yet she screamed when she saw the wound in her abdomen.  
 
      
 
    The Creator clasped a hand over her mouth and forced her back against the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Shhh! Shhh! I was only trying to help you! Do you not remember?” He pleaded with frantic eyes and sensed relief when his words stilled her. He let go.  
 
      
 
    She didn’t move, but her eyes watched him distrustfully. 
 
      
 
    “What is your name?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “My baby. Save her,” she wheezed. The Creator stared down at her ghastly belly. She was at least five months along. “Save her,” she urged eagerly. “I just want her to live. I want to hold my daughter. That is all.” 
 
      
 
    She oozed vulnerability and trust. The Creator could not believe his eyes. Not only did his latest invention work, but he could take her and further study the aftermath of his first human testing. 
 
      
 
    “I can save your baby.” He watched hope spark in her eyes. It tingled all over his body. “But, to do that, you have to come with me and let me care for you. I can take you and your child to safety, away from the Emperor’s peril. Would you not like that?” 
 
      
 
    Tears welled in her eyes as she nodded.  
 
      
 
    “Good. What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Valdova.”  
 
      
 
    “Wonderful name.” He gave her a genuine smile and reached slowly to brush the tips of his fingers over her wound. “And the baby?” 
 
      
 
    “Her name…will be Phara.” She smiled weakly. 
 
      
 
    “Beautiful choice. I’m sure it will suit her nicely.” The Creator glowed with anticipation. “You will not only be a mother to her, Valdova. I will give you a sacred gift.” His keen eyes watched for a response.  
 
      
 
    The girl stared wide-eyed, unable to decipher his meaning.  
 
      
 
    “I will make you a mother to an elite race, pure and technologically advanced. A nation that will call only you, Mother!” He shuddered with the excitement, leaning all the way toward her face. “How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand, sir. But it sounds fulfilling.” She trembled.  
 
      
 
    He darkened with a smirk. “Don’t worry. You will understand in time,” he whispered, slipping his hand into his satchel. “For now, you rest.” He retrieved a different syringe. She didn’t see him move, but his hand came over her mouth as the needle pressed into her neck. She jerked and her eyes widened.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. I will not hurt you” were the last words he said. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Emperor awoke. A humming filled his ears and some invisible force sat heavy over his chest. The  walls around him pressed down from all sides and the agony crept over his skin like a being of its own, festering and feeding, peeling at his  skin like a molten blade, scraping and exposing live nerves, nerves that screamed, precipitating his short dreams, turning them to nightmares, and keeping him up at night. 
 
      
 
    “Argh!” he wailed, his voice rusty and drawn. The slam of his chamber doors preceded his guards, strong hands pinned him down and a small man's face floated before him, for just a moment, like he was always doing, every other night. Then the man was gone, and the sharp pang of the needle's entrance ushered the elixir. The Emperor jerked with another scream, but he barely moved, pinned as he was. The maester held up the syringe for him to see. He had injected him with the Elixir. A potion that would put him out of his misery for at least an hour, until its powerful numbing effect gradually wore off and he would wake to his nerves coming alive again. 
 
      
 
    It took two days to extract the Elixir from the seeds of an herb that grew singly and in isolation. A secret that was kept from his subjects, to ensure the throne's safety. 
 
      
 
    Now, the numbness was all he could feel, and a sweet calmness. He drifted off, just for a bit. Until the pain returned, again, seeping into his temporary bliss. He woke with another scream and the features around him began to press down on him again. It was an experience that heightened his senses, muffling sound and dulling taste, so all he could sense was pure, caustic pain. In the electric haze, the small man’s face floated within reach again. His tired eyes watched him pitifully and he mouthed something. The Emperor could understand only pieces of what he said, but it wasn’t good. “We can’t find more of the Moon's petals, my Lord. We may have to find another means. 
 
      
 
    The Emperor shuddered at the pain in the places where the bacteria was festering. He tried to plead but his lips mouthed wordlessly.  
 
      
 
    The Creator. Where was he?  
 
      
 
    The Maester turned away from him as the chamber doors opened. The Emperor looked. There he was. The Cyborg that had promised him heaven and earth. Even as he was wrapped in this debilitating pain, his rage roiled underneath.  
 
      
 
    The Creator bowed once and approached, holding out an airtight tube.  
 
      
 
    “My Lord? Can you hear me? I'm sure you can. I’m pleased to tell you that you will no longer have to rule from the confines of your bed. For this.” The Creator held out the tube. “This is your salvation. Fully tested and working. I have synthesized a culture that will repair as much damage as you take. The culture is a symbiosis of the—” 
 
      
 
    The Emperor screamed. He could take no more. He jerked and writhed. The guards struggled to keep him down. 
 
      
 
    “Administer it,” the maester ordered.  
 
      
 
    The Creator’s deviant smile split his face like an upturned boomerang, and then, like a pancake, the guards flipped the Emperor onto his stomach, stuffing him into the pillows and suffocating him. 
 
      
 
    “Hold him still!” The Creator urged, and the men tightened their hold.  
 
      
 
    The Emperor sucked up feathers. The sharp bite of the needle came from his lower back and hit him straight in the head. The pillows absorbed his scream and the guards held him still. The needle left behind a sensation that radiated from his spine, traveling in the fissured network of his veins like lightening, straight to the recesses of his being. The pain was gone and what replaced it was a dullness, a lull in feeling. A negligible hum. His nerves went silent. A calmness had returned.  
 
      
 
    “Let go, so you can witness this wonder.” The Creator chuckled, just as a dappled sensation covered the Emperor’s skin. He could feel it. He could feel tissue moving, squirming. His body had come alive, every atom in him dancing in a frenzy. The hands holding him, immediately let go. 
 
      
 
    “I feel…”, the Emperor heard himself speak understandably, for the first time that week. “I feel…” The word did not come. There was none to describe it. Where they listening to him? He willed his limbs to move. They responded. His hand lifted of his own accord. The numbness was gone. He turned over and bolted up in bead. He could feel the gaze of the others and the body heat surrounding him. 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel, my Lord?” 
 
      
 
    There was no word to describe how everything inside him pulsed. And yet, he could only say, “Awake.” He looked up and found the Creator gloating with wide eyes, unable to contain his excitement, trembling visibly. 
 
      
 
    “Can you synthesize this for me? Every day?” The Emperor held out his hand, watching the pale-blue skin change into lifeless scales and peel off, revealing new skin. His heart rejoiced. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, my Lord. Bacteria and fungi are never in short supply. However…” There was that glint in his eye. “I would want something in return. And you already know what it is.” He grinned. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Years passed after that fateful night and the sprawling mass of the Kentilan Empire grew like a swarm across the atlas, spurred by a new technological enlightenment and spear-headed by the Emperor’s close hand, the Creator. The Kentilan race began to flourish again, after years of stagnation and fearful rumors following the Emperor’s illness. 
 
      
 
    During this Renaissance, and to the east of the Kentilan Palace, a thin veil of advanced technology slowly took form: an energy field so strong it drew from the Life Pool itself. It slowly grew, first a dome containing nothing more than a few thousand acres and then gradually growing, swallowing hectares of land; a gift and token of the Emperor’s goodwill to his new-found savior. He had given the Creator diplomatic anonymity and jurisdiction over this land, to do with it as he pleased. The Creator wasted no time, and his energy field grew until it blocked out the Emperor’s eastern view from the Kentilan Palace and was the only structure on Kentilan soil to touch the sky.  
 
      
 
    “Why is it so big?” the Emperor sniffed with folded arms, standing naked by his massive window. Behind him, a dozen women lay tangled in his bed, draped in fur and snoring softly. “But most importantly, why are their towers so tall and so different?”  
 
      
 
    He growled to himself, seeing silhouetted figures of the advanced architecture the Homecity bore; towers built to give their people the most space, to include the hanging gardens that flourished between them. Their transport system was an airborne express that left the grounds for only pedestrian commute.  
 
      
 
    “And you know what annoys me most? He will not share his tech with the Empire. He thinks little of me. Can you imagine? Me! His Emperor.” The Emperor was assailed by a sickness but not the disease that constantly ate his flesh. Rather, it was the drug that repaired his skin in the disease's wake, and the sight of the utopia that blocked his view. The sight of the technological advancement that was within his reach, and the half-machine, half-man that always lingered in his thoughts. The one every citizen truly adored. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord. You should rest.” The maester touched his hand lightly.  
 
      
 
    The Emperor flung his hand off. “I want to be alone, he seethed.  
 
      
 
    The maester bowed and backed away, and then a woman’s purr caught the Emperor’s attention. He looked to his bed to see that one of them had roused from sleep, her body, like the rest of them, covered in crimson sores. 
 
      
 
    “Did you not hear me?” He hissed. He delighted in the terror the woman registered in her eyes. The others, as if on cue, came to, sensing his dissatisfaction, and cowered. He stalked to the foot of his bed, basking in the terror he saw. “Did you not hear me, you dirty little bitches?”   
 
      
 
    He chuckled, reaching for the spiked cane he had discarded by the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Oh, worship at Mother’s feet. Glory be. Glory be. For her warmth birthed us all.” The mantra was voiced by all ages and people of all forms and sizes, all half-human and all half-machine. They bowed in unison, paying tribute and kneeling as they presented gifts in all forms at the feet of a tall glass display. On exhibit was a being of pure ingenuity, or so the Creator thought as he watched multitudes of his creations pay respect to Mother.  
 
      
 
    She was laying on her side, shrouded in velvet, with one hand over her glass stomach and the lifeless child within it. She was beautiful. A true being of power, and it was because he willed it. Her mechanical half ran from her waist down, a huge contraption attached to her, as well as a mechanical crane that kept her mobile. There was no need for weak organic limbs. He had made her part of life itself. She had the power to create and give life, just as he had given her life. Along the walls of her glassy display, birth pods were assembled in clean rows, attached to life cords that ran directly from her. 
 
      
 
    He waited till the praise and worship were over and watched her children mill out of her chambers. Then he went down to her. She saw him as he came, and he saw the flesh of her face stiffen. 
 
      
 
    “Mother,” he said as the slam of the great hall doors consolidated their privacy.  
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Today we are going to transfer Phara into a special creation, unlike any you have made before.” He glided across the room to a semi-tactile neuro-control console. He placed his hand on the virtual board across the interface and, like creeping creatures, fibers of the electronics crawled unto him, inserting into his skin, seeking out nerve endings like tiny live leeches. He felt the zap of energy jolt up his arm and his hand spasmed as the impulse reached and created a neuro link with his brain. This gave him override authority over Mother’s programs. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    He sensed her impatience and impudence. She dared to doubt his intent. 
 
      
 
    “I have found a different way to use the Life Pool. As you know, I already harnessed its power in the use of the city’s firmament; however, that is not enough. I sensed it had far greater potential, and began to test its interaction with Cymaga, mechanical magic.”  
 
      
 
    On impulse, the mechanical limbs connected to Mother began to move, gingerly picking her up from her glass exhibit until she was fifty feet above him. 
 
      
 
    “I have found a way to use the Life Pool and Cymaga to extract Phara’s consciousness and replicate her genome outside of her body. Recreate her, if you will call it that.”  
 
      
 
    Mother’s gasp pleasured him. He had hit home. 
 
      
 
    “You will bring Phara to life?” she cried. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. She will be a living child, an exact replica of the dormant cocoon in your belly. But to do this, I require your utmost trust and sacrifice.” He grinned, adjusting the mechanical monocle on his right eye.  
 
      
 
    Mother's pitch-black eyes watched him, and though the fleshy half of her face twitched, she showed no emotion. 
 
      
 
    “I will need to modify you a little more.” The Creator dropped the bombshell, turning away from her. The silence that followed revealed many things, and he could feel the press of her glare. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say?” He spun to meet her.  
 
      
 
    She rose up, using the crane he’d attached to her, and gazed down at the Creator. Her gaze wavered and moved to the rest of her body. The Creator followed her gesture and her hands as she slid them gingerly over her bulging stomach and then let them stop at the rift where thick cables latched to the crane held her up. She was already 75 percent machine, and yet it was not enough; not for the child she longed for. 
 
      
 
    “When can we start?” Her voice held pain, but her features showed no remorse. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” the Creator chuckled, turning back to his console. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere over Mother’s chambers hung thick with static fog in the days that followed. Lightening rippled in minute flashes as the chimneys released their colored smoke. Everyone in Homecity acknowledged the familiar signs of the Creator hatching another invention. Mother’s children gathered at the foot of her gates, kept at bay by the muzzle end of Valdova rifles. They picnicked in wait, to see what wonders the Creator had bestowed on Mother. They watched the abyss behind those doors with anxious excitement, reciting Mother’s mantra. 
 
      
 
    Deep into the abyss and along those winding halls, electricity flitted through the circuits in the walls, a by-product of the energy from the mechanic-smithing happening in Mother’s slumber room. The Creator’s ragged breathing could be heard in the hallways. He laughed wildly with every surge that swept through the chambers, and the distinct zing of left-over electricity that hummed in the walls.  
 
      
 
    Mother came apart in pieces; a rare assemblage of meta-matter fused with organic and mechanic. She needed less flesh, for nature had its limitations, and could only be made efficient with mechanics. He drew the DNA from the child in her womb and translated the child's genome into long streams of alphanumeric; a language that would meld with the many quantum systems linked to Mother’s neural system, but now also linked to the frail form of a small girl. She glistened with vitreous fluid, in which he had grown her skin, and still had small tubes attached to her at her sinuses and navel, where tubing fed progenitor cells the necessary nutrients to help them duplicate and replicate into specialized cells. Those cells continued to multiply until they formed into the small creature that was breathing into an oxygen mask, wrapped in a gelatin sheath, layered with organic muscles, and enclosed in a spherical capsule.  
 
      
 
    He stepped back to adore her. Her hair was wet, partially covering her face. Her lips and her eyes reminded him so much of Mother, who was still in disarray. 
 
      
 
    “Time to put Mommy back together,” he chuckled, turning to the half-being that was Mother. He began to reassemble, and time dragged on until he finally wiped at his brow. She was almost complete, but still lacked one thing. He picked up the body plate that was missing from one half of her face and slid it back in place. 
 
      
 
    “Awake, Mother,” he whispered, and her lids flicked open to reveal a starry vortex of bright indigo fumes. She was alive. He had recreated her yet again. The attachments that ran from the base of her waist had been replaced with better and more seamless mechanical arms. She rose from the metal slab on which she had laid and hovered above him. 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel?” the Creator asked. 
 
      
 
    She ignored him and, as if drawn by an invisible force, moved to the glowing capsule that held her daughter’s clone. Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open. Her fingers glided over the capsule’s smooth surface, pausing every now and then to relish the tactile sensation of the life force embedded within. 
 
      
 
    “I can feel her pulsing through me,” Mother muttered, her words drawled with bitter-sweet joy. 
 
      
 
    “You are connected to her.” The Creator smiled as he drew closer to her. He gingerly lifted her face by the tip of her chin and guided her eyes to the neural link that led from the capsule, connected and synapsed separately, at the only node not connected to the millions of other life cords linked to her growing children. Phara’s emotions, sensations, and impulses were guided singly to Mother, and untainted with the essence of her other spawn.  
 
      
 
    “After all this time. I am finally complete.” She shuddered. “Can I hold her now?” she whispered, resting her head against the capsule and closing her eyes, captivated with bliss. “Please, return me to my organic form. I just want to be with my Phara,” she pleaded. 
 
      
 
    “Now, now. You have other beautiful children as well.” The Creator took care to hide the disappointment in his tone. “You can be with all of them. But if you wish to be with them in a full organic form, then I will need time. It will take time to develop stem and progenitor cells and allow their development into a full feminine body.” He brushed her hairless forehead gently. 
 
      
 
    “I will wait.” She sighed, opening her eyes. “Please, leave me be.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The weeks that followed ushered a silence in Homecity that would be recorded in the halls of time. Mother’s children waited anxiously, piling at her gates, laden with offerings and gifts to see what wonders the Creator had bestowed. Wonders that the Creator had publicly announced when he finally emerged from Mother’s chambers. But weeks of patient doting turned into months of anxiety. A stench hung heavy around Mother’s chambers as edibles spoiled and heaps of trinkets and antiques clogged the entrance to her love. She refused to see anyone, even the Creator. It worried him. Perhaps he had made a mistake. 
 
      
 
    He stood at top of the endless stairs that led to her great gates, taking in the dead flowers and ribbons that remained unattended at the gates. He scrunched his nose as the scorching heat of the sun sweltered the rotting food offerings. The children no longer came to bring gifts and sacrifices, but watched hopelessly from afar, heavy with grief. Anger. Anger and disappointment welled within him as he turned to approach the gates, with two of his elite guards tailing closely behind him. He hadn’t anticipated this turn of events; he only sought to create Phara as a means to test out his newfound theory. He hadn’t expected such neglect from Mother. His left brow twitched. 
 
      
 
    The gates parted as he approached, ushering him into the whistling darkness, but he knew his way. His body had become accustomed to the echoing of his steps that rang in his ear and the zing of electricity that roamed the walls. He made two turns and came to the hover disc that descended until he was walking through opening valves. 
 
      
 
    Mother clung to the incubation pod that held Phara in stasis. Her two arms wound tightly round the glass that held her suspended daughter and her face pressed into the glass; the Creator could see fissures where she had repeatedly bashed her head.  
 
      
 
    “Disconnect her,” he ordered, and one of his elite guards rushed to the task, his metal boots clanging as he rushed forth.  
 
      
 
    It distracted Mother. She looked at him with a drowsy start. The guard swung quick and the butt of his rifle sent a paralyzing jolt through her. She could not recover quickly enough to realize what was happening. The guard aimed and shot at the gridlock latch that clasped Mother to her mechanical arm. The sound was deafening, bouncing off the enclosed walls, and Mother's sharp scream made the Creator shudder. Her terrified gaze floated for just a moment before she collapsed on the floor, detached from her crane.  
 
      
 
    “Bring her.” The Creator pointed to Phara and his other guard rushed to the pod. One swing and the glass imploded, slime pouring from the jagged hole. He wasted no time in grabbing the child roughly and disconnecting her from her placenta. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing? What is this?” Mother’s screams bordered on hysteria.  
 
      
 
    The soldier returned with the child in his arms. She was fragile and innocent up close, like new petals in the wake of spring. Her jet-black hair was plastered to her back and her skin was a pale blue. She needed to breathe; he needed to wake her. The Creator adored her silently, even though Mother’s screams tore at the background. 
 
      
 
    “Awake, child,” the Creator whispered, leaning in. 
 
      
 
     She purred and opened her eyes. Her helical pupils were a crystal indigo and her skin was a pale blue. Immediately, her lids cracked, and tears welled in her eyes. She opened her small mouth and her shrill cry silenced Mother. 
 
      
 
    “My baby!” Mother cried. 
 
      
 
    Phara instantly turned from pale blue to a crimson pink, and the Creator drew a sigh of relief.  
 
      
 
    “Bring her,” he said softly, turning back for the entrance. His guards followed closely, leaving Mother’s wailing at their heels.  
 
      
 
    “You were created to make life. But you have neglected all your children over just one,” the Creator stated coldly, reveling at the sight of her broken and strewn at his mercy. He was her God, and he would treat her as such. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care about them. They only worship me because I create happiness for them. They have children to dote over and watch over at night while I’m deserted here, locked away in towering walls with nothing but silence as company. What about me?!” Her cry was a fury of anger and despair as she clawed her way toward the Creator, dragging along the floor. 
 
      
 
    The impudence. The anger the Creator had kept in check was now a twitch in his left eye. She was ungrateful to the gift of life he had so graciously given to her. A sly smile danced on his lips. He had reserved a vice for a day like this. 
 
      
 
    “Guard,” he seethed softly, turning to the soldier that had detached her. “Grab her by her neck!”  
 
      
 
    He darted across the room and away from Mother to one of the walls. He felt along its panels until he found what he was looking for. The panel pushed back, and the grating of rusted wheels accompanied the opening of the wall. Fumes snaked from the crevice as it widened to reveal a transparent cylinder attached to tubing that disappeared into the walls. Another birthing chamber, but obviously not designed to birth children. It was built to be a confinement that would force Mother to conform to automatic birthing cycles; in other words, milk her of as many children as possible. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping it would be not have to come to this,” he said, despite her screams as the guard dragged her to him. “You should have just gone with the plan, Valdova. Your role is to create my world.” He spat. “Plug her in.”  
 
      
 
    His eyes had a sinister glint as he held her horrified gaze. She was powerless without her crane—a mutual understanding they both shared—and she watched haplessly as she was strung up in the large pod and plugged in to the base of the device, where countless tubes connected to larger ducts, leading through the walls to the millions of premature pods holding unfertilized ova. Her ova, the ones he harvested yearly after treating her to endless days of treatments that made her gametes replicate and continue to populate; abnormal to any normal woman. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps he should have done this all along, instead of playing master and subordinate, the Creator thought to himself as he slid the glass back in place, not taking his eyes off her. He saw the terror deepen into something familiar, something that he hadn’t seen in ages, something that reminded him of the broken woman he had found so long ago at the palace grounds. The vulnerability, how it filled him with delight. It was the sheer joy of superiority and dominance, like a master over his minion. He had let all that power go to her head, that she forgot her place.  
 
      
 
    He turned to leave, finished with her. He would check on her in the next five months. She screamed, as if she had heard and disapproved of his verdict. Her scream. It was different. Different from what he remembered and made him stop and turn. It had almost sounded like a roar from a group of barbaric savages. It shook the floors and clawed at his heart. The sight behind him made his knees water.  
 
      
 
    Half her face was stretching horridly, gaping fissures growing across the strained body plate as her skin churned. The Creator took a tentative step away. She screamed, a legion of voices screaming all at once, and the whole room shuddered. The Creator stumbled backwards just as his eyes caught a phenomenon that couldn’t be true. Her essence, the fluid that ran through the tubes to her millions of growing fetuses, one which was supposed to be indigo-colored blood, rich with nutrient and growth factors, had now turned a tainted black. It was seeping from her, crawling through the tubes and mixing with her formerly indigo-colored blood. 
 
      
 
    “What is this?” The Creator quivered, his eyes darting in their sockets, bulging outwards. “Stop her!” he almost whispered, but in his mind, the solution had no form and his logic processes were blank. “Stop it, you'll ruin everything!” he whimpered, clawing at his face as he could only watch the tainted blood being supplied to millions of his creations. 
 
      
 
    “What this is?” her demons cackled from one mouth. “This is the by-product I have so willingly collected all these years; the anger, hate, and sorrow from millions of your brainwashed creations. Perfect little creations you infused with your Cymaga.” All over her, her body plates were sliding from place and this dark matter flowed from her in winding tentacles, slowly creeping over her body and filling the small space in the compartment. “Did you know? That all these emotions have weighed me down and have ultimately become my sadness?”   
 
      
 
    The tentacles wound around the plugs of the thousands of tubing that sucked from her and the base latch that kept her in place.  
 
      
 
    “Did you know? That your mechanical magic was still expressed in their emotions and I have been collecting portions of this power, building a tainted energy that I have now become one with!” Her voices snickered and right before his eyes, he saw the tentacles snap off the plugs like twigs and yank her free from the base of the birthing chamber. Now she stood on ten bent tentacles, towering over the Creator and his guards by a few feet.  
 
      
 
    The Creator stepped back. The air imploded as the chamber's glass flew through the air. The Creator gasped from sharp stings that caught him in the neck and arms; glass shard caught in his skin. He fell to the floor, shielding his face with both hands. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a consuming power to harness, it twisted me inside, but I've suppressed it for so long and filtered my essence so as to keep your creations perfect!” her demons cackled. 
 
      
 
    Using his mechanical arm, the Creator pushed himself onto his knees, gazing warily up at the monstrosity before him. Where had he gone wrong? 
 
      
 
    “But now, now you will experience first-hand the profound depth of your children’s emotions. How befitting that the monster who made me his lab animal should as well serve as a specimen for me!”  
 
      
 
    Her tentacles squirmed in a frenzy, a monster coming alive. He had to protect what was left of this project. And he had to put this rabid animal down. 
 
      
 
    “Blast her down! Now!” the Creator ordered, and one of his guards moved to raise his rifle.  
 
      
 
    The air cracked as one of the tentacles lashed with lightning speed. The soldier flew from sight with his scream tailing after him. 
 
      
 
    “Quick! Run with the child!” he snapped to the guard holding Phara. The soldier took off and the air blurred in a flash of black behind him. He screamed and stumbled forward, almost throwing Phara down, but Mother’s tentacle hadn’t been long enough; he was almost out of reach. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” the Creator urged, holding forth both hands, one over the other, and summoning an ancient energy he had trained to come to his call. The electricity from this gift rippled at his fingers, entrapping ionized air and forming a small ball of plasmid energy.  
 
      
 
    “You have disappointed me. I am taking the child,” he seethed.  
 
      
 
    She laughed, her laughter a staccato sound of a million snickering voices as her pseudo-legs projected her forward. Her gaze was intent and her sneer, vicious.  
 
      
 
    “She has a purpose neither you nor anyone else could understand. And as for you, I will replace you like the dozens of whores in the Emperor’s bed.”  
 
      
 
    That struck her; the intensity changed in her eyes and her sneer lengthened into a snarl, baring a toothless abyss, her face plate snapping from the strain, the black essence oozing from her. 
 
      
 
    “You will be forgotten, and another will take your place!” The rippling force shot out from his grasp and hit Mother square, but she sent it back at him, the searing force snapping, sizzling his skin and sweeping his feet out from under him. He crashed hard into something. Mother’s banshee cries cut through the pain and pierced his ears. 
 
      
 
    “I will kill them all! I will wipe you’re signature from the face of Indio! I will take it all for myself!” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Those screams travelled the desolate lands in waves, echoing into the nearest districts, invading each and every home in the Creator’s city with a fear. It hung like dense fog for days as the Creator retreated to his laboratory with Mother’s prized possession. A line had been drawn between two elephants and the Homecity citizens were just grass caught in the middle.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Gifts no longer piled up on the steps of Mother’s chambers and the remains of what had been gifts were scavenged by travelling landers, signifying Mother’s desertion. The Creator stationed elite guards at the end of the winding flight of fifteen hundred steps, keeping everyone from trying to see her. 
 
      
 
    Deep below the tall towers of her chambers, in the depths of the recesses below the foundations of the mystical structure, a different being from what her children knew sat. A Mother that would never be the same. Her tortuous limbs ran the length of her walls, pulsating with the despair that oozed from her. She could move upright on her new prosthetics, but still chose to hang upside down. Old habits did die hard. She crawled along the ceiling as she tinkered away at modeling, reshaping, and creating the perfect being. One that would surpass the daughter that had been stolen from her. 
 
      
 
    “He will be perfect.” She spoke to herself, but the underlying doubt sat heavy in her heart. She had held her daughter in the space between her arms. She had been so perfect, Mother thought to herself. Was she enough to create one even close to perfection when all her previous spawn had been no more than mindless shells, groveling and drooling at her feet, incapable to any drive of their own? 
 
      
 
    “No, he will be perfect,” she told herself. 
 
      
 
    The chimneys of her chambers smoked and the atmosphere above it rippled with by-products of the energy waves that escaped to the surface. Everyone in the nearest sectors could see that Mother was creating again; the news carried into the distant sectors and to the Creator. It worried him; perhaps the mechanical monster had meant her words after all. 
 
      
 
    “Live!” Mother cried, as the human embryo in the secluded pod slowly began to grow, infused with not just Cymaga but a version of herself as well, the Sadness. Slowly, she watched life pulsate through his small horseshoe form, and paid close attention over the next three months as his excited cells replicated, duplicated, and specialized to form a grown man. He was complete.  
 
      
 
    “Breathe, my son,” she whispered as the drains at the bottom of the pod drained the vitreous fluid and the glass parted for Mother. She reached in and let her artificial index finger trail along his forehead to his temple. He purred to life, drawing his first breath. Mother held her own breath, taking a tentative step back. His eyes flicked open and his black pupils met her disappointment. She had infused a lot of energy, could he not harness it?  
 
      
 
    “Welcome, my son. Come forth,” her voices urged.  
 
      
 
    His eyes widened as he saw her, but at the same time, she pulsed with a bio-signal she knew he could also feel. The relationship registered in his eyes and he moved to take his first step. 
 
      
 
    “Mother!” he cried. 
 
      
 
    “Rapha,” she responded, naming him her own version of Phara. 
 
      
 
    Rapha reached out to her… and fell, his leg caving in as soon as his feet touched the cold floor, a sickening crunch cracking the air before he slammed hard into the floor.  
 
      
 
    Mother gazed down at him. His leg was bent at a horrific angle, snapped clean just below the knee. She cocked her head slightly as her eyes throbbed, her brain trying to conjure an explanation. She ran a biological scan over him. His bones were brittle like cheese, unable to carry his weight, and unable to serve her. 
 
      
 
    Her despair knew no bounds and her screams reigned the nights for days one end. She wallowed in her grief as the guard robots she had built dragged her second child away. His cries for pity met deaf ears and were soon squelched by the slam of the chamber doors.  
 
      
 
    Mother tried again. This time, her brittle-boned and genetically defective products were fitted with mechanical parts to suppress their flaws. They were hulking humanoids that were in no way close to the perfection she sought. The first monster she created was named Vidmantas, conjoined to two other twins, flawed by a defect. She separated them and called them Remic and Martus, and later took the tongue of Martus because his cries filled her days and lengthened her despair. After the Three, she stopped trying to make the perfect child. She had an epiphany that she could not accomplish this feat on her own; she needed the Creator or his skill or at least his head. She could preserve it long enough to steal his ingenuity. And with that, she would also take her first born, Phara. 
 
      
 
    But Mother knew that even with the power of the Sadness, she couldn’t defeat the Creator. He already knew she would be coming, and had a head start of months to amass an army. She needed to build an army, too. She began building an elite class of riflemen she called the Valdova liege, and set her third born, Vidmantas as their superior and commandant. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SPRINGS 
 
      
 
      
 
   “T hat was Stars by Hum. You know, I saw those guys one time in a small bar in Boston. It was me and a fat kid I grew up with. We named him Tony Wrinkles; dude’s neck was so hefty, his wrinkles folder over his shoulders. Just blaaagh! I remember we would hide cigarettes in his neck fat so we could smuggle them into school, and then during lunch, after we let the sweat dry off, we’d smoke them. No joke. Forgot where I was going with this, but you’re listening to Mix...100.5 with Bradley Ryan in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s a story!” Rapha blared over the comms. The rusty old speakers cracked and squeaked.  
 
      
 
    “Arg! Shut up.” Airith winced out the window to the Penelope. Rapha was grinning back at her, and Phara’s hooded stare offered no expression. Something panged in Airith’s heart, seeing Rapha seated in an enclosed space with a better version of her.  
 
      
 
    The sun had set, and its sleepy glow in the distance had begun to fade, ushering the dark of night. In this sector, the only light that could be seen for miles out in the desolate lands was the rainbow-colored fumes that flashed in minute spurts from hot-air vents running the length of two massive structures; two right-angled triangles, annexed, with their hypotenuses facing each other, and with connecting ducts and a main bridge running from each triangle to the other, allowing passage to fleets of transporting vehicles.  
 
      
 
    These buildings were collectively called the Springs and housed a mega-marketing network that allowed all citizens from every faction of Homecity to gather and trade. They even allowed trade with the Kentilan people and races from neighboring planets. Millions of people travelled into Sector Three, across the desolate lands, to the Springs. Like stars they lit a silky path straight to and from the Springs. Airith still couldn’t believe the megalomaniac that ran the Springs was a friend of Rapha. 
 
      
 
    “We’re here!” Rapha interrupted her thoughts again as they hovered toward the gaping neon mouth that served as the entrance on the adjacent side of one of the structures. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the Springs!” he crooned loudly over the comms as they descended from the still night air into a temporary transit that blinded their eyes with bright blue.  
 
      
 
    Airith shielded her eyes with a hand and stepped down on the gas, the Katalina lurching forward.  
 
      
 
    Next to her, Isabel Rae crashed against the dashboard. “Ow!” Floop howled. 
 
      
 
    The bright lights suddenly dimmed and Airith had to blink several times to readjust to the sudden change. Her breath paused every time she saw it, and now was no different. A sea of bright lights flooded the space below them as stalks of architecture wound around and past the brightly lit express that led down to the city. 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Floop beamed, and Airith found Isabel Rae face-first against the window, ogling out at the sight. The city’s buildings snaked along the walls of the housing structure, reaching high above them, along with transport routes plied by buyers in small hovercrafts. There was absolutely no space to waste.  
 
      
 
    Airith and Rapha guided their crafts down to join the crowded express way. The display interface on the dashboard came alive with a small window.  
 
      
 
    Unrecognized authority is asking to access controls under the alias TODDBOY.  
 
      
 
    “Approved,” Airith sighed. It was protocol here in the Springs to hand over vehicle controls to the city’s integrated artificial intelligence, named after its own creator. The AI put in automated pilot controls and kept every vehicle on the express under the speed limit, reducing accidents criminality rates. 
 
      
 
    The express was an elevated magnetic field over the city that diverted into smaller routes that led down to the city and up to the other levels of the city or the main bridges that connected to the transport ducts that connected to two triangles. Looking at it all, it was hard to believe that this place had started out as a nature park, hence its name. Today, there was no nature in sight. The air inside the Springs was conducted through steam vents that pushed any toxic gases outside in short eruptions of heated blasts. A beautiful sight you could see for miles. 
 
      
 
    “I knew I smelled something funny. It just had to be your stank asses, Rapha and the weird little one!” a slippery voice said over the comms. It was Toddboy, the one and only.  
 
      
 
    Airith leaned back and let the AI take them off the express at the nearest junction, on a route that no one else knew—a separate route that led down to the city but just above the tips of its towers, until it wound its way from the city’s buzzing center to the dimly lit alley ways of a backroad. Airith knew the place well; one of Toddboy’s many hideouts. The route came to a dead-end in the backyard of a raving night club. The walls parted as the hover crafts approached, revealing a retro chop-shop, whose walls gleamed with fluorescent graffiti. Robots whirred and wheeled about the place, paying meticulous attention to skeletons of old model crafts—junk from extinct worlds that Toddboy loved to buy and later salvage.  
 
      
 
    Their ships came to halt over mechanical work pads in the center of what looked to be a warehouse. Isabel Rae was the first one out. She stretched her scrawny limbs, carrying something rather odd in one hand as Floop sighed. Rapha and Phara followed, with Rapha ogling the place like he had never seen it before. The grating of screeching metal scratched Airith’s ears and she was the last one out, eyeing the place apprehensively. 
 
      
 
    “There they are and uglier than ever!” Toddboy announced as he presented himself.  
 
      
 
    The whole room went silent; the working bots came to a halt and all tinkering stopped. Everyone else stood at attention. Airith looked around and scoffed under her breath before dragging her gaze up to the hanging balcony. It was at least ten feet above their heads and only accessible by a ladder. 
 
      
 
    “Hell, what kind of shit storm did you guys fall into? And why is the little one holding a Valdovan hand?”  
 
      
 
    Everyone looked at Isabel Rae and Airith pinched the bridge of her nose. So that was what the child had been holding all this while. The child waved the bloody part over her head and if she hadn’t had that mask on, Airith was sure she would be smiling. 
 
      
 
    “A little Valdovan souvenir. Nothing we couldn’t handle.” Rapha waved it off.  
 
      
 
    Toddboy was just as portrayed on those flashy billboards: a tall, wiry man always wearing a singlet and some trousers, with a mechanical arm and a mohawk haircut. He was flanked by two women, one more cyborg than the other. Airith knew them well, and everyone else in Sector Three did too. Toddboy’s vixens and elite guards, Luna and Sage. 
 
      
 
    Luna looked like she was ex-military and Airith zoned in on the thoracic armor she had on. She almost couldn’t believe it. Luna’s upper body was fitted with a high tier aerinite exoskeleton, the type that had to be chiseled on and locked to her spine, giving her physical parameters an absurd boost and manpower heavy enough to carry a canon blaster wherever she went. She had a weapon locked to her right elbow as well, and like a whip, she could snap it into action when she needed.  
 
      
 
    Sage was a feminine contrast to Luna. Her transparent, billowing cape clung elusively to her body and her vast mane of tangled blonde hair poured over her shoulders, mimicking her cape. Her eyes were soul-searching and deep, like the trinkets that garnished her wild locks. She was quiet one, but her eyes said a lot. 
 
      
 
    Luna’s eyes narrowed as she locked gazes with Airith. They were pure blue orbs, shaded by stray strands of her white bangs falling across her face. Airith snorted a colorful remark about the haircut. Why shave almost everything off and leave just enough to get in your face? But she sensed that Luna’s undivided attention was drawn from her unique past; a past that was well known. Airith was Mother’s superior creation and spy assassin. Back in her prime, she was sought after by every mercenary faction in Homecity, and she could see this recognition in Luna’s eyes. Airith would take her on any day and any time. 
 
      
 
    “Shall I disarm them?” Luna’s tone was curt and cold, her eyes never leaving Airith’s, and her lids twitched. Her subtle aggression was met by Airith’s pursed smile, and their gaze only broke when Toddboy responded. 
 
      
 
    “No worries, darling. They’re not that stupid. I hope.” He smirked wildly as a puff of smoke billowed from his beard, where tubes ran from suction incisions in his neck. That led Airith to retrieve old info she had almost discarded: rumors that Toddboy preserved his real lungs in a cryo-tube and replaced them with artificial lungs, just because he liked to smoke but didn’t like the idea of charred dying lungs. 
 
      
 
    “Rapha. You’re a sight for sore eyes.” Toddboy smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well your face never looked dumber than it does now,” Rapha taunted. 
 
      
 
    “And you wouldn’t look so stupid if you didn’t have your face,” Toddboy snapped back. He was about to add something else but stopped himself. “Where are my manners? Welcome, everyone!” he announced, adjusting the dark shades he was wearing and scanning the others.   
 
      
 
    Airith searched the recesses of her memories but couldn’t recall ever seeing his eyes. She paused when she realized he was looking straight at her, and even though she couldn’t see his eyes, she could see the lines of curiosity straining across his forehead. 
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute! Is that you in flesh and blood?” He mimicked the oh-my-goodness look, with bent knees and hands clasped to the sides of his face. “I’ve seen you on TV, ages ago. Weren’t you that hot spy kid and popstar? I quote hot, ‘cause you gave me wet dreams as a teenager! Why don’t you ever bring her around?” He shot Rapha a dirty look. 
 
      
 
    “I know right?” Rapha leaned against his buddy and they both winked.  
 
      
 
    “Ew, estupido!” Her nostrils flared, signaling to Rapha and Phara that she was about to go full crazy mode. “Información personal que no quiero saber,” she hissed, the Spanish coming off her tongue like honey as she turned away from both of them. She didn’t need to see the expressions on their faces; Rapha had been clear, countless times, about how her Spanish made him feel.  
 
      
 
    “It’s like verbal pheromones, I can’t get enough,” he whispered in her ear.  
 
      
 
    “My God, what was that?” Toddboy gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Spanish, a language from one of the gone worlds. She learned it by listing to Earth radio. Hot, isn’t it?” Rapha slurred. 
 
      
 
    She just wanted Isabel Rae out of harm’s way so she could get back to the only task that mattered: killing Mother. In the corner of the room, Isabel Rae sat on a gizmo with her two Fellas hovering above her, watching mindlessly. Phara was grim to the bone, arms folded across her chest and an unflattering expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    “What is a wet dream?” Floop asked on Isabel Rae’s behalf.  
 
      
 
    “It’s when hormone-crazed morons wet the bed at night with a disgusting excuse for it, in the morning,” Phara sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t understand,” Floop said, and Isabel Rae shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “You’re pure as ice.” Phara patted her head.  
 
      
 
    “You owe me favor, Todd, you remember?” Rapha scratched his head. “Well, I need you to take care of the child for a while. He face wounds are bleeding pretty bad, so she’ll need to use one of those rejuvenation pods you’ve got.”  
 
      
 
    “Well, I hear you. What else?” Toddboy leaned against the railing, sensing something unsaid. “There’s more, isn’t there, and I think I know what it is. Think I’m stupid? How long were you planning to keep your Skyfire secret from me?” With a sudden swing, he vaulted over the railing and landed solid on two feet before them. 
 
      
 
    “What? Want to steal it off us now?” Rapha cocked his head with a smile, but Airith could see the fear in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Want to. But can’t. Takes meticulous work and delicate requirements to extract DNA-bound Skyfire. That’s a whole lot of manpower and resources I don’t have. You’re lucky, yet again, Rapha.” Toddboy grinned, arms akimbo.  
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, lucky?” Rapha’s face flushed, because everyone except the robots had understood Toddboy’s coded message. “I won those races square!” 
 
      
 
    “But not fair.” Toddboy grinned. “And now, after a year of being banned from the Death races, you crawl back, conjuring up a favor that’s long gone.” He split the distance between them with a sharp jab. Rapha dodged. “I lost good money on your head last time, Rapha. You don’t get any favors!” He followed up with a sharp knee hook, but Rapha stooped to block with his elbows. Another well-paced kick bludgeoned the side of his face and he dropped on his side. 
 
      
 
    “Urgh!” Rapha groaned, picking himself back up.  
 
      
 
    Airith knew better than to interfere; this was Toddboy’s house and they were surrounded by cyborgs and two female elite guards. Besides, if Toddboy wanted to kill them, they wouldn’t have made it here. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Yeah. My bad. I ran a hot waver last time and it cost you a lot of money. But you know I wouldn’t come back here unless I had a plan to even it out with you.” Rapha retched and spat blood. 
 
      
 
    “Spill it.”  
 
      
 
    “I want back in, on the races. There’s—”  
 
      
 
    Toddboy burst into a short fit of laughter. He swayed from side to side as he clutched himself. “Boy are you nuts? How do you think you’ll get in? Plastic surgery?” 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping you could call in that small favor Mox owes you.” Rapha grinned. The blood drained from Toddboy’s face. “Calm down. It would be worth it. You can bet on me.” He saw Toddboy’s face scrunch into a deathly scowl and continued. “Or against me, you know. But I’ll do anything to win. I need Mox to make me a hack for the Skyfire.” 
 
      
 
    Mox. The name belonged to a gambling lord, racketeer, haxxor, pimp, and lechering narcissistic sex monger who happened to have a soft side for Rapha. Rapha, on the other hand, was as straight as they came. Just saying the name made Rapha turn blue and green. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with it now?” Toddboy leaned in, walking circles around Rapha and marveling at the lustrous black beauty of his skin. 
 
      
 
    “It has a brief operational time. Fifteen minutes tops if you don’t go balls out. It was the best the Creator would do, but I’m positive Mox can do better. It’s powerful tech but it’s useless if it can’t last longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is the Creator okay with this?” Toddboy scratched his chin. “And what makes you think Mox would do it?” 
 
      
 
    Rapha chose the question he would answer. “Mox will agree to it. I’ll gamble myself. If I lose, I become his.” He gulped. 
 
      
 
    “Ho, boy!” Toddboy chuckled, taken in. “He’s going to jelly up that ass of yours.”  
 
      
 
    “You didn’t have to paint a vivid picture.” Airith rolled her eyes.  
 
      
 
    A sharp gasp next to her caught her attention, then, and Isabel Rae dropped to the floor. Life drain from Airith’s limbs. She dropped to Isabel Rae’s side immediately.  
 
      
 
    “She needs that rejuvenation pod. Now!” Phara glared at the both of them. She and Airith were on either side of Isabel Rae, with the child’s head cupped in Airith’s arms.  
 
      
 
    “Isabel Rae!” Airith gasped. Her cry was drawn and wounded, but she resisted the urge to yank off the mask to inspect her condition.  
 
      
 
    Toddboy nodded at Luna, and on cue she moved to the far side of the room, where a row of pods lined the walls. She punched in a pass code and one of the glass doors opened. Airith gathered the child in her arms and rushed her into the pod. Phara secured the child in the straps and latched her in place while Airith placed the gas mask over Isabel Rae’s head and then shut her in. They both watched the pod slowly began to fill with vitreous fluid filled with repair nanobots.  
 
      
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Phara assured her, but Airith shot her a dirty look. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll take you to Mox and I’ll vouch for you for just one reason.” Toddboy folded his arms and his signature smirk taunted them. “Knowing Mox, there’s no way he’ll let you win. He’s not going to pass up that sweet ass.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll die before that happens,” Rapha scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll be there to tear the Skyfire right off your corpse. We have a deal!” Toddboy grabbed Rapha in a sturdy handshake. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The waver hit another dune and the force rocked Rapha hard. He snapped a glare at the driver. 
 
      
 
    “Watch it, Airith! It took a shit ton of savings to get Penelope back in shape!” 
 
      
 
    She grumbled something under her breath but didn’t even glance at him, and he smiled to himself. Everything about this girl irritated and fascinated him at the same time. From the very first time he had set eyes on her, he had felt something below his belt stir. She was hot, of course, and she turned his knees to water. 
 
      
 
    “Stop staring at me,” she seethed as she steered a hard right. The ship lurched and Rapha was shoved up against the window. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, damn it, damn it, Airith!” he growled. 
 
      
 
    It was almost midnight in Homecity and the only lights as far as the eyes could see came from the twinkling stars and bright neon lights from the silk route, where millions of vehicles were en route to the Springs. Just miles from this route, sickly orange-yellow beams from the Penelope and the Katalina lit the desert sand as they travelled in the opposite direction. Toward Mox.  
 
      
 
    The waver swerved again. Rapha bit back a swear. 
 
      
 
    “What? Do you see the way Toddboy is driving the Katalina? You should be proud of me!” she retorted.  
 
      
 
    She had a point. Across from them, his Katalina was ploughing through dunes recklessly. Toddboy’s excited shriek made him cringe, but he could only sit here and fume. They were on their way to the outskirts of Sector Three, traveling the thin stretch of desert sandwiched by the desolate lands (lands littered with discarded mechanical debris). Mox’s headquarters were in one of the Creator’s old factories on the outskirts of town—a massive fang that sat atop a boulder.  
 
      
 
    “Why does this plan of yours not sit well with me?”  
 
      
 
    He heard the worry in her tone. It was subtle, gone before he could turn to see it. Her pink and purple hair haloed her face and her expression was resolute and calm, her fingers flexing expertly on the wheel. The many LED lights from the dashboard cast her in the shades of the rainbow. The light accented the fluorescent print on her bra top. RAD AS MOFONGO stood out in blue colors, bulging at AD and FON, where her breasts arched.  
 
      
 
    Rapha grinned to himself. 
 
      
 
    “Mox will kill you as soon as he sets eyes on you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be all right, babe.” He fostered the widest grin he could afford, ignoring the premonitions playing out in his head. Somewhere in his thoughts, those lecherous eyes stared, with a knowing smile that made his skin crawl. Rapha shook it off. Nope, not his ass. He slid his hand across her thigh and fondled it, loving the feel of her satin, leopard-print leggings and the squeeze of meat between his fingers. He felt the electricity of the sensation. He missed this; being alone with Airith. Luna and Sage rode solo on one of Todd’s wavers, while Phara rode with Toddboy. Poor Phara. Toddboy was talkative—a painful contrast to Phara.  
 
      
 
    He returned his attention to his woman.  
 
      
 
    “Get your hand off my thigh,” she grumbled lowly, and he almost laughed out loud. She always took a bit long to reject his gestures of affection; she would let him linger a bit, indulging him, then would stiffen like dry concrete.  
 
      
 
    He obliged, retrieving his hand and turning his attention back to the task ahead. On the dusty horizon, Mox’s fang pierced the horizon. It was growing in size as they approached. It had once been a tower, block-like and plain, made of metal and concrete. But when Mox took over, he had made some modifications. 
 
      
 
    Soon the compound’s high, barbed walls loomed in view, along with the gridlock gate that sealed off the grounds. Airith and Toddboy simultaneously brought the wavers to a jerking halt as the strobe lights atop the walls converged on them, blinding them.  
 
      
 
    “Argh, what the fuck!” Rapha yelled, reaching across to shield Airith’s eyes.  
 
      
 
    The lights dispersed suddenly, and Rapha had to blink to regain his vision.  One of the guards stationed at the gates poked his head out the window of what looked like a small room embedded in the walls. He was bald and fat-lipped, and Rapha wondered if Airith would have looked his way if he was that ugly. 
 
      
 
    “What you want?” His bark was gruff. 
 
      
 
    “Eh, Lee, it’s me. Tell Mox, I’m here. Let us through!” Toddboy hollered, and the guard’s fat head disappeared back through that small window.  
 
      
 
    Next, the grating sound of rusty cogs ground through the air. Rapha winced as the gates came apart, revealing the base of the towering complex that was collectively called the Fang.  
 
      
 
    The fat guard from before was standing in front of them, and Rapha’s eyes bulged. The man was almost nude, in tight suspenders that drew taut lines into his layers of fat, from his shoulders down over his nipples to his waist, where he wore a thong large enough to catapult a rock. His only other attire was a pair of work boots.  
 
      
 
    Rapha stared around for a moment. As far as he could see, all the guards were dressed the same! 
 
      
 
    “Take a good look, Rapha. That will be you in a bit,” Toddboy scoffed as he zoomed in. Airith followed closely behind him. 
 
      
 
    They parked the wavers at designated spots and proceeded to follow the skimpily dressed guard into the Fang. The front door led to a dimly lit hallway that later descended into a dense atmosphere clogged with body odor, Faded and Spade (two drugs being peddled in the desolate lands), sex, and deafening electronic music. Toddboy kept that shit out of his institution. 
 
      
 
    The guard pushed his way into the raving crowd and gestured for the visitors to follow. Rapha took in the scene, his scanners sweeping the room in intermittent waves and he searched for things that might be a threat: adrenaline rush, or a heartbeat too normal in a crowd like this. Rapha could feel a weird aura; he could feel invisible eyes watching, paying close attention… but thankfully not leering. If it was Mox, he would know immediately. 
 
      
 
    Toddboy took the lead with his female guards. Their eyes searched the scene as well, sifting the crowd like predators as they stayed close to their master. Rapha followed them with Airith and Phara. When they were halfway across the party, the music ceased.  
 
      
 
    Rapha instinctively grabbed Airith’s arm and backed into Phara. She was a brick wall, her eyes narrowed to slits as she sensed danger as well. Toddboy and his companions had stopped. Toddboy was looking back with that “Here we go” grimace. Luna and Sage encircled him, backs facing him, shoulders high and weapons drawn. Luna had her canon levelled and aimed and the crowd around her gasped, scrambling away. Sage had a set of retro mechanical Sais drawn, with that subtle expression still plastered on her face.  
 
      
 
    “Toddboy, you set me up?” Rapha fumed. 
 
      
 
    Toddboy shrugged. “You aren’t worth that sort of trouble.”  
 
      
 
    Suddenly a blinding burst of light struck them from above. Rapha flinched, shielding his eyes and tightening his grip on Airith. To the left of his disoriented vision, he could see the sickly glow of Phara’s indigo just as he heard the unmistakable rush of metal boots. It was his cue; he reached within to stir the rage that activated his Skyfire. The electricity rippled through him, but only for a moment. Then something ploughed into him, hitting him square in the chest and knocking his lungs clean of air before the hard slap of the metal floor against his back. He struggled to understand what had just happened. 
 
      
 
    It was Toddboy. “Don’t move! Trust me, you don’t want to use Skyfire here. You’ll barely last five minutes against Mox’s horde, not to mention you’ll be alerting every warlord as far as Sector One!” Toddboy yelled into his ear. He was a dense weight over Rapha, pinning every atom in his body down.  
 
      
 
    It surprised Rapha. It had to be some sort of tech. 
 
      
 
    “My! What’s happening here?” A sing-song voice cried out.  
 
      
 
    Rapha cringed, but not as much as Toddboy, who got off him, dusting himself off. Rapha picked himself up as well, becoming aware of at least a hundred muzzles pointed at them from all angles, including one inches from Airith and Phara’s faces. His limbs went weak, especially when he saw that fire in Airith’s eyes and the glint of the light bouncing off her slowly unfolding blade. 
 
      
 
    “Airith!” His sudden outburst was the cue she needed, and her sword slid through the air. Rapha dashed for the goon nearest to him but lost his footing as a stunning force jerked him up away from the ground. His eyes rolled in their sockets; his mind unable to orient itself as he became weightless.  
 
      
 
    “What the fu—” His voice came out raspy and small as his throat tightened, and he was suddenly unable to breathe. All around him, he saw the others. They were floating as well; human balloons being watched by Mox’s minions. They laughed and cheered, all apparently understanding what was happening except him and the others. 
 
      
 
    “Toddbuoy!” A man’s sing-song voice flew through the air. It was Mox’s way of pronouncing his name, although it irritated Toddboy to his limits. “Don’t tell me you’ve taken interest in my little buoy!” Mox sang, spreading his arms on the platform that floated down to them.  
 
      
 
    Always so grand and stupid, Rapha thought. 
 
      
 
    “Put us down!” he screamed, though he couldn’t hear his own voice. The blood roared in his ears and scattered electric impulses from his own hardware rippled through him. It had to be some sort of magnetic field; it was scrambling him.  
 
      
 
    “You don’t call the shots, bae, but don’t worry, this time you can have your way!” Mox clapped excitedly and the invisible line snapped, and his face smashed into the cold metal floor.  
 
      
 
    Slowly, he felt cognition return to his body. He sucked in air, swallowing and filling his lungs.  
 
      
 
    “Airith,” Rapha coughed, forcing himself back onto his knees and sweeping a wild gaze about him. Airith and Phara still floated a few feet above his head, trapped in the magnetic haze that he had just fallen from. Toddboy and his companions stood to the side, untouched, with that stupid smirk on Toddboy’s face. 
 
      
 
    “You sure you didn’t set me up, Toddboy?” Rapha drew a tired laugh. 
 
      
 
    Toddboy chuckled. “Trust me, you’d know. Enough now, Mox. We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha cast a desperate gaze up at a paralyzed and wide-eyed Airith; she looked like a ragdoll that had been run over by a truck. Her hair was a tangled mess and trails of blood trickled from the right side of face. He could see the dark liquid vibrating from the electric frenzy. 
 
      
 
    “Argh!” Rapha sounded like a wounded elf, shooting a glare at Mox. “You did this!” He wheezed and coughed as he struggled to stand straight up. Mox had to be the tallest man in the room, with long lithe limbs clad in a tailored leather jacket, worn over black singlet and red satin trousers—or maybe leggings, because they looked too tight, leaving a strained, uncomfortable bulge where his man parts had to be. Rapha tore his gaze away from that. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck is this pretty little duck doing back at my house?” Mox’s beady eyes strobed Rapha’s full length, absorbing every inch. It made Rapha’s skin crawl. “Such art, carved in ripped but delicate lines.” He pictured Rapha with both hands, his fingers fluttered and his eyes narrow. “My crotch is ensnared by your vines.”  
 
      
 
    His smile crept across his face in an uncomfortable sight. Everything about the man was uncomfortable, from his melodramatic expressions to the clothes, to the ridiculous hairstyle. His hair was slicked to into a mohawk in the center, which he dyed gold, a contrast to his otherwise black hair. The only cool thing about Mox was the weapon he carried around, disguised as a staff, though everyone knew better. The electromagnetic field was just one of its perks. 
 
      
 
    “Unless you’re here to unharden my dill, I will allow your blood to spill, so either you better suck it or let me fuck it!” He grinned, showing his serrated metal teeth. It was a grin that was etched in Rapha’s memories. A shudder rattled him, and his butt cheeks squeezed shut.  
 
      
 
    “How did that sound? Did you record that? I want to listen to it later!” Mox clapped at a stout guard next to him—one of his nude soldiers, armed to the teeth with ammo straps and a machine gun. 
 
      
 
    “No, this would sound better. You are not allowed here, my friend.” He snapped a finger at Rapha seriously. “Unless it is to give up that rear end.” He winked. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking perv,” Rapha hissed. “It’s never going to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Crush? Hush! It’s more of an obsession. Your face comes in handy during a masturbation session!” He chuckled, his other hand demonstrating what he meant as his voice built from a soft lilting tone. “Now, since you’re back here causing a fight, I’ll send eight friends to beat you down right. I would come down there and join the fun, but that’s petty; and just look at my jawline.” His free hand swept under his chin. “I’m too goddamn pretty!”  
 
      
 
    Rapha saw the men who were coming for him before they arrived. One was closer, and he swung wide, giving Rapha enough room to dodge and place a knee to his crotch. He toppled like a sandbag. Another rushed him, his swing sharp. It caught Rapha in the shoulder and the shock almost paralyzed him, but for only a second. He shielded with his arm and absorbed another powerful blow, the gizmos in his body rattled. He grabbed the asshole with a rage and smashed his metal forehead into his face. The man crashed hard. Another blow struck Rapha in the knee, and his own scream shocked him. He went down hard. Another beat down volleys into his back. Grasping to stop the ambush, Rapha grabbed the closest leg with both arms, summoning all the energy left in his mechanical arms, and flicked his wrists. The crack of bone was a sickening sound that almost drowned out the man’s piercing scream.  
 
      
 
    Four down, but he had to get out from under them or he was dead. He moved to escape, but a heavy stomp knocked him flat on this stomach. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let him grab you, break his fucking arms!” One screamed, giving Rapha an idea. He was brawler of course, and his best weapons were his fists, not to mention the mechanical boots. He swept low and knocked one off his feet, then rolled to the side, barely escaping two stomps. And he was in the clear. There were three standing and the one he knocked down was getting back up. He raised his fists and bared his fangs. This was a good time for a cheeky retort, but instead, a caution warning blinked to the side of his vision. His batteries where running low. His arms would be utterly useless in the rest of this fight.  
 
      
 
    “Finish him! So later I can garnish him!” Mox jumped up and down, excited.  
 
      
 
    “Not in this life!” Rapha eyed a familiar weapon that was floating directly above him in an electric haze. It was going to hurt, but it would be worth it. He lunged into the air just as one of the goons rushed him. The electricity lanced through him like a knife. His fingers grasped the hilt of the sword and froze there, as the rest of his body dropped like concrete. He barely felt the pain of the fall, but his body groaned as feeling returned to him. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t fuck up or I’ll fuck each and every one of you!” Mox growled.  
 
      
 
    That sent lightening back to Rapha’s limbs. He grabbed the sword just as a leg swung for his face. He caught it with one hand and rammed the pommel of the sword into the man’s crotch. His scream was short-lived as Rapha knocked him out with a back kick. Quick movement in the corner of his view made him react with a slash, and blood splattered over his face as another went down. The remaining two cowered a few feet from him, exchanging nervous glances and eyeing their batons. Rapha smirked, until one of the batons clattered to the ground and the man reached for what was visibly the butt of a gun. Rapha made quick work of the space between them before he could draw, the blade flew out, and blood spurted. The man went down, clutching at his neck, his blood seeping in between his fingers. The other baton clattered as Rapha turned to the last one, whose scrawny legs quivered. He had his hands up.  
 
      
 
    “That’s enough!” Mox yelled. “I’m going to fuck you rough.” He pointed menacingly at the last goon standing. Simultaneously, two men from the crowd grabbed the last man. The poor guy was vibrating from the terror.  
 
      
 
    Rapha tried not to imagine how the rest of his day would play out. Rapha turned his attention back to Mox. 
 
      
 
    “Let them go! Now!” he growled. Mox grinned wide. 
 
      
 
    “I love it when you’re all riled up and pesky; I’ll have you jellied up and perky.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut the fuck up, let them go!” He cast a worried glance at Airith, who was almost pale now. 
 
      
 
    Mox sighed and waved his staff like a wand. The electric haze disappeared, and Phara and Airith dropped with a thud. Rapha rushed to Airith’s side.  
 
      
 
    “Babe, you okay?” He cradled her head.  
 
      
 
    Airith’s eyes fluttered, her skin was almost gritty to the touch. For a moment, Rapha’s heart stopped. But then she shot her eyes wide open. They rolled around, confused, before focusing on Rapha. Instantly, something warm and sticky blinded Rapha’s left eye. Airith was up and out of his hands before he could react, slowly wiping off the mess from his face. 
 
      
 
    “Why the fuck did you let him do that to us?” Her rage was directed at Rapha, but she was glaring heatedly at Mox, who basked in the attention. 
 
      
 
    “So feisty! I see why you took interest in her, little duck. But nevertheless, you are mine to fuck!” Mox shook his head naughtily. “Make them follow me to my chambers.” Mox waved a hand as he turned and sashayed away, head tossed and shoulders raised, with his stout guard following closely. 
 
      
 
    A fresh set of men loomed from the spectating crowd. This time, the sizzle from their tasers told Rapha they meant business. He recognized one of the guards—the fat bald one from the gates.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, Rapha. This way.” Toddboy nodded toward the other end of the room, where a curtained door stood. He paced toward it with Luna and Sage closely following. Airith yanked her sword from Rapha as she walked past, her movements twisting his wrist, and he felt the strain in the circuitry of his prosthetic. It sent a sharp scream up the nerves in his elbow. The sword fell loose from his grip. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t ever use my weapon again,” she murmured.  
 
      
 
    “Chill, just borrowed it.” He grimaced, rubbing his wrist. 
 
      
 
    “Move!” One of the guards poked the air, inches from Phara.  
 
      
 
    Her eyes shot daggers. She looked like a different kind of rag doll, like a Chinese marionette, weathered and abused. Her hair was tangle in puffs and tufts like she had lost her mind.  
 
      
 
    “Get back. Your taser doesn’t scare me!” Rapha raised his shoulders and satisfaction washed over him when he saw them flinch an inch away. “Come on, Phara.” He lent her a hand, but she scowled and stepped past him.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not second choice, you know,” she grumbled.  
 
      
 
    Rapha shook his head. Whatever that meant; sometimes she talked in riddles and puns and Rapha could only wonder if she had lost a few screws up in those mountains, locked away and reciting five hundred stanzas of the soul mantra. The women in his life were all complicated.               
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Mox’s lair was an underground dungeon that led further down to into a dense, red-lit atmosphere. Red beams scattered over the walls and the windows to small cubicles that contained nude women and men alike, skimpily clad in atrocious outfits that didn’t look comfortable, demonstrating vivid sexual activity.  
 
      
 
    A trio caught Rapha’s eye as he lagged behind after the others. Wait, was that the triadtops position? 
 
      
 
    “Move!” The ever-distracting guard behind him threatened with the live end of his glowing stick.  
 
      
 
    “Huh, you ain’t shit,” Rapha retorted, and idly caught the hot glare of Airith. He tore from their contact to stare absentmindedly at the nearest wall, his face burning red. At the end of the explicit display was a steel door that rose high above their heads. Mox better not be taking them to his bedroom. Rapha squirmed on his feet. The leading guard stepped forward and a pressure plate pressed into the ground under his weight. The metallic clicking of manual mechanics ushered the opening of the doors, gradually revealing what looked like the grand hall of the brothel. Spiral poles ran from the grounds to the ceilings as nude women did pole dances, flashing generous, plastic perfection in all shapes and sizes. Rapha’s eyes bulged. The song playing in the background was lewd and slow, and in the center of it all sat a long-legged man with a glass of wine in one hand. 
 
      
 
    “Come in, dears, and take off all your wears,” he said pointedly in Rapha’s direction. Rapha cringed and unconsciously stepped closer to Airith. She snapped a glare at him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had just about enough of your singing bullshit, Mox,” Toddboy spat. “Talk normal. I know you’re curious as to why I brought him. I’ll save you the energy. We want in on your death races.” Toddboy idly found his way to a chair opposite from where Mox sat. Luna and Sage positioned themselves closely behind him, one on either side, both tense, hands hovering over their weapons, eyes alert and Toddboy basking in between. Rapha felt off about that. In a way, he and Toddboy both shared the same circumstance—two women on either side—and yet the focal point of this relationship was reversed in both situations. The envy tanged in his mouth like an off taste. 
 
      
 
    “You’re that Mox right?” Airith suddenly asked out the blue. Rapha stared in her direction. “You know, the one that brought down the Glitch, made it accessible to all and uprooted Mother’s link in the older generations? It’s you, right?” Airith cocked her head slight, watching intently, and Rapha sensed that she was probing for information before the kill. It was a usual Airith thing: confirmation before elimination, like back in her prime days when she had worked under Mother.  
 
      
 
    Mox cast a lecherous grin her way. His eyes travelled wildly all over, lingering far too long in areas he had no business eyeing. Rapha stepped forward, blocking his view and threatening him with a vivid scowl. 
 
      
 
    “Relax now, babe, you'll have your turn.” Mox winked. “And to answer your question!” He popped onto his feet and spun a full 360 in the spotlight that beamed suddenly from nowhere. “Yes, my love. It is I, the Mox. The mole in the foundations of this consolidated evil, slowly working like a worm in the dark, chipping away at the concrete that keeps this shithole standing. I’ve got not just brains, but something big with throbbing veins! You are welcome. Etch this memory to mind. You may have to tell your great grandchildren about this meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut your yapper,” Toddboy sighed. “About the races…”  
 
      
 
    The rolling of drums and chorus of cymbals and trumpets broke the atmosphere. It was a loud rehearsal from one of the greatest on-air adverts of all time. Rapha knew every tune and word from the old song, and it came from the large holoscreen that hovered at the end of the room. It drew everyone’s attention in that moment, as a tall, dark-haired girl in a swimsuit tried on the latest technology of that time. They called it Mother’s eye, a neural implant at the nape of the neck. A device made to brainwash Homecity citizens and take them away from reality to where a modulated artificial personality impersonated Mother and whispered soothing coos to the citizens in their daily dilemma. In other words, a direct link to God.  
 
      
 
    The tech had become obsolete when the Mother wars began. It was scrapped faster than Rapha could flip a pancake. However, the girl in that ad was still alive, only now she had pink in her hair, and carried around death in the form of a sword and a grudge so heavy it squelched her will to express her emotions. Well, except anger.  
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you that TV child? The one that was absolutely everywhere? On TV, on the radio, in fucking ads on every viewable platform. What was your name again? Oh, don’t tell me. I’ve listened to a million songs about you and by you that nailed your name in the recesses of my mind, Airith,” Mox snarled, swaying his hips at every pause.  
 
      
 
    Airith’s expression didn’t so much as flinch; she was used to people gushing over her once they realized who she was, but there was something off about the way Mox was looking at her. There was no reverence or adoration in his tone. It was mocking and disrespectful. Did he know? How much? 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mox.” Airith offered a taunting smile.  
 
      
 
    “As well as you, mademoiselle.” Mox curtsied. “Now, you want in on my races, as Toddboy has already enlightened me.” Mox turned to Rapha with a hooded smile. “You forget you were banned?” 
 
      
 
    “You know I won those races square!” Rapha puffed. 
 
      
 
    “But not square,” Mox and Toddboy echoed.  
 
      
 
    Rapha beat back a retort, took a deep calming breath, and made his proposal. “Okay. So, here’s how it’s going to go. I want to race your best racers again. I want to get Toddboy the shitload of money I owe him. You want to fuck me.” He tried to ignore the glint in Mox’s radiating glare but knew Mox would not resist. He just needed to make it convincing. “So, let’s have a deal to sort it all out. I race your best racers to the finish line. If I lose, you have me, if I’m not killed during the race. I’ll be your personal ding-dong boy, I’ll wear the chains, the strings, the straps, everything. Hell, you could get a piece of this, all day, every day!” Rapha bopped his ass and smacked a butt cheek, gritting his teeth at the vivid pictures of the consequence in his mind.  
 
      
 
    The excitement made Mox rattle. The pervert loved it; he loved being offered to.  
 
      
 
    “Toddboy’s 90 percent sure I’ll lose. So, he’s betting against me. Plus, he gets to take Skyfire if I die in the race.” Rapha sighed. Toddboy raised a glass. 
 
      
 
    “Did you say Skyfire?” Mox ogled.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, the weapon of the ancients, I said that.” Rapha sighed. 
 
      
 
    “No, Skyfire. Did you say that?” Mox was trembling. His grin had carved a horseshoe into his face, his eyes popping from their sockets and the delirium dancing in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “You do know it’s the weapon of the ancients, right?” Phara sighed and plopped down onto a seat.  
 
      
 
    Here we go, Rapha thought. The mad hysteria in people’s eyes when they heard that word. 
 
      
 
    “I need you to hack my Skyfire, Mox,” Rapha included.  
 
      
 
    “Where is it? I don’t see it!” His voice was a raging growl as he took two quick strides that cut the space between them.  
 
      
 
    “Stay the fuck back,” Airith snapped.  
 
      
 
    The tip of her sword pinched the bulb of Mox’s Adam’s apple. Mox’s stout guard rushed forward but Mox raised his free hand. His bulging eyes slowly turned to her and Rapha saw his fingers flex around his staff.  
 
      
 
    “All I need do is push and it’ll be horror scene in here,” Airith said, pushing slightly farther until the blade’s pointy end was slowly disappearing into skin.  
 
      
 
    Mox never took his gaze off her. “Relax.” He stepped back suddenly. “I just wanted to run a diagnostic.” He shook his head while rubbing at his neck, smearing a small trickle of blood, then touched a panel on the staff. Its dome-shaped handle disintegrated into a master drive. “May I?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay.” Rapha touched Airith’s arm lightly, making her lower her weapon. He stepped forward and turned his back to Mox, then lowered his head. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, just like that,” Mox whispered as his tapering fingers searched the nape of Rapha’s neck. “But for future purposes, I like them bent over, okay?”  
 
      
 
    Rapha cringed at Mox’s touch. The other man’s fingers found a concealed hatch that opened to a universal plug-in.  
 
      
 
    “Here, we go.” Mox plugged his staff in. “You see? Harmless.” He eyed Airith with unspoken intentions. A holoscreen projected from his artificial iris in front of him. Strings of coding and circuit maps where all everyone could see. Mox was silent. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Rapha pried.  
 
      
 
    “What am I hacking?” Mox’s tone was calm and distant, almost as if he was a different person.  
 
      
 
    Rapha resisted the urge to turn and look. “I need its operational time to last more than fifteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, honey. I only need five with you.” There he was, the pervert had returned. 
 
      
 
    “I’m talking about the Skyfire!” Rapha shook.  
 
      
 
    “Well, may I ask why you need this?”  
 
      
 
    “To kill Mother,” Rapha seethed. Somewhere in the depths of his locked past, a memory stirred, a memory of groaning nerves and brittle bones. He almost sniffed. 
 
      
 
    “Now, why would you go and do that, sugar tits?” Mox feigned a sigh, with the back of his hand over his forehead. “Oh, my sex stallion, it seems none of you know.” He grinned malevolently as he tossed his leer around, sweeping over everyone. 
 
      
 
    “Know what?” Airith snarled. 
 
      
 
    “According to this line of code…” Mox pointed as if they could understand. “All of you are connected to Mother. Meaning if she dies, you all die, my caramel fairies.” His grin widened. 
 
      
 
    The silence that followed was as blank as the faces in that room besides Mox. He reveled in it. 
 
      
 
    Rapha broke it. “The Creator.” His voice was hollow, and his words strained, like he choked on every word. “He never told us.” Airith palmed the hilt of her sword threateningly, glowering down at it.  
 
      
 
    “Well that’s because the Creator didn’t add this patch. And might I add, his technique is amateurish. I spotted this part like a tree in plain day. He tried to mask it and I’m quite surprised the Creator didn’t see it, but I’ve traced the signature IP address back to the Kentilan Palace grounds, and this address is unique for Kentilan Intelligence. Only high-ranking officials would have had such access to these quantum computers.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know what a royal IP address looks like?” Airith snapped. She was starting to vibrate, and Rapha felt the urge to step closer and take her hand. Her quest for revenge was coming to a futile end.  
 
      
 
    “Honey, I know because I know. I’m the mogul of the desolate lands. I have my sources.” He winked at her. “I need your further compliance.” Mox said, pulling his staff out. Rapha grimaced, rubbing at the spot of the plug-in; that was going to itch for days. 
 
      
 
    “Here.” Mox stepped toward the large screen that took up one wall of the room. He touched something on his staff and just as Rapha suspected, the wall began to shift, slowly being replaced by a workstation concealed within. Screens flicked and scrolled with streams of coding. A metal table rose from the ground, it was hooked to the massive work console. 
 
      
 
    “Lay here.” Mox gestured. Rapha obeyed. Mox plugged in a few more cables. Rapha didn’t understand why it was necessary at that point, especially as he wasn’t going to hack the Skyfire yet. 
 
      
 
    “Ah,” Mox gasped as the data mainstreamed.  
 
      
 
    Rapha saw Toddboy’s photo, with a volume of text beside it, as well as Airith’s, then Isabel Rae’s. Below the screen, a meter slowly filled up, downloading. 
 
      
 
    “You mother fucker!” Rapha bolted upright. The cords yanked free. 
 
      
 
    “Well, would you look at that. Miss TV star has secrets.” Mox grinned widely at Airith.  
 
      
 
    “I will stomp you to death!” Rapha raged, jumping off the table and straight into an uppercut from Mox’s guard. He toppled back onto the table, clutching his jaw. “Ow! Fuck you, Mox.” 
 
      
 
    “You will.” Mox chuckled, but all his attention was on Airith.  
 
      
 
    She flinched as she turned to Rapha. They both knew that Mox knew. Rapha picked himself back up, imposing his full height, but the guard stepped in his way. His expression was grim.  
 
      
 
    “What is this fuss about?” Toddboy sighed, obviously bored, and swirled his glass. It was almost empty. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Toddboy. It seems you don’t know. I bet all your friends don’t know, either, Airith.” Mox shook his head, feigning that sigh again. 
 
      
 
    Airith could feel the heated gaze of everyone in the room. Even Phara was slowly taking interest. “If you have something to say, come out with it. Don’t waste my time,” she forced in a bold tone. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I just read through Rapha’s memories and realized you were and still are Mother’s puppet. You are a trained assassin, built for Mother’s bidding.” Mox burst into shrill laughter. 
 
      
 
    “What are you mouthing off about?” Toddboy grimaced. His gaze had not left Airith. He also had a bean to pick with Mother. Like Rapha, he was amongst the rejects. 
 
      
 
    “I always wondered why you became a child star. You obviously had no real talent, but there you were, Mother’s pawn, a decoy disguised in starlight, put in plain sight to perpetuate her killings. How many Parliament ministers did you kill Airith?” Mox cocked his head. “Merely curious.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Mox.” Rapha was mostly worried about Toddboy’s reaction. The man hated Mother just as he did. All of a sudden, his doting fancy for Airith had vanished, replaced by sulking hate. 
 
      
 
    But Airith’s silence only urged Mox on. “Or how many Kentilan was it? Don’t make me pull up your file again. The download was interrupted but I think I got enough.” He laughed, as a holoscreen popped up before him. “Ah, here we are. I must say, I do give you props for your style of execution.” He paused. “Writing stylus to the throat, always left “Rad as Mofongo” playing on the stereo at the crime scene,” Mox stated, sounding like an electronical device.  
 
      
 
    Luna snorted something under her breath. Airith snapped a glare in her direction and for a moment, the two women conducted a war with their eyes. Mox grinned at the print on Airith’s top. Rapha edged closer to Airith, blocking his view. 
 
      
 
    “We’re here because of me, so let’s get back to that, you asshole,” Rapha grumbled, and eyed Toddboy.  
 
      
 
    Toddboy suddenly put on a smile and rose from his seat. He sauntered over to Airith and Rapha, and said softly, “We’ll talk about this later.” Turning to Mox, he continued, “Rapha’s right, Mox. Do what you want with that info but that’s not what we’re here for.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” Mox waved. “I will let you race one more time. But you’ll lose. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    “In your dreams,” Rapha scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t use either the Penelope or Katalina. I will give you a wave racer of my choosing.”  
 
      
 
    Mox chuckled as the color drained from Rapha’s face. His two wavers were customized to his taste, accommodating his prosthetic left foot, which resembled a clamp instead of a foot. 
 
      
 
    “If you win, deal. Do you agree?” 
 
      
 
    “How am I guaranteed you won’t rig the craft you give me?” 
 
      
 
    “You will personally inspect if before the race. What do you say Rapha, deal?”   
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIERRA AVE 
 
      
 
      
 
   A irith was the first one out of the Mox’s chambers.  
 
      
 
    “Where does she think she’s going?”  
 
      
 
    She heard the raw edges of vocal cords that had seen hell, rusted and stern. Airith subconsciously knew who had spoken although she had never heard Luna speak before. Her limbs still groaned from the debilitating shock of Mox’s earlier stunt and her legs shook beneath her weight, but that was nothing compared to having her past slapped in her face out of nowhere. No one had known her skeletons except Rapha.  
 
      
 
    Airith turned to face the other woman. The tenacity was a crimson in Luna’s eyes; in a way, those eyes mirrored Airith’s. It was perhaps the only thing common between them. Hatred had dwelt long enough in Airith’s heart. She knew it like the cracked labyrinth of skin on the back of her palms. It had become her. 
 
      
 
    “Tired of the pissing-off contest? Are you truly going to challenge me now?” Her sword was at the ready, and she could feel it pulsing with her own rage. She didn’t know what fueled the fire in her opponent’s eyes, but she didn’t care. Luna was just another marker in her way, possibly another reject that could never get close enough to Mother to get revenge. 
 
      
 
    It took one stride for Luna to squelch the air between them and hover a good five inches over Airith. This made Airith smirk; she had cut down much taller.  
 
      
 
    “Luna. Stop.” It was Toddboy.  
 
      
 
    Luna’s shoulders dropped quickly, and she stepped away, but her eyes never left Airith. 
 
      
 
    “Now, Toddboy, I know what you’re going to say…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the last time I put my ass out for you. Your girlfriend’s THE ASSASIN, and you don’t even tell me? Gee, what else? Do we even know if she’s truly with the Creator now?” Toddboy spat, shutting Rapha up. 
 
      
 
    “She’s absolutely with the Creator now. And so am I. Our sole goal is to kill Mother, and she wants it too, more than anyone else in this place,” Phara said calmly. It was creepy how she always remained in the background—a figure not specifically noted but very important.  
 
      
 
    “Gee, thanks, human torch.” Phara’s response shook Airith, made her skin pimple all over, but Airith immediately shook it off. “Well, since no one has the balls to break free of their dog chains and challenge me,” Airith said pinpointedly in Luna’s direction, “I’ll go back up to that lousy party and see what liquor they’re selling.” She snorted, careful to guard her underlying relief at not being further questioned about her past, and left, listening closely behind her.  
 
      
 
    No one was following her. Her heart settled. She couldn’t bear to face them, having to see the distrust growing in their eyes.  
 
      
 
    The tunnel of displayed desires came up to the elevator that brought her back to the airtight vacuum that was the party. The loud music scraped at her ears, and she shut her hearing down. She didn’t need to hear anything. She just needed a drink and a good night’s crash. She recalled Mox saying something about where they could spend the night, but she could barely comprehend anything coming out of the dimwit’s mouth, especially after the big expose. All she could see was her past in his lecherous eyes.  
 
      
 
    She stopped at the edge of the raving crowd, seeing swinging arms, whipping hair, sweat-glistening bodies, and the madness, the madness of the song reverberating in their eyes and bodies. She didn’t want to be in the midst of all that; the last thing she needed in that moment was body contact. Her body was twitchy all over, and emotions roiled underneath her skin, mostly anger and helplessness. She felt desecrated, hanging up there in the air, unable to do anything; and Mox had only done that with a flick of a finger. She flexed her fingers tightly around the hilt of her sword. He would get his, that Mox.  
 
      
 
    She almost wished Luna had challenged her to a fight as she picked her way around the dancing horde, edging toward the large alcove into one end of the room where liquor cannisters were stacked ceiling high behind a glowing counter. She wasn’t naïve enough to think she could have defeated Luna; ex-elite soldiers were wrought for war. The scars she’d glimpsed from under Luna’s armor weren’t there for show, and the blaster she carried around was only a part of her because she had paid dearly for it with the loss of an arm. Elite soldiers were expendable units in the Kentilan army, only employed for suicide missions. Luna was a relic of a chaotic past in the history of the Kentilan Empire. Airith knew this well because she had been a child assassin then, and most of her targets had been Kentilan diplomats seeking solace over the barrier of Homecity. 
 
      
 
    “A cup of desert rat.” She sat on one of the vacant stools as she flicked a coin at bartender. The robot behind the counter caught it with the flick of its wrist. It was a tall muscle of scrap and bolts, a chunky contraption put together with incongruent parts. One of the cheap-tier models; effective service, just not great in looks. After all, no one found love at the bar, these days. The human attendants had all been replaced with artificial intelligence, to ensure micromanagement and accountability.  
 
      
 
    The bot whirred and rustled about behind the counter, coming up with a glass and a bottle of the grog. He upturned it and hazel pellets rattled into the glass. It swiped up the cup and held it under a tap. Water gushed into the glass, just enough to fill a quarter of it.  
 
      
 
    Airith raised the glass to her chin. It was cold to the touch as she watched the pellets fizz to life, and bubbled gas raced to the surface in a frenzy, popping when it came in contact with the air and giving off the pungent smell that hit home at the nape of her neck. The tingles ran down her spine. She downed the glass, the acidic drink burning its way down and leaving a silkiness in its wake. It wasn’t the sensation she was after, but rather the side effect that came later. Her head began to float but never took off, like a hot air balloon held steadfast, just drifting in the breeze, filled with nothing but air. Just blank. She lived for her moments with this drink, and yet the feeling came with disadvantages, like the many other sensations around her that became so much louder! 
 
      
 
    Like the throbbing of the loud music. It was a churned, jarring noise pressing all around her, its jagged points scratching the edges of her consciousness. She felt the splintering of the wooden counter under fingers and the rubbery squelch of the cushion under her ass. Sadly, the side effect of the drink didn’t last long, and after just a few minutes she could feel herself floating back down. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, sassy.” She felt the unmistakable grope of strong, tapering fingers. They squeezed hard into her butt cheek, squirming for the feel. The intensity of the sensation grew as her reflexes slowly returned to her. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I think she likes it,” the voice snickered. Thin and shrill.  
 
      
 
    The man flexed harder, digging into her flesh and she turned slowly, with a big smirk. Finally, a fight. 
 
      
 
    He was a gaunt fella in ragged shorts and a T-shirt, thrift wear from the scrapyards. Airith was almost disappointed. His beard was a bushy tendril that enveloped half his face and yet his teeth shone yellow as the bulb above their heads, revealing that glint of lust in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “You’re a dirty one, ain’t ya? I can tell.” He leaned in, his breath rasping at her face, stale with the cheapest grog there was, gringo.   
 
      
 
    “Same way I knew you’re a cheap one.” Airith’s fingers wound round the hilt of her sword, strapped to her other side, facing away from the man. The insult darkened his features, and his hand froze. “But don’t worry, I don’t care.” She grinned, and hope brightened his face again. “Just for tonight, you’ll fucking do!” Her movement was a sudden jerk, an up thrust that slammed the hilt of her sword into his chin, and she relished the crack of bone as he toppled backwards into his companion. They both went down. 
 
      
 
    “I will castrate you!” Airith saw red as her sword came to life in her grasp, the buzzing from the radioactive edge humming, a resonance that drowned out the panic from the surrounding crowd. Her suitor was just before her, trembling at the sight of her blade, blood trailing from the side of his mouth, his companion scrambling from reach. Airith raised her sword. 
 
      
 
    “Airith?” The voice was familiar. “Airith!” Rapha grabbed her arm as his face loomed into view. His eyes were seedy and wary, the eyes a trainer gave his stray pet.  
 
      
 
    She hated that, hated Rapha trying to rein her in all the time. She flung his arm off.  
 
      
 
    “Airith, did you see the dildo tattoo burned into the side of that man’s face? That’s Mox’s signature. You don’t want to kill him. Especially not here, in Mox’s house.” He touched her shoulder gingerly, eyes boring into hers.  
 
      
 
    Airith followed his gesture to the cowering man before her. Fair enough, there was a small black scar carved into the side of his face. It had looked like nothing at first sight, but it really was shaped like a dildo.  
 
      
 
    “Another glass of desert rat, please,” Rapha said to the bot behind the counter, who immediately went to work. “What are you still doing, get out of here.” Rapha snapped at the man.  
 
      
 
    He scrambled off into the crowd and Airith seethed as she put her sword hilt back. She plopped back down onto her seat as the watchers gradually melded back into the background. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t try to reassure me, Rapha. I like it this way. At least now they know what I am. I don’t have to feel insecure. I can face the apprehension head on.” Airith snatched up the new glass and downed its contents. Her thoughts skipped back to Mox’s big reveal. The desperation hit her like cold water, and she trembled. 
 
      
 
    “What if we can’t kill that bitch, Rapha? What then? Everyone dies if she dies! You do know she’s putting together another plan. I can feel it.” Her hand jerked steadily but she kept them on the counter in front of her. “How is that possible? How can I still fill her? I thought the Glitch abolished her effect on her children. So why?” Airith hung her head, as the tingles came again, loosening the knots that kept her head on. “Oh wow, this never gets old, you should try it.” Airith drifted. 
 
      
 
    “Quick, a glass for me!” Rapha snapped at the bot. It whisked up another glass in half the time it took for Airith’s ecstasy to stay afloat, so as she floated back down, Rapha was going back up.  
 
      
 
    She watched his eyes roll back into his head. “I almost forgot why you… like… this… drink… so…” He was adorable in that moment, a boy trying to play catch-up to his sweetheart. But that didn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    “You do know we have to get to the Creator. This changes everything.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeeeaaaaah.” She could see him coming back to her. “But we need the hack first. Vidmantas and his morons could be anywhere.” Rapha sighed. “Two more glasses plea—” 
 
      
 
    “No. This is serious,” Airith said, unable to make her voice as strong as she wanted it. Her nerves were still rattled from her last drink. She needed the ecstasy, but she also needed a solution.  
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Rapha summoned all the seriousness he could muster. “We win the race tomorrow; we get the hack. That way we can face Mother head on. We arm ourselves to the teeth, and then!” Rapha snapped a finger between them. Airith’s soul and body focused on it. “Then we throw the biggest party Homecity has ever seen!”  
 
      
 
    Airith blinked. 
 
      
 
    “There’d be a lot of booze, we’d make them get wasted! Then we go off to kill Mother. That way, we all have a good time before we all die.” Rapha’s grin only flourished a moment before Airith’s smack almost slammed his head into the counter. 
 
      
 
    “What is wrong with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Bad idea?” 
 
      
 
    “Worst idea I’ve ever heard. Are you even taking this seriously?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, babe.” He took her hand in his. Turned it over and trailed kisses across her palm, touching the aching spots from the brass contact with Rapha’s half-metal head. He paused to beam puppy dog eyes at her.  
 
      
 
    The heat rose in her cheeks and her thoughts stilled. How had they gotten here, again? 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got another idea.” He grinned wryly and Airith knew he was about to crack another one. “If we can’t kill her, we should take her prisoner, shut her in Phara’s COCOON for the rest of her useless days.” 
 
      
 
    The idea stirred premonitions that only fed her hunger for revenge and death. Mother trapped in an airtight box was a pleasuring thought, but Airith would much rather drive her blade into the monster. 
 
      
 
    “Airith.”  
 
      
 
    Rapha touched her chin lightly and her vision steered back to his face, taking the entirety of his looks in. Rapha wasn’t one those handsome fellows with the sparkling eyes, chiseled noses, and strong jaws; in contrast, his features were mild, except for the metal plate that centered on his forehead and chin.  
 
      
 
    “The music changed,” he whispered, drawing her attention to the change of atmosphere. The loud brass assault was gone and so was the synergism that had swept the room. Now a familiar mix of percussion drums and guitar serenaded the place, in a pulsating tempo of 128BPM, and just like her favorite drink, the music meandered into her head, stimulating signals that made her hips sway provocatively. 
 
      
 
    “Dance with me. Enough of that whore up in the ruins.” Airith moved off her seat as the synchrony of the music and her body took over and her feet obeyed. Her waist stretched as she contorted in tortuous twirls that made all eyes within a five-foot radius burn in her direction. She spun nimbly, wrapped in the rhythms that took her until she felt the enveloping heat and taut muscles of someone from behind, his hands sliding around her, slithering with every pulse of her hips, his breath bellowing hot in her ear. 
 
      
 
    “Airith,” Rapha whispered, but she responded bodily, bending over to thrust her glutes against him. He pressed hard into the crack of her ass as she ascended again. His hand squeezed her into him, and his other hand threaded through her hair as he snapped her around in one deft move. She was in his face now and she could see the inferno of sensations burning in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Airith. You’re mine,” he said, before burying his face in her neck.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Wake up.” Rapha nibbled softly at her ear lobe.  
 
      
 
    She purred in her sleep, her lids flickering and closing again, her features settling back into that motionless peace he had been absorbing for the past ten minutes. She had slept rough through the night. Her legs and arms had been everywhere, leaving little cramped space on a bed that wasn’t more than three inches thick, barely kept above ground by the rickety springs that creaked with every turn. Their surroundings were bare and filthy; the room was barely big enough for Rapha to stretch both his legs, and the beds were relics from a different world. He could tell by the flakes of metal that crumbled off the bars every time he moved. 
 
      
 
    Phara had balled herself up like a desert beetle, with her hands wrapped around her body so tight it made Rapha wince to stare long at her. He wondered if she had spent long nights of tarrying and prayer wrapped that way. Airith moved again, but not the sudden onslaught of fists and knees he had become used to at night. She turned softly and her doe eyes fluttered open. Her dark pupils gazed with an intensity, one that quickly melted the anxiety that stretched his nerves and held his eyes open through most of the night. He leaned in to kiss her. A soft peck that met no resistance, so he moved in for the kill… and his chest imploded as she shoved hard at him. He fell off the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    “We have a race to win today. We need that hack. Mother awaits me, I wouldn’t want to fall short of her expectations,” she grumbled as she propped herself up with one arm, reaching for her scabbard with the other.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning to you too.” Rapha smiled wryly.  
 
      
 
    “I intend to help you kill Mother as well. I think she’d be pleased to see me after so long.”  
 
      
 
    Phara’s sudden input startled them both. They turned to find her upright and fully aware. The moment registered with her and she tried a smirk. It was an unnatural gesture for her face. Her lips had only tried it out a few times before, and every time, they failed woefully.  
 
      
 
    “This would have been a sure win if I was using my crafts.” Rapha grimaced, wondering about his wavers; and his leg. He gazed down at the metal stump that was his left foot. His gas pedals had been modified for this cause and he had Cymaga boosts in his engines; a fail-safe that only he possessed on the track, it had never let him down. Last he had seen the Penelope and the Katalina, they had been abandoned in one of the lots outside the Fang. Mox assured him they would be safe and returned after the race, but for now they had been dragged off to an impound. The screeching of burnished metal against the asphalt, was a horror that still lingered, loud and clear.  Mox, the asshole.  
 
      
 
    “I will support you from the sidelines. I will do my best, but I fear it will not be enough. I have watched a few of these races. The life expectancy for a death race driver is an average of three minutes, the chances of making it the finish line after that, however, increase favorably.”  
 
      
 
    It was true; the first few minutes of the race were the most brutal; death row convicts from the four sectors of Homecity, armed to the teeth with high-tier tech, raving mad with lust for triumph, would be sardined into a tight race track, forced to battle it out for dibs on first place in the first three minutes of the race, the exact time needed for turbo recharge and ejection. The driver in first place at the end of this time was as good as the winner. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make the first three minutes count,” Airith hissed as she drew her sword ever so slightly, marveling at the frenzy of electrons that instantly came to life. She put the sword back. 
 
      
 
    “Wakey, wakey my darlings! It is time to shine like starlings!”  
 
      
 
    Mox’s yap got them to their feet and they all glared in the sound’s direction. A holoscreen projected from nothing onto the walls, and Mox sat with his legs crossed and his staff in one hand, chuckling through the visual at them. 
 
      
 
    “How is he seeing us? How?” Airith’s eyes searched the room. There was nothing out of place. 
 
      
 
    “The race is to begin in the next two hours. As soon as this feed goes off, you will follow the guards that have come to collect you. They will lead you to the garages, where you may pick any waver of your choosing for this race.” Mox curtsied grandly with a gesture of his staff. “And don’t worry, babe, they’re all prepped the way you like them, top-tier tech and armor. I think you will like your options, and I’m sure you’ll repay me grandly by giving off a good show.” 
 
      
 
    “I know a snake when I hear one,” Phara whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, darling, no one’s talking to you.” Mox rolled his eyes, then returned his full focus to Rapha. “Like I promised, you are at ease to inspect your choice for any faults, but I’ll save you the time by telling you there will be none.” He faded into the pale paint of the walls and the silence returned.  
 
      
 
    No one moved in that moment, until the chamber door slammed open, when they all flew into attack position. Just as Mox had said, two nude guards stood in their doorway, armed with semi-automatic weapons. 
 
      
 
    “Mox has need of you,” one said, stepping out of the way and gesturing with the muzzle of his gun that they should emerge. Rapha took the lead, Airith following closely behind him. They rode the elevator back up to ground level and a tunnel that led out to the back quarters of the Fang. The lowest floors of the Fang served as storage units and a circuit of cells the Mox used to store valuable merchandise, hot or cold, ranging from precious metals to oils and crafts. The guards led them to a row of garages, littered with working chop-shop robots. The abrasive grating of high-powered metal on metal sounded out in the background as mechanical arms whirred as they worked, splitting and welding crafts. The guards stopped at the end of the room, a little way from the rest of the noise, where a row of gleaming masterpieces sat finished and still latched. 
 
      
 
    “Mox wants you to choose one. Only two people can board each craft.” The first guard raised his gun, motioning at them. “You have only thirty minutes to inspect and then you must get in. You and your co-driver will be transported to Sierra Ave for the race.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha was already feasting upon the beauties. The gleam of burnished aerinite reeled him in to the first one, and instantly he knew she was the one. His fingers trailed the glassy surface, over the dips and curves of refined art. Her tapered ends and streamlined form angled perfectly for aerodynamic lift. Rapha rushed to the front of the craft and spread out his arms in the crude way he always measured for width. She was sizeable, with enough surface area to act as down force. He dropped to one knee and crawled along the length of the car, searching to confirm his findings. The craft nose-dived to a satisfying degree toward the front, having the same ground clearance as the rear, except for the raking that was styled to his taste. The calculations ran in his head; the down pull from the front and the up thrust toward the back was perfect. His heart almost stopped. Could she be the one?  
 
      
 
    “I just have to see what she’s running on first.” He got back up and peered into the waver. The dashboard was neon lit with minimalistic monitoring. His eyes probed the dash—a gear change timer, precision technology that would give him edge, a radar monitor great for targeting and reading incoming threats, heat sensors, three channel inter comms, caution displays for the engine, control panels for the ammo pods, with lasers and cannons fitted in the rear. His mind hinted it, but he refused to accept it yet; could this be Penelope and Katalina’s birth child? 
 
      
 
    He reached in and pressed a familiar button. On the sides of the waver, two cannons popped into view. Rapha went blank. These were the latest model cannons, with simple and automated targeting and less cool down, and heat tracking for better precision. A primal madness stirred in his gut. 
 
      
 
    “It’s almost as if Mox is begging me to win.” Rapha smirked. “I doubt you would have to do anything from the sidelines, Phara.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll still run out of ammo. Then. you’ll need a human gun,” Airith mused. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see this, babe?” Rapha popped another button and storage pods slid out from under the craft. A dozen rows of cannon plasma glowed sickly. “This could be a joyride for you and me, you wouldn’t have to do shit.” 
 
      
 
    “How fast can it go?”  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, what about turbo?” Phara chipped in.  
 
      
 
    Rapha peered through to the back of the interior. The boosters were usually cannisters of nitro-nuclear fuel. But he saw nothing. His excitement waned. No turbo? So, what type of engine was she running? He reached in and popped the hood. His eyes couldn’t believe it. The craft ran on a split hybrid engine, the massive monster consuming the cramped space meant for a common engine. Its monstrous conduits supplied two split chambers and Rapha felt the shivers hit his toes. He latched onto the edges of the engine and sucked in a breath. This was at least a 128-core nova engine. There was no common combustible fuel that could supply these babies, so what was she running on? His eyes traced the source to the where the fuel tank should have been. What he saw was sickly green, transparent tubes, held tight in a clean row. His eyes widened and his thoughts nulled.   
 
      
 
    “It can’t be,” Airith said over his ear. Rapha barely nodded. “People would kill if they so much as smell this on you. The race would turn to a full-out war. Mox wouldn’t just let you race with it on a platter of garmenium. It never smelt right from the beginning, but now its stinks through and through.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s right. Let’s pick another craft, one of the other vessels,” Phara advised.  
 
      
 
    Rapha spent close to ten minutes going over the remaining two options, subconsciously comparing and contrasting to the insane beauty he had set his eyes on. They came up short, miserably. 
 
      
 
    “This one. This is safer.” Airith tapped the hood of one of the other wavers, a lithe craft with average features.  
 
      
 
    Rapha gazed forlornly at the beast; he had already nicknamed her from the start and all roads still led to her. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he sauntered back over to her, ignoring the heated glaze in Airith’s stare. 
 
      
 
    “You have just three minutes more. Pick one. Now,” the guard from earlier said, almost startling them. They had forgotten the two nude men standing by and armed to the teeth. 
 
      
 
    “This one,” Rapha said, and hopped in.  
 
      
 
    “What? Are you mad?” Airith gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Airith, if we’re going to win this thing, we’re only going to do it using our best options.” Rapha shrugged, squirming to settle into the leather driver’s seat. “We can either go hard or go home, and in my case, the latter is dire. So…” He paused, hoping to convey the severity of the situation with his eyes. “Are you with me on this one?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The steady hum came through his fingers and reached his thoughts, which were empty, voiceless visions from his past; his origins from the tall towers within the ruins, the sickening cracking of his bones, and the pain. The ambience of it, the suffocating memories of the horrors he had gone through. Airith’s fingers dug into his thighs. She was sitting next to him in the co-driver’s seat and it was dark on all sides, with the only light coming from the dashboard before them and the narrow beam of light from a slit in the host vehicle.  
 
      
 
    They were being transported onto the elevated racetracks of Sierra Ave in a crawler, a large transport vehicle that crawled on cogs and wheels, grinding its path through the desolate lands. Mox used these carriers to smuggle heavy loot, cars included. Rapha didn’t like the dark. It reminded him of the cramped, airtight box he had been shipped into the dumping site. The place where Mother discarded her rejects.  
 
      
 
    As if she had read his thoughts, a soft glow of indigo filled the craft from the back. He glanced gratefully back at Phara and she nodded silently. The sudden lurch signaled that the large vehicle had stopped. The silence that followed was near-debilitating, and the darkness beckoned to them. 
 
      
 
    But then blinding light exploded from all sides, and with it, the clamoring of frenzied spectators. Their screams surrounded them, and Rapha opened his eyes to find the walls of the carrier had disappeared. They were in their race waver, on the low bed of the carrier, atop the elevated racetracks of Sierra Ave. The crowds that had gathered to watch clamored from rooftops of scrapers and complexes, and from the lower grounds, which Rapha could not see.  
 
      
 
    Sierra Ave was a race circuit that hung a hundred feet above ground level. It was in a real sense an electromagnetic field that sensitized the magnets under the wavers, keeping them level as they sped on horse-powered engines to the finish, engrossed in the onslaught of high-powered guns and lasers. The track wound around skyscrapers in the city and dipped to the subways and even deeper, to the sewers of the city. It ran along the edges of the desert beyond the outskirts of the city and ended back at the starting point in the city. The track was narrow, to ensure dangerous routes, and its sharp bends were meant to kill.   
 
      
 
    “Alright racers! You may proceed to the starting line!” Mox blared from the hovering drones capturing the live feed. His image projected onto all the scrapers surrounding the event, his tall, lithe form comprised of the many cells that ran the length of the structures. He grinned menacingly down at the event, a virtual towering giant, gesturing with his staff. 
 
      
 
    The roar of high-powered engines drowned out the chattering from the spectating crowds, and almost immediately, Rapha realized ten other carriers had parked in line with his own, each carrying wavers of their own. The metallic luster burned his sight. He glimpsed their streamlined and highly modified bodies. Consumer-modelled crafts had been hacked, sculpted, and hammered to cram in weapons and augment their technicalities.  
 
      
 
    “Okay, this is where I bid you guys adieu,” Phara said, stretching forth her hand. Her fingertips began to radiate her indigo light, picking up intensity. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    Her light beamed from her fingers, blasting the dashboard and creating a steady flow of energy from Phara to the waver, changing in form from the airborne spectrum to a fluid indigo, seeping into the neon lighting of the monitors and controls, changing it to her color. The connection abruptly snapped, and she was finished.  
 
      
 
    “I’m integrating a greater part of my consciousness into your controls. That way I can communicate while I help from afar.”  
 
      
 
    “You’re just full of surprises,” Airith sneered. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think you’d really have to go; I mean you could just—” Rapha’s statement cut short when he turned into the gaping muzzle of a double barrel gun. 
 
      
 
    “Two drivers per waver. One of you must get out,” one of Mox’s henchmen hissed. Rapha saw movement in the corner of his eye; another guard had his gun leveled at Airith.  
 
      
 
    “There is no trouble,” Phara stated as she morphed into nothingness and reformed standing outside the waver.  
 
      
 
    The guards snapped their aim in her direction, vividly consternated. 
 
      
 
    Airith blinked. “You could do that all along?”  
 
      
 
    “My gift is not for show and takes a lot charge and focus.” Phara attempted a smile, but her lips failed at the gesture. “I’ll be close.” Her last word came from air as she dissipated again.  
 
      
 
    The guards lowered their guns and moved on to the next waver in line. 
 
      
 
    Rapha’s couldn’t bring himself to look away from where Phara had stood. He squinted, willing her to be there. 
 
      
 
    “Did she really disappear on us?” He cocked his head, lids twitching. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you know, Phara. She could go off and kill Mother if she wanted to, she just likes to hang with us ‘cause you know, she had no friends up in her prayer tower.” Airith sighed, squirming in her seat.  
 
      
 
    Rapha frowned at her constant sarcasm. It almost felt like she had some grudge against Phara. Airith moved to lift her legs, but the top of her knees bumped under the dash. Rapha read the frustration on her face; she would have probably stretched her legs across the dash if she could. He loved the way that vein popped on her forehead when she was irritated. He shook his thoughts back to the race and turned his attention to sizing up his opponents. 
 
      
 
    One of the other ten caught Rapha’s intention. He wasn’t sure why until the two nodes met in his head. This waver mirrored his own; it was almost as if they had the same owner, like could always tell with Penelope and Katalina. A cleanly shaven head poked out the waver’s window—a man with a hole for an ear, a jagged scar leading from it right down to his temple, the strain radiating in taut lines in the surrounding skin like a seam sewn too tight. A shudder rattled Rapha as he tore his eyes away, searching for more Identifiers. The driver’s hand slapped the side of the waver hard. The gloved fingers were lithe and tapered, almost feminine.  
 
      
 
    Hey, you’re not that scary.  
 
      
 
    Rapha almost snorted to himself as he slowly dragged his eyes back up to the driver’s face but locked instead with distilled hate. Icy grey orbs diced through him wickedly and then swept over the rest of his craft, stopping short and cutting right back to him with a twisted snarl of half a feminine face with an intensity that shook the walls of Rapha’s resolve. He tore his gaze away, looking everywhere but there. It was a woman. The driver was a woman. A woman with half a face, but what sat heavy on his chest was that split moment of recognition he saw in her eyes, when she looked at his craft. 
 
      
 
    “Mox, you bitch,” Rapha growled, and punched the craft’s ignition.  
 
      
 
    The engine kicked like a wild primate and the dashboard lit up a bright red. In the center of the dash, a small panel slid back, and an antenna emerged from the crevice. The apex of the device blinked with a red light. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Airith’s question mirrored his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care,” Rapha retorted. 
 
      
 
    He slid his fingers gingerly around the throttle handles, slowly securing them in a steel grip. He loved the feel of the abrasive leather against his palm and how its little suckers clung to his skin. His metal clamp of a foot gingerly probed the pedals beneath the throttle, looking for pressure points to use. He tried to focus his force at the center of the pedals, moving ever so lightly against the gas. The monster lurched forward, and Rapha almost smashed into the throttle. Airith was not so lucky. She groaned, peeling herself from the dash. The waver had covered the space that had been between him and the starting line. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa-ho-ho-ho!” His body tingled.  
 
      
 
    “Urgh! Cool it, would you?” Airith growled. “So, you know her?” she sneered, referring to the earless driver. The sass in her tone was clear as day, knocking the excitement clean from his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I thought you had better taste, Rapha,” Phara mused softly. 
 
      
 
    “Not now, Airith.” Rapha knew what she was edging at, and this was not the place to discuss relationship goals. “You see those tats on her arm?” Rapha focused his attention on the track ahead of them, refusing to look in that direction again.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, so what?” Airith tossed a glance in that direction. 
 
      
 
    “The Virginity.” There was a solemnity to Phara’s bland announcement, the heralding of impending doom. 
 
      
 
    “NO WAY! RAD!” Airith yipped excitedly. “This race might be interesting after all.” 
 
      
 
    The female driver had a signature tattoo on her arm, and in these parts, only one gang bore that mark: a vicious pack of cannibalistic female degenerates. There were rumors about the activities of the Virginity, tales sinister enough to make war-hardened man quiver. And now, Rapha was possibly riding a craft that had belonged to them. Were they all virgins like the name implied? No one really knew, but tales of raped men and floating, dead bodies travelled the back-alley bars in most sectors. 
 
      
 
    “Ey!”  
 
      
 
    A queasy voice interrupted his thoughts. A voice he knew well. It belonged to Cyclops, a long-time one-eyed death racer. A man whose only organic part was his head and the one good eye he still had left. The other one had been lost in near combat during a race years ago.  
 
      
 
    Rapha tossed him a wary gaze. He knew Cyclops as an adrenaline junky; one mystified by the rush of the moment no matter what it cost him. He had seen the guy burst into flames and not bat an eye—well, because his eyelids had burned right off.  
 
      
 
    His dappled, patched skin told about the countless fires he had been in, and his one good eye was cupped in a transparent semi disc, a make-shift enhancement for his lost eyelids. His mouth was a lipless opening sealed shut for life and the few strands of hair on his scalp were slicked back with engine grease. The lubricant darkened his scalp and ran down the sides of his face. He spoke through an intubated microphone peeping from a small hole in his throat. It was queer sight, to see the device bob up and down every time his vocal cords moved. The tech behind it made Rapha marvel.  
 
      
 
    “Back again, I see! I always knew you and I had something special. The track, it calls to us, doesn’t it, Rapha? We’re not these other chaps racing for the loot or rewards, we just like the pungent fumes of fuel and chaffing of engine smoke down our throats. Ha!” He beamed. “But I might kill you this year.” His expression turned friendly again. “I want you to know we’ve had a few good races together.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, thanks, Cyclops. Back at you.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” Mox boomed, and a virtual countdown appeared a few feet before the racers, in mid-air. A huge, pixelated number 3 appeared in air. 
 
      
 
    “Alright peoples! Let’s make cripples! Count down!” Mox signaled, and the countdown began. The crowd tuned in to shout the numbers in unison as they changed. Rapha had lived this moment many times before. He tightened his grip, bracing for it. 
 
      
 
    Three! 
 
      
 
    “Unrecognized executive access. Beacon call initiated.” An aggressive, disembodied feminine voice stated in the interlude as one of the monitors came on with a beeping radar. The voice had come from the shiny, useless antenna on the dash. Rapha stared at it, and then stared at Airith. 
 
      
 
    Two! 
 
      
 
    “Unrecognized executive access. Beacon call initiated.” There it was again.  
 
      
 
    “I guess that confirms that this is a stolen craft,” Airith said in her nonchalant tune. “Is it going to go on and on like that during the race?” she grumbled. But Rapha couldn’t be bothered, his leg was already hovering over the gas, just waiting to stomp on it. 
 
      
 
    One! 
 
      
 
    “Just ig—” The rest of Rapha’s sentence scrambled in his brain as three successive jolts of shocking energy surged through the craft. His vision blurred for just a moment and the sizzling in his head drowned out the thunderous roar of “Go!” and the rumble of the ground beneath them as the crafts flanking them burst forth with near speeds of light.  
 
      
 
    He blinked till slowly the feeling gradually returned to his fingertips.  
 
      
 
    “Rapha? Rapha! Airith!” The voice was muffled and distant, but strangely familiar. 
 
      
 
    ”Ai- Ai- Airith” he stuttered, forcing  his body to turn toward her. His limbs weighed a thousand tons.  
 
      
 
    Airith was also recovering, eye wide with fear and understanding.  
 
      
 
    “Rapha! Airith!” The indigo light across the dashboard flickered, and Rapha could recognize the voice.  
 
      
 
    “Phara?” Rapha bolted upright, eye wide with disbelief, but leaned in closer just to be sure. “Are you in the waver?” 
 
      
 
    “My mind got scrambled as well. But I’m fine, thank you for asking.” Millions of tiny indigo pixels floated up from the dash to form Phara’s face. Her usually grim countenance was now an obscure representation of the real thing, and the heat in her gaze left nothing to the imagine. “We’re last. We must move. Now.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong, Rapha? You’re still at the starting line. Having electrical difficulties? That’s bad, I was hoping for an electric start!” Mox scoffed from a nearby drone, hovering at eye level to the car.  
 
      
 
    “You’ll get yours, Mox. I promise,” Rapha groaned, grimacing and quickly realizing his waver was the only craft left. He punched the ignition. The waver bucked and they all tossed forward. The engine caught… and ceased.  
 
      
 
    “As it stands, that beacon call was a radio wave that has pinpointed your location to all nearby Virginity members, as well as alerted the other drivers to the treasure underneath your bonnet,” Mox cackled. “Oh, I’m sure you know this belongs to the Virginity?” Mox clapped his hands excitedly, his monstrous image jumped in glee like a little girl.  “Three of which are currently in this race. Guess what their reaction was!”  
 
      
 
    The hovering drone projected a hologram of a bounty APB with the waver’s description and a whooping sum that could give a heart attack. Those six zeroes gaped back at Rapha. 
 
      
 
    “Rapha, I think this craft has an integrated teleport function, and no wonder it’s got what it’s got under the hood.” It was Phara, and her indigo light flickered in a monitor that displayed the track’s map, scaled in degrees and integrated with a keyboard pad. The moving red signatures signaled the moving positions of the other racers. Strange markers were pinpointed across the map as well.  
 
      
 
    “I’m projecting a safe location for us to teleport to. See if it works.” She didn’t sound confident, but Rapha was desperate. “Start the waver one more time.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha smashed the ignition one last time, and everything hung in space, a freeze in time that held them in an airless stupefy. But it lasted just a second. The sudden jerk back to real time slammed his head back into the head rest with a force that pinned him to the seat. Their surroundings had warped for just a moment, and the colors had raced to the corners of his vision. Now they were travelling at blinding speed, a thousand feet above ground, as the tops of scrapers raced past them in minute blurs. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck!” Rapha blared, feeling the onset of the rush. He tasted the metallic tang before he felt the warm liquid running from his nose. “Airith, are you okay?” His voice tremored. He thought he had seen her head bounce hard off the dash. 
 
      
 
    “’Phara, are you okay,’ would be nice for once,” Phara snapped from the dash. Rapha couldn’t look at her, but she sounded shaken, down to her toe nails.  
 
      
 
    “Did we just fucken warp?” Airith almost sobbed. 
 
      
 
    “No wonder the zeroes were so many,” Rapha chuckled, latching onto the throttle, pressing down on the gas, and forcing the beast to its limits, feeling the forces float over and under him as they flew. “Airith, check the radar, tell me how far behind we are!” Rapha kept his eyes on the winding track ahead. A sharp corner was coming up. Silence from his side and his rear. 
 
      
 
    “Airith?” 
 
      
 
    “Ra-pha. Ra-pha, we’re i-in first place.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha’s head snapped in her direction like a vice. He needed eye contact to affirm what he had just heard. He saw the same disbelief in her eyes. His eyes darted to the radar. The wavers were marked by heat sensors integrated in the tracks, and Rapha’s beast was in first place. 
 
      
 
    The car jerked forward with extreme force and Rapha smashed face-first into the throttle and slammed back into his seat, the horizon swooning away from them as they teetered dangerously over a side. The flashing of red and yellow from warning monitors was all Rapha could see. He spared a second to read the warning. Body sensors were detecting foreign intrusion at the rear of the craft.  
 
      
 
    “Rapha, someone just harpooned us!” Phara’s announcement accompanied another jerk that yanked Rapha back hard, and waver teetered until Rapha could see the thousand-foot drop below them and the frenzied layer of electrons that was the track.  
 
      
 
    “I got us!” Phara cried as an indigo tentacle flashed before his eyes. It latched onto a track magnet and pushed back. The waver lurched back, balancing itself.  
 
      
 
    “He’s still latched on,” Airith warned, glaring back over her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Rapha spared a glimpse. The attacking driver was gaining on them, reeling them in with his harpoon as they slowed considerably. The waver groaned; the strain was making the power flicker across the dash. The driver was bent over his throttle with dark, glazed goggles, laughing hysterically. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try to snap the cord.” Rapha stomped the pedal, pushing the accelerator, and the waver leaped to its limit, which was no different from crawling as the strain made the beast heave, dragging on laboriously. 
 
      
 
    “The other racers are gaining on us!” Phara warned. 
 
      
 
    “I’m manning the cannons.” Airith was gone in one swift move, slinking to the back and grabbing the gun controls. At the back of the beast, two mega blasters popped up.  
 
      
 
    The cord yanked at the waver again and Rapha steadied the throttle in a steel grip, trying to keep the craft from losing its balance. “Airith, take him out!” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure!” were her last words before the cacophony of blasting plasma shells sounded out. It only took a split second for the explosion behind them to slap their craft forward as the wire snapped. The jerk threw Airith against Rapha’s seat, but Rapha kept the craft level as they took flight again. In the side mirror, he saw the inferno rage and the scorched and mangled remnant of the enemy waver fall from the track. 
 
      
 
    “Sharp turn ahead!” Phara warned. 
 
      
 
    The bend snaked around a skyscraper, and as far as they could see, the building was just a few feet from the track and only a mile out from Rapha’s beast. 
 
      
 
    “Another driver is gaining on us,” Airith warned. 
 
      
 
    A monitor lit up with warning signals. Rapha couldn’t look at it. “What is that?” 
 
      
 
    “Missiles. Three of them.” Airith sounded frantic, her short, rasping breaths scraping at Rapha’s ears. 
 
      
 
    “How many seconds do we have?” 
 
      
 
    “Just five seconds in between each!” Phara screamed.  
 
      
 
    The oddity of the occurrence was lost in the heat of the moment. The hairs were erect on Rapha’s neck. There was no dodging a target-locked missile. “Airith, can you take them out with the cannons?” 
 
      
 
    Three incoming signatures lit the radar, coming at lightning speeds. Airith leaped back into action. The volleys of blasts drowned Rapha’s senses, except the tightness in his grip and the eagle focus of his eyes. He eyed the radar and the incoming scraper; there was no way they could make that bend before the missile. 
 
      
 
    An explosion shook the track and Rapha eyed the video feed to the rear of the craft. Airith had got one, leaving puffs of fiery clouds in its wake. But the other two? The second missile made contact; the second explosion rocked the waver hard. It tossed unsteadily and wickedly toward the edge. But Rapha was busy wondering why he wasn’t burning alive. He tossed his head about wildly and realized a faded indigo color enveloped the car. Phara’s shield. 
 
      
 
    “My shield won’t be able to take another explosion; I can only divide so much of myself,” Phara warned. 
 
      
 
    “Phara, you’re the shit.”  
 
      
 
    The bend was just before them, and so was the scraper. Rapha yanked the throttle to the right, straying close to the building as the craft skidded close to the edge, making a sharp 90 degree turn around the bend. 
 
      
 
    The third missile hit the building. The explosion blew through it, spraying chunks of debris and smoke across the track as the upper half of the building exploded. Rapha kept his focus tight, his body in tune with the rest of the craft as he yanked hard rights and lefts, maneuvering around the falling obstacles until they were home free. 
 
      
 
    “That was wicked!” he ranted, keeping his eyes on the rear video feed. He saw two wavers vanish in the havoc and fall from the tracks. Satisfaction tingled down his back. “Looks like we already won th—”  
 
      
 
    His body went cold when a familiar waver zoomed out of the smoke and dust. A Virginity waver. The one-eared driver. 
 
      
 
    “Oh look, it’s your estranged girlfriend,” Airith scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah well, she’s about to kill us.” Rapha kicked at the pedal. The accelerator hit higher speed and the craft lurched forward, getting away from the incoming driver. Rapha smirked to himself; there were a few things he could totally scrap off this ride.  In the rear feed, though, he saw the Virginity waver swallowing space between them like he was merely walking. His chest clenched. 
 
      
 
    “Airith, take her out!” 
 
      
 
    Airith was already on it. The din of cannon fire filled the waver and to Rapha’s dismay, the Virginity craft diced through each volley like it was merely practice. Rapha eyed the dash and found another tactic. Mines. A big, shiny red button labelled Mines. He smashed it and glanced at the rear feed. Silver pebbles the size of fists deployed from the rear and hung inches above the track. The Virginity waver didn’t get close enough to make contact before a flush of heat erupted. Sizzling waves swept over a wide radius. The beast was in that radius. Phara’s shield cracked like an egg, but that was before it had absorbed most of the shock.  
 
      
 
    After the heat lash came the whip lash, an implosion that sucked in everything in that radius. The force yanked at the beast, but not before Rapha worked the pedals. The waver tossed like an animal, merely escaping his own trap.  
 
      
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Airith was shaken. 
 
      
 
    “It said ‘mines.’” He glanced at the rear feed. The implosion had sucked itself in, leaving behind no trace of the catastrophic event. Not even a single waver in sight… until three Virginity wavers morphed from thin air. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “I’m sensing an unexplained surge in an energy source similar to that in this waver. They must have warped as well,” Phara stated. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Airith resumed her onslaught with the cannons. Again, the wavers expertly dodged each blast, heaving and curving, three halves in perfect sync.  “Rapha, we’re running out of shells. Any bright idea? Now would be the time.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha searched the road ahead, eyes darting for an answer. The track had begun to dip, sloping down into the city and disappearing into a subway tunnel underground. The entrance to the tunnel was a narrow passage that could only fit one craft. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be easier to take them out in the tunnel. Don’t waste any more shells, Airith!” he warned. 
 
      
 
    “Not going to be possible! They’re manning their cannons!” Airith retorted. 
 
      
 
    Rapha was about to snap back when he saw it. The triple-barreled blasters propped over the roof of each waver. His joints turned to water. But a thought crossed his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Phara, do we have a backup engine?” His Katalina and Penelope had subpar bac up engines that barely worked but gave just enough juice to keep him from flunking a race. A high-class waver should be exemplary. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” A few controls on the dash flickered with her light. “But they’re not the same tier engines as the ones running the craft. I doubt they can handle any real challenge.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, we’ll see.” Rapha punched the second ignition and the craft kicked, the new surge of energy helping them pick up speed and gain distance. They needed to make the tunnel in better time, or those blasters would mince right through them. They didn’t have a chance, and Rapha doubted he could dodge that many blasts at once.  
 
      
 
    The waver diced through seconds, nearing the tunnel, Rapha bent over the throttle. His mind had become one with the metal bird, willing it to fly at the speed of light. They were almost there. From the corner of his sight, he saw the air ripple in what was the slightest of distortion, almost unnoticeable in the racing blur all around them. The ripple was gone… and then the road before him erupted in white fire.  
 
      
 
    He yanked hard at the throttle and swerved to dodge the inferno. The heat sizzled his skin, the hairs on it cracking and shriveling. The blazing horror rush forward to meet them, the blinding chaos slapping the waver to a hard right. Rapha ground the brakes and steeled his grip on the throttle, the waver skidding inches from a death fall. He yanked a hard left and the waver skid back into place. The road ahead was death. The entrance to the tunnel was burning white, heat so hot the heat sensors of the waver were screaming red alerts. The skin on his face sung. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to die if we go there!” Airith yelled over the din.  
 
      
 
    But if we don’t go through there, we forfeit the race. We still die anyway, Rapha thought—until another explosion behind them caught his attention. He checked the rear feed just in time to see an enemy waver capsize.  
 
      
 
    “Go, Airith!” he yipped. 
 
      
 
     Airith slunk back into the front seat.  
 
      
 
    “What? You can’t take them out?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got just five plasma shells left. I blew through two batches and only managed to nail one.”  Airith’s expression was hooded and grim, but Rapha knew her emotions were roiling underneath, and one of those was shame.  
 
      
 
    “Incoming!” Phara announced as heavy fire rained over them.  
 
      
 
    Rapha swung left and right, moving his body in sync with the waver as they dodged. A blast made contact and Rapha lost control. The wave spun a full three-sixty. Rapha worked the pedal and brakes, though, and managed to the steady the waver again. 
 
      
 
    “Phara, do we have enough energy to warp a mile forward?!” 
 
      
 
    “No, we don’t. We barely have enough to run the rest of the race!” The fear in Phara’s voice was the harbinger of death itself. It was such a strange cord to hear from Phara, that it summed up the severity of the situation for Rapha. 
 
      
 
     “Phara, could use your tentacle thing to give us a lift? Like a very high lift!” 
 
      
 
    “I could give you ten feet of projection, why?” 
 
      
 
    “I need you to do that in the next ten seconds.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me fifteen, I have to draw power from myself.” 
 
      
 
    “We only have ten! Phara, show me the front cannon controls.” Phara’s light flickered over a few knobs and two co-joined joysticks.  
 
      
 
    “Airith, man the front guns. Those blasters should be able to blast us another way in!”  
 
      
 
    Airith snapped to action on command. It almost surprised Rapha.  
 
      
 
    The blistering heat was visible in sweltering lines against the windshield and the throttle began to heat. Rapha could feel his pores oozing sweat. The waver was just a mile out from the burning mouth.  
 
      
 
    “Phara, now!” Rapha banged his head into the roof of the waver before he could finish. He hadn’t prepared for the sudden up thrust. The waver soared high above the blazing furnace. 
 
      
 
    “Airith!” Rapha roared, but she was already going, the cannon fire from the front guns continuously digging into what was level ground, melting away granite, piping, and tar, creating a sizeable hole that they flew right through.  
 
      
 
    The waver landed a few feet from the fiery entrance, with Rapha and Airith in one piece. The waver, not so much. A screeching sound tailed after them, courtesy of the back fender having come loose leaving a trail of sparks behind them. Rapha figured it was little price to pay for the stunt they had just pulled. Overhead, the yellow tunnel lights flicked past and the track was only wide enough for two wavers to contend. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe that shit worked!” Rapha gasped.  
 
      
 
    Airith was too strained to comment, but the race wasn’t over yet. They were only halfway to the finish.  
 
      
 
    “Incoming.”  
 
      
 
    Phara’s announcement stomped Rapha’s joy. He glimpsed the rear feed just as a Virginity waver dropped through their escape route. It was the earless female driver. 
 
      
 
    “How did she lift her waver?” Airith fumed. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we’re not the only ones with tricks under the hood.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha stepped down on the pedal, the acceleration building and the waver picking up speed. Rapha checked his rear feed; the Virginity waver was gaining on them. He eyed the dash for some other gimmick and came up empty. Then he gave Airith the stare. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about it. There’s no way those last few shells can do shit to her. You already know.” Airith shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “She’s weaponizing!” Phara warned.  
 
      
 
    Both Rapha and Airith grimaced at the feed. Two panels on the hood of the incoming waver slid open and the tops of what looked like projectiles began to emerge. Rapha was already going as fast as he could, running on both the main engines and the back-up engines. 
 
      
 
    “Phara? Any tricks?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m exhausted, I can barely keep myself connected to this vessel. I’m sorry to say that I cannot help.” 
 
      
 
    The emergent projectiles launched mid-air, and Rapha saw that they were war drones. Who kept war drones under their hood? Rapha panicked, kicking at the pedal, willing the waver to go farther and faster. Up ahead, the end of the tunnel loomed closer and closer, a semi-circle of daylight.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to take the drones out.” Airith was gone before Rapha could turn to her. “I’ll be your eyes at the rear, follow my directions and maybe we might have a chance!” 
 
      
 
    The attack began almost immediately, the chattering of machine guns a steady stream pelting the car and whistling over Rapha’s head. The windshield before him erupted, a million needles hitting him at once. He ducked his head to protect his eyes, pulling the waver with him. The craft slapped hard into the closest tunnel wall, the grating of metal against concrete filling his ears.  
 
      
 
    “Rapha!” Phara screamed. 
 
      
 
    “Rapha!” Airith screamed as an explosion behind the craft rocked him back to his senses. He regained composure, yanked at the throttle, and pulled the waver back into the race.  
 
      
 
    “Airith are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I took out one. We’re out of shells. Shit!” Airith dropped back hard as the craft jerked forward and the temperature jumped to scorching levels.  
 
      
 
    Rapha gritted his teeth through the pain as he moved the waver to dodge the assault. The waver swerved out of the blast’s radius, but the sizzling heat remained just behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the mangled red-hot hole that had been blown into the back of the roof. 
 
      
 
    “It took out our rear cannon. Our ass is open,” Airith groaned, picking herself up, blood trailing down the side of her face.  
 
      
 
    Rapha’s heart lurched. “Airith, are you okay?” The sudden change from dim-lit yellow to bright sunshine blinded him, but his senses narrowed enough to read the track. A sharp bend greeted them at the opening. Rapha scaled it easily. Satisfaction tingled down his back and he smirked to himself. 
 
      
 
    “We still have the drone to deal with.”  
 
      
 
    Phara reeled him back in and he checked the rear feed. The drone and its master had scaled the bend. Behind them, a burning waver zoomed off the sharp cusp, to the driver’s death. Rapha knew the waver. It was Cyclops’s, and there was no surgery or mechanical enhancement that could bring him back from this one. Rapha shook his head; well, with Homecity, you never knew.  
 
      
 
    “Rapha! The race is not over!” Airith screamed down his ear.  
 
      
 
    They were on the outskirts of the city now, the horizon the brown, scorched patch of desolate lands, all controlled by Mox. They were nearing the finish line. Only problem was, there was still another pesky driver at their tail. Brown dust erupted all around them, shrouding the road ahead. The hover propellers underneath the car were stirring up a smokescreen. It was to their disadvantage and advantage; they were blind. But hopefully, the hormone-crazed psycho tailing them was blind as well. It was impossible to tell, only a hopeful thought. 
 
      
 
    “She’s gaining on us!” Phara alerted.  
 
      
 
    It was useless to check his rear feed but still, Rapha did. Swarms of red dust covered his view, but he could pick up the faint beating of high-tier engines. 
 
      
 
    “Phara, track her signature. Put it on display. We’re almost blind here.” Rapha was paying attention to the track map and the moving cursor that represented them; apart from that, he was blind. At his request, one of the monitors came alive with a radar exhibiting two heat signatures en route to the finish line. One was Rapha’s beast and the other was the psychotic female trying to kill them. She was barely half a mile out and quickly closing in. The cogs in his head started turning. They were out of ammo in their rear guns. His eyes searched the dash, hoping to see what he was looking for. Another trick maybe? Come on, baby, you’re full of surprises! 
 
      
 
    “Phara! Got any juice for shields?” 
 
      
 
    “I can barely keep my consciousness awake.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s disappeared!”  
 
      
 
    Airith’s scream was horror and dismay. Only one heat signature was mobile on the radar, and it was them. Rapha blinked and shot the rear feed a twisted gaze, hopeful and consternated, his whole being paused. Nothing happened as the fog enveloping them thinned to usher them to the south border of Sierra Ave. The knot in his chest slacked and he drew a breath. 
 
      
 
    “We’re almost there!” Airith bounced in her seat, eye wide with marvel.  
 
      
 
    Rapha couldn’t rejoice just yet; one eye was glued to the radar. Then a force slammed into them. Rapha’s head bounced hard against metal. A hand shot out and grabbed the throttle. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” It was Airith’s hand, and the waver tossed and turned, struggling to oppose the force. His head was floating until he looked to his side and locked gazes with that familiar vicious set of eyes that instantly chilled his toes. Her cackle was a wide, wicked chainsaw of yellow teeth, leaning closely toward them as the mechanical monster she drove edged them slowly but surely toward the edge of the track.  
 
      
 
    Rapha sprang back into real time, snatched the throttle, and let go of the pedal. The waver suddenly dragged, dropping speed. The exerting force cracked like a whip, pulling the Virginity waver along with them. The craft vaulted over them, and the beast spun in the same direction, Rapha clutching the brakes and gritting his teeth. He could see the frantic driver inside. Her eyes held his for just a split second, then she disappeared over the edge and his waver skidded to a near stop, nose a few feet off the edge.  
 
      
 
    “I-Is everyone okay? Airith? Phara?” Rapha tossed his gaze about. Airith looked pissed, shaken, and unkept. Her lips moved, trying for a retort, but none came.  
 
      
 
    “We still have a race to win,” Phara stated, and Rapha couldn’t agree more. He stomped on the pedal and shot life back into the engines. The metal bird zoomed for the finish. Rapha eyed the rear feed. Not a single waver in sight. He looked up ahead. The finish loomed, a fiery arch with bright burning letters. They were home free. 
 
      
 
    Then there was a sword driving right at him, dividing his vision. His heart stopped and his mind froze.  
 
      
 
    “Duck!” Airith’s scream accompanied another hack into the roof from above.  
 
      
 
    Rapha cocked his head to a side as the metal flashed white in the corner of his view and disappeared.  
 
      
 
    “She’s on top of us!” Phara alerted them.  
 
      
 
    Rapha yanked the throttle to a hard left and heard something tumble above him before heavy aerinite boots bludgeoned the side of his head. The impact uprooted a tooth, which rattled about in his mouth. The nerves screamed and everything spun. He kicked at the pedal and the waver lurched forward. A body slammed against what was left of the windshield, shards went flying, and Rapha ducked away, but the sharp stings covered his shoulders. Her snarling half-mouth flashed before him, as she tried to aim the plasma gun in her hand. Rapha stepped on the brakes. The fiery light exploded from her hand, blotting half of his sight, the heat scorching past his head and leaving a loud ringing in his ear. The force threw her onto her back, and she tossed about on the hood like a rag doll, attached by her foot to a cord from the roof of the waver. 
 
      
 
    “Airith! Cut her off!” Rapha saw her and she was okay… and mad. She was reaching behind her, then her sword flashed pink and black as she lunged forward like a wanton let loose, her rage the death in her eyes. Rapha didn’t need to complete his statement. Airith sliced at the cord. It snapped, and with it, half a leg came off, dangling wildly in midair, spraying bright warm blood. Rapha tasted it milliseconds before the owner’s scream—the last thing he heard before she rolled and disappeared under the nose of the waver.  
 
      
 
    Airith sank back into her seat as Rapha fought the jittering waver back into submission. 
 
      
 
    “Now, that was something.” Phara’s voice was almost a whisper as Rapha nodded fearfully at Airith. Before them, the finish line and half a leg waved them on.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Airith eyed Rapha from the corner of her sight. That stupid smirk from his victory pose after the race still lingered. The crowd had raved, and he had got all the shine, mostly. Now sharp probes to the small of her back nudged her on as they trudged back to Mox’s lair. One of the whores on display catcalled at Rapha. His eyes shone at her. Airith smacked his arm, not out of insecurity or the envy that she should be allowed, but from a need to assert to herself, that she had a thing with someone, a forlorn fury of confused emotions she never quite tried to understand. It was something Mother had only allowed her to acknowledge from afar, the warmth shared by loved ones, a weakness to exploit, a complexity to study. She never thought she’d find herself ensnared as she was now.  
 
      
 
    Nude men with heavy firepower ushered them in. The doors retracted with their usual fizz, parting to the dim lit expanse that was Mox’s retreat. He was sitting right where they had left him the night before, with one leg crossed and his staff in his hand. The only difference now was the scowl that strained the skin against his high cheekbones. His eyes were empty pits that conveyed spite and his usually quirked lips were taut and still. A nudge to her back caused her to move forward. She was flanked by Rapha and Phara. The brother and sister, as she liked to think in her mind and as she had thought for long time. It still made her heart ache with something. Something she didn’t admit.  
 
      
 
    Sitting away from Mox and flanked by his two vixens was Toddboy. He was pulling deep from a hit between his fingers and was the first one up and across the room to meet them. He grabbed Rapha and pulled him into a big hug. 
 
      
 
    “I could almost kiss you right now, Rapha.” 
 
      
 
    “But we lost? You don’t get the armor.” Rapha frowned. 
 
      
 
    Toddboy stepped back to inspect Rapha. “But I did get to rake in big wins on your win. Don’t you wonder whose idea it was that you drove that beautiful monster?” 
 
      
 
    “That was your plan?” Rapha flung a right.  
 
      
 
    Toddboy easily stepped out of the impact radius. “Of course, it was my plan. You think you would have won without it?” Toddboy cocked a sly smile. 
 
      
 
    “We almost died!” Airith screamed. 
 
      
 
    “Shut it. I don’t speak to you.”  
 
      
 
    Toddboy was up close before she could reach for her hilt. The grim abyss in his eyes forbore despicable imaginations. She could tell. She had killed many men like him. Movement in the corner of her view alerted her to the towering military expatriate standing next to her master, her cannon hand leveled and at the ready. Airith did not spare her so much as a glance.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t talk to her like that.” Rapha stepped between them, simmering. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t have to if she stays quiet,” Toddboy spat.  
 
      
 
    Only then did Mox break his silence. He seemed to have been enjoying their little squabble, his fingers and legs crossed, with eyes watching fervently. 
 
      
 
    “My word. I always honor it. Even when the levy is heavy.” He cast his face away, with the back of his hand to his forehead. “A word kept precedes you. And although beneficial in business, many at times, it has turned out to be my Waterloo.” He sighed. “Well!” His grim mask slipped, and his eccentric persona returned. He was out of his seat and in Rapha’s face before Airith could flinch.  
 
      
 
    “I will have you, baby. I feel it. You’ll need me again.” He winked and spun his back to them, sashaying over to the vast array of monitors to one side of the room and flopping down into a swivel chair. “I have genuine interest in the mechanics and programming of these beauties.”  
 
      
 
    He gestured toward a glass display on the other side of the room that Airith hadn’t noticed before. It was their Skyfire armor. Which they had been stripped of to ensure they lost. Airith hadn’t been worried about giving it up. The armor’s programming only identified with their DNAs.  
 
      
 
    Long strings of alphanumeric streamed om the monitors as Mox began typing away, mouth chatting. “As you already know, there was no way I could leave the pie untouched until you got back.” 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to hack it, see if you could keep it for yourself. Unsurprisingly low standards.”  Airith had already sensed that the skimmer would have tried to establish a failsafe. “So how did it go?” 
 
      
 
    Mox grinned, eyes glowering in her direction. “Actually, I got electrocuted once or twice trying to manipulate the code to my advantage,” He stopped to survey Rapha. “Or any advantage in the least. Guess where my bright idea for an electrifying start came from?” He snickered, his mocking eyes darting amongst the trio. 
 
      
 
    The implication dawned on the three. Rapha darkened and Airith tensed. Phara was Phara.  
 
      
 
    “So, you’re saying you couldn’t do shit.” Each word caused Rapha to move. “After risking our lives playing your stupid games.” He closed in on Mox fast, fists balled and twitching. Mox wasn’t fazed as Rapha towered over him, veins bulging from his face and arms.  
 
      
 
    “Here.” Mox flicked something at him. Rapha caught it. It was a small flash with a master bus. Rapha assumed what it was. Mox returned his attention to his screens.  
 
      
 
    “I call it the K-code. You’ll know what the K stands for when you use it. Like I said, I studied the Creator’s programming and the circuiting that feeds the armor’s motors. I even tried to extract its energy source. Hehehe. Almost died.” He marveled at something invisible before him. “Anyway! I’ve been able to circumvent your armor’s energy circuits to allow a few extra short but efficient series. I can’t test my model out because I don’t have access to the repository. So, I computed it into that beauty you have there. A bad boy waiting to play. But I’m 99.9 percent sure it will work.” 
 
      
 
    “It will work? And that remaining 0.1 percent?” Airith retorted, eyeing the small device. Her disgust stood out in tortuous lines across her face. 
 
      
 
    “Well, in case of that 0.1 percent, your armor short circuits and you guys blow up.” Mox offered an apologetic smile. “But let’s stay positive!” He snapped a finger and was out of his seat and beside the glass exhibit in only a moment. He tapped a button on his staff and the glass cage parted at the seams.  
 
      
 
    Rapha and Airith retrieved their possessions without invitation. 
 
      
 
    “I must say, that was a wild, wild race. By far the best I’ve ever been honored to spectate.” Mox clapped eagerly. “I just don’t understand why you wouldn’t want to remain here with me, Rapha! All the glory of racing could be yours, not to mention a legacy that could reach far and wide to the other realms of Alpha Sierra!” He gestured grandly. 
 
      
 
    “How ‘bout you take all of that and shove it up your arse. I’m sure it’ll fit.” Rapha was disinterested. He took both Airith and Phara by the arm and turned to leave.  
 
      
 
    The room shook away from them. Airith staggered forward and caught herself before she could touch the floor. She shot an angered glaze at Mox and saw unrecognition in those beady eyes. It confused her. Then what was that? 
 
      
 
    A holoscreen as large as a full wall morphed before Mox. It had everyone’s attention. It was video feed from one of Mox’s sentinels, a direct feed of one of the engine towers, one of the nodes emitting Homecity’s great barrier. A tall tower of burnished metal and mechanics built by the Creator himself. And then boom. Fiery clouds puffed from the base of the building, unfolding in a fury of red and orange streaks and smoke. Along the walls of the barrier, wide fissures shot up to the skies, disappearing in the bright beam of the artificial sun. The barrier flickered intermittently as the tower toppled and the fissures widened to cracks of real sunlight. The explosion carried like a ripple along the base of the barrier, hitting each tower in quick succession, until the last power node exploded. The barrier snapped; the impact lashed at them with blinding speed. The feed went off and the deafening split echoed right down to the centers of Homecity. The atmosphere resounded with the catastrophe.  
 
      
 
    A terse breath held in the room. The barrier had been blown open. The meaning was a sickening broth at the pit of their stomachs. Another monitor flicked on, heralding dread. It caught their attention and the first thing Airith saw was the looming silhouettes of vast war ships hovering in Homecity’s skies. 
 
      
 
    “What is happening?” The panic in Mox’s tone was the cry of a little child. His eyes strained to gather enough visual detail to understand what he was seeing.  
 
      
 
    “This is an all-out attack by the Kentilan Empire. My advice is to flee, now.”  
 
      
 
    Phara’s subtle announcement accompanied more rumbling from the grounds beneath them. It bothered Airith because they were already far underground, and reverberations of this degree only meant fire power heavy enough to decimate a full city. But what where they after? 
 
      
 
    “Mother.” Rapha completed her thoughts. His eyes never left the void that had held the hologram. There was cold, distilled fear in those eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Isabel Rae.” Airith shook, reminded that the only other person she cared about was miles away from them and that they might not be able to get to her in time. 
 
      
 
    “I have to get back to the Springs.” Toddboy grabbed Rapha by the arm. “I’ll save your little friend. Even I benefit from how messed up Homecity is in these parts. I’d lose everything if the Empire gained control. Besides, you already know I’m wanted by the Kentilan Intelligence.” He smirked and headed for the exit, his companions following closely. “I’ll bring her to you at the ruins.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha barely nodded, watching Toddboy hopefully. Airith hated to dwell on the scoundrel’s word, but it was all she had in that moment.  
 
      
 
    “We have to get to Mother before the Emperor does.” Rapha struggled to keep a bold tone. He was looking everywhere except where it mattered, the eyes. Airith was accustomed to this behavior. Was accustomed to Rapha not wanting to be the one with the plan. She heard diffidence in his tone. 
 
      
 
    “And how do we do that?” Airith heard anger in hers. She could feel revenge dancing away from her. She would kill before Mother was served to anyone else on a platter.  
 
      
 
    “You can have your crafts back. I will be getting out of here as well. But if by some miracle you save Mother and she is to show mercy in her oncoming onslaught, I want you to vouch for me.” Mox gestured with his hands and two guards followed him. Airith and the others followed closely.  
 
      
 
    Their elevator ascent ended in the lot where the Katalina and Penelope were parked.  
 
      
 
    “I think you might like what’s under the hood this time around.” Mox smirked as he was led away to a fleet of waiting airships. “It’s not a gift. It’s a favor. So, you owe me.” His smirk disappeared behind a sliding door before Rapha could protest.  
 
      
 
    “I didn’t ask for no favors,” Rapha cursed under his breath. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have time sulk.” Phara was always the perfect harbinger for death. She stood far off, gazing into the horizon, which was loud with beams of smoke, fire, and death. They were miles away, and yet they could feel the vibrations beneath their feet.  
 
      
 
    “Phara, you take Katalina.” Rapha and Airith got into the Penelope. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    He held her hands. It was a brief and rushed contact, one where their eyes only held for a split second and just like that, he returned to his stern, heroic countenance before starting the craft. Together, the two crafts hovered out into the dying sunlight. It was a marvel, Mox thought. These relationships were a marvel to him. How two people could bond over time, engrossed in the illusion of a forever-burning flame. He just wanted to fuck. And get rich, and powerful. He was well serviced on the first need and was also doing well on the second one. Now, for the third one. He raised his arm and pulled back his sleeve. A tactile device had been integrated to his forearm. Already the device hummed, and Mox already knew who was calling. 
 
      
 
    “My Emperor. Your will is finally here!” He smiled wide at the glowering, sculpted face on the other end of the holofeed. 
 
      
 
    “Almost. News?”  
 
      
 
    “I have located the two assassins; Mother and the Creator’s assassin, and their accomplices; the wonder child called Phara and the little monster that accompanies them. You’ll be pleased to know that they bear the rumored Skyfire technology!” He heard the Emperor’s sharp gasp. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting. Inform me.” The Emperor grinned. Those radiant eyes were absolute in focus and intensity. 
 
      
 
    “They’re currently on their way to the old ruins, where the Life Pool and Mother are situated. I am sending you their coordinates, as I have tracking chips on them. They hope to get to Mother before you, I’m not sure why, but I feel it is of great importance. The two assassins travel with Phara. Their little monster is away at the Springs, under the protection of another one of their accomplices. I’m sending you his details now. I’m sure you’ll be pleased. He’s been on your wanted list for quite some time.” Mox swiped at folder of data, sending everything he had garnered on Toddboy. 
 
      
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
      
 
    “For now, my Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “You have been helpful in our fight to return the Kentilan Empire to its original glory. I’ll be sure to reward you accordingly.”  
 
      
 
    The connection cut. Mox’s grin never left his face; instead it twisted hideously into the feral snarl of an animal. He had just one more call to make. His recipient wasted no time answering. This face was well-molded and smooth, with a prominent chin, split in half by grisly scar. Her black mane of tussled hair fell to one side of her face, shrouding her mechanical eye. The other eye, a deep green gem guarded by arched brows, watched him solemnly. 
 
      
 
    “Have you found them? The one who stole from me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Ever heard the name Rapha? His driving alias is Cheese.” He saw absurdity flicker over her features and read her thoughts. “I know!” He gestured with raised hands. “He’s nothing special, believe me. Just a two-timing scoundrel from the depths of the reject pile. I’m sure you picked up his signal from my death race, where one of your sisters almost met her fatal demise.” Mox paused for impact. 
 
      
 
    “You say almost?” Her eye narrowed and her nose scrunched. 
 
      
 
    “She lost a leg and she would have lost her life. But I saved her. I figured Cheese would love to see her again.”   
 
      
 
    The being that had been sitting still next to him now moved. Slow and measured, leaning into full view of the woman on the other end of his screen. 
 
      
 
    “Salt,” she whispered as her eyes glistened.  
 
      
 
    “Leader.” Salt reached to touch the screen. Her fingers went right through it. She retracted her hand. 
 
      
 
    “They took one of my legs.” 
 
      
 
    “And for that, we will take two,” her leader replied. 
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   “T his makes no sense,” Airith almost whispered as she stared out into the horizon. The bombardment of the populate sectors had stopped, having only lasted a few minutes, and now a dark swarm of weaponized machinery was flying low over the main cities, absolute in their course, as if they had a specific objective. “I thought this was an invasion.”  
 
      
 
    She was peering through binoculars, but Rapha could tell she wasn’t seeing enough to satisfy her—or answer her questions. Her left lid was twitching erratically, the way it did when something was frustrating her.  
 
      
 
    “It’s almost as if they are directly on course for…” 
 
      
 
    “The old ruins. They want Mother. As do we. As if they know what we know. Kill Mother, kill us all.” Phara’s words were bland as they came over the comms. and for the next few moments their wavers travelled in parallel silence, kicking up a trail of dust as they flew across the desolate lands. They were nearing Mother’s sector, now, a harsh, arid wasteland that had long since been abandoned by those who feared her too much to stay.  
 
      
 
    “She’s probably going to be expecting us. Especially with the Three. We should have some idea of what we’re going to do when we get there. What we’re going to do about her,” Airith noted finally.  
 
      
 
    “No time for plans. We go in loud. We’ve still got our Skyfire. We use it to take out her army, and possibly the Three.” Rapha knew it was the only possible move, but he was avoiding eye contact—like he had back at the race when he asked her to man the cannons and asked Phara to give them a life. He was afraid it wouldn’t work. It knew it wouldn’t work. They would die before they had a chance to even reach Mother if their Skyfire only lasted fifteen minutes.  
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a shitty plan, Rapha. You always come up with shitty things!” Airith snarled. 
 
      
 
    His nostrils flared. “Want a crack at it?! Be my guest. You’ve deftly killed hundreds of people and without so much as a whisper from anyone. Maybe you’re better suited for coming up with a plan to kill Mother.” His lips tightened and the leather squelched under his grip. “I’m sorry about that. Shouldn’t have said it.”  
 
      
 
    But his remark had merely bounced off her consciousness. She had accepted long ago what she had been and didn’t feel any remorse for it. It hadn’t had anything to do with her, really. The hierarchy in Alpha Sierra had been a cesspool of white-coated wolves of all calibers: racketeers, fraudsters, adored and lauded figure heads that cleaned off the Emperor’s boots. Mother had tried to establish an understanding with the Emperor—one that would relieve the Creator of his jurisdiction over Homecity and hand her the golden mantle. But the Emperor had taken one look at her and vomited all over the holofeed. Then he’d burst into a cackling fit of pure, unbridled mockery. He had called her by her name. Her real name. The one she’d had when she had just been one of the whores by his bedside, tied down and submissive, forced to served him. 
 
      
 
    She’d been furious, and that one brief, distasteful encounter had led to a series of events; events that brought Airith to life and caused economic shifts in Alpha Sierra’s vast economy. Shifts that ensured a change in important trade routes through Homecity. It had tilted the Empire toward the first bloody war. And Airith had been the catalyst through it all. A memory she embraced wholly.  
 
      
 
    “I said I’m sorry.” He sounded more genuine now, trying to get through to her. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for what? You’re telling the tru—”  
 
      
 
    She was thrown out of her seat before she could finish, something violent flying through her vision, and collided head-on with the wall of the waver, her body twisting at odd angles, her surroundings rolling around her before the world stopped and blacked out. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When her senses came back to her, she realized she didn’t know how long she’d been out—which infuriated her. She hated being out of control in any situation. She could hear someone speaking softly, pulling at her, and rousing the million nerves that had been too shocked to lead to a scream. She groaned, her blurred vision gradually beginning to take form. She was staring at the Penelope’s dash, only this time she was looking up at it. She became aware of strong fingers under her arms, and that they were pulling at her. She bit back at the pain until she was propped up against Rapha, looking up into his bright, worried eyes. There was blood smeared halfway down his cheek and a small gash just above his other eye.  
 
      
 
    He looked beautiful. Or had one of her knots unscrewed? 
 
      
 
    “Phara crashed into us,” he said, and her full consciousness returned with a vengeance. She tossed a wild gaze about them. He had pulled her out of the Penelope, which was turned on its side, and they were now sitting in the sand right outside the waver. The Katalina was resting on her side as well. Rough skid marks trailed away from the crash site. It looked like they’d both crashed into a large dune.  
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” He kissed her forehead. 
 
      
 
    She winced at the rawness in her throat and the aching in her neck and her head. The pain had the one benefit, though, of bringing her thoughts back together. And she had one big question. “Where’s Phara? Why would she do that?” She pushed herself onto her arms and out of his hold, her body groaning, her limbs shuddering, and glared into the other ship. But there was no sign of life coming from the Katalina —and no sign of danger.  
 
      
 
    “The Katalina is empty. Phara disappeared.”  
 
      
 
    The news angered her. “She better stay disappeared, or I swear when I get my hands on her—” 
 
      
 
    “Airith, listen.” Rapha was squinting out at nothing in particular, his whole-body tense, his face dark.  
 
      
 
    Airith followed his gaze… but found nothing. She listened. Nothing. She stilled herself. The sand beneath her palms and the sound around her… The grains were alive. Vibrating steadily in place and building momentum as she sat there. It was the feel of something crawling. Something heavy. Only a lowbed carrier could do that. Something was coming their way.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly a shadow draped them in mid-day darkness. Airith looked up, and her mouth went dry.  
 
      
 
    She knew Mother’s grotesque metal monstrosities whenever she saw them, and this was no different. It was by far the largest crawling engine she had ever seen. Its towering chimneys were releasing long pillars of smoke, and a simmering heat radiated off its matte black body. 
 
      
 
     A violent yank to her shoulder brought her up to her knees. 
 
      
 
    “Move!” Rapha cried.  
 
      
 
    His glowering white eyes flashed when she didn’t, and a moment later he yanked her up in one swift movement. He was burning hot, his long cape gone and replaced by glowing aerinite armor. He shot forward and their surroundings rippled. They hit a smaller dune headfirst, the sand filling her mouth and almost burying her. Rapha landed hard and bounced across the sand a few feet away, still clad in his Skyfire. She gasped for breath, her eyes focusing on the moving engine that had barely noticed them, set on a course for the armada that was fast approaching.  
 
      
 
    “She— She is in there. I know it,” Airith wheezed between breaths.   
 
      
 
    Rapha picked himself up and crawled to her. His armor was gone, but his eyes still glowed. “Where do you think she’s headed?” 
 
      
 
    “To engage the Empire in a head-on battle?” Airith couldn’t believe it herself. It was ridiculous. But it was also the only answer that made sense. Why else would Mother be here, with her weapons? 
 
      
 
    The armada outnumbered her five to one. She was offering herself to them on a silver platter. She would die in the onslaught. Airith’s chest clenched.  
 
      
 
    “Airith. Breathe.” Rapha held her shoulders firmly, and only then did she realize his fast thinking had just saved her life. She touched his fingers lightly.  
 
      
 
    Then, directly in front of them, the air contorted and morphed into Phara. Airith took one look at her and launched forward, her claws drawn. Phara was right there, within reach… and then she was gone. Airith plowed into the sand, gritting her teeth through the embarrassment. Phara morphed a few feet off. 
 
      
 
    “I’m perpetually sorry to have left so abruptly. The two of you were unapologetically distracted when I sensed Mother,” she stated simply, shrugging her elegant shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, wait till I get you. I’ll make you perpetually sorry,” Airith seethed, poised for another attack.  
 
      
 
    Rapha grabbed her. “We do not have time for this. We have to go after Mo—”  
 
      
 
    Rapha had barely finished when the Penelope and the Katalina dropped unceremoniously before them. Phara’s tentacles slithered away. Then Airith’s sword flew in from nowhere and dug into the sand before Airith, still sheathed.  
 
      
 
    “He’s right. We have no time to waste with this squabbling. The Katalina took minimal damages; besides aesthetics, her engines are okay.” Phara casually went back to the Katalina’s wheel. “We must keep at least a hundred-foot radius, or Mother will sense me.” She ignited the Katalina and looked up at them, waiting for them to follow. 
 
      
 
    “One of these days…” Airith trailed off, shaking her head and struggling to squelch her roiling emotions. She got back into the Penelope, rubbing at her neck, keeping her eyes on the moving machine almost two miles out, redirecting her anger, and revisiting the shock of being saved by Rapha. Rapha climbed into the driver’s seat and ignited the Penelope, and the two wavers returned the same way they had come, traveling parallel to each other as they raced after Mother’s crawling giant. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Magija was a life force born of origins unknown, and for eons it had traversed the vast nothingness of space, traveling light years into the void, spawning tendrils that reached far and wide and giving life to matter—matter that was malformed and null. And from this matter, this energy came the mysterious beauty of diverse planets.  
 
      
 
    The life force explored galaxies that were yet unknown, and recorded constellations that were yet unseen, until the Magija was an omnipresent web of life throughout millions of galaxies. The Indigos where one of the first species to walk indium and harness this life source. They understood that she was a part of life and the key to inhabiting other planets. Being amongst the first born of this true energy, they walked thousands of years, propagating and filling their planet until the lesser species began to take form and evolve into more intelligent beings: the primates, the humanoids that emerged to plague their once beautiful planet.  
 
      
 
    Ming was one of these Indigos. He floated in the harmony of all that was true, all that had been and all that was to come, wading through the memories etched in the bedrocks of this small planet, and in sync with the energy that rushed like a stream, gushing in continuous waves through and around him, washing over him and his thousands of brothers. They were all connected, all life forms connect—both new and old, strong and weak, the fear of the hiding prey, the determination of the stalking predator, the wail of the protective mother, the pure distilled joy of doting siblings, and the darkness. The contempt, the filth of hearts and minds alike, was all in sync, the bad and the good, forever in synchrony, kept in balance and following after the other.  
 
      
 
    The harmony emitted from the depths of this planet, where a part of the Magija was buried thousands of feet below sea level. It gushed forth to fill the grounds of the Life Pool, visited annually by species far and wide to share in its healing power. 
 
      
 
    But now the Life Pool had become disconnected, somehow. There had grown some sort of disruption. A jolt of rippling energy from a past world that had perished. A desecration of the natural flow of things. Its primitive form and energy, its dissipating memories, brash and unclear, cultures from a distant world, one that was almost forgotten… It crippled the communication with the other millions of Magija nodes on other planets.  
 
      
 
    Ming grimaced and tried to concentrate, trying to shut it out. His mind reached to connect with the harmony again, like a hand reaching for another that floated just in sight. He was almost there and then… that flash of discordant energy. It scrambled his mind and that of his brothers. He could no longer endure, it, and his eyes flew open.  
 
      
 
    His vision focused slowly on the world around him, his brethren in front of him struggling to meditate, struggling to endure the sharpness of that discordant energy; a contaminant deliberately added to pure and revered truth. The man who had added it to the life source had called it his greatest creation. He had named it the Glitch. But the man who had added it was not a man. He was once a man, and now what was left of him was half-machine. Unbridled in his lust for intellectual supremacy, that one. How foolish it was to think you could know it all.  
 
      
 
    Ming observed his brothers, who sat cross legged and arms folded, eyes closed, and mechanical brows creased as they forced themselves on in this battle to stay connected. It was a helpless situation. One he could not fix, and soon, one by one, his brothers began to open their eyes. There was a helpless sadness in the silence that followed. There was nothing to be done to rid their consciousness of the stain. It had taken root in their midst. The source of this vile contamination sat thirty miles from the Life Pool, a tower of pure aerinite, forever humming with electricity, a rippling primitive energy that fed off the Magija. Why had the Creator put it there? That answer remained unknown to the Indigos, but the effects continued to flaw their harmony.  
 
      
 
    His brothers began to close their eyes again, trying to reconnect. But Ming stayed awake. There was a tingling in the sensitive openings on either side of his head. Strange energy waves from afar, drawing closer by the second. He reached out and touched the polished floor beneath him. Besides the cold, there was movement, reverberations, gaining in tempo, rattling his metal fingertips.  
 
      
 
    Something was coming.  
 
      
 
    He rose to full length, the bolts in his joins grating and groaning. Indigos spent more time in folded positions than on their feet, movement unnecessary when they were in their meditations. He forced his body to react and turned north, toward the origins of these waves. His neck clicked, making intermittent stops until his head had turned a crooked 90-degree angle. It was hard to see past the sunlight’ reflecting off the pool itself, its waters cool and crystal green, the sun’s rays hot as they glanced off the water. He narrowed his eyes, though, seeking to see through the light, and then beyond the walls of the Indigo Tower that protected the pool, its twisting metal rising into the sky, tall, rectangular windows offering glimpses of the world outside.  
 
      
 
    The entire structure was a form of art unto itself. Art that people still travelled far to behold—which in turn made it impossible to stay vigilant.  
 
      
 
    The vibrations had protracted into tremors now, shaking his brethren out of their meditations. The lofty ceiling above their heads rattled, the liquid in the Life Pool beginning to rise in small waves. Ming sensed a darkness beyond anything he had ever felt, in this world or any other. The warmth in his chest was gone, replaced by a chilling cold. He launched to his feet, soaring to a height and landing a few feet away on the pillar closes to him. He could feel a thousand bewildered eyes on him, asking unspoken questions. But there was no time to explain. His nimble hands and feet took him up the pillar to where he could see better, and he glared through the window at the seam of the roof and wall, his gaze dancing along the horizon. And then he saw it: an expanse of pumping engines and heated metal crawling steadily toward them. A piece of machinery, coming right for the tower. 
 
      
 
    But why? Had they come to worship as well?  
 
      
 
    A moment later he knew they hadn’t. The machine had expanded, muzzles extending from it, before Ming had a chance to process that information those muzzles fired. Seconds later, explosions shook the foundations beneath him and a volley of burning fireballs took to the skies, arching grandly high above them, pausing for a millisecond, and then beginning their descent… directly toward the Life Pool.  
 
      
 
    His body went cold and his mind numbed. Then he screamed, a flush of frantic waves flying through his mind and toward his brothers. In unison, they all moved, a stampede accompanied by the underlying din of a thousand small metal feet pattering across polished floors toward the only exit they had: a duct that descended to the bunkers underground. 
 
      
 
    But they moved too slow. Fire was already exploding above them and the ceiling itself was coming down, molten metal and wood raining on their heads. His brethren swarmed at the duct, though its opening could only fit a few hundred Indigos at once. Another fireball hit the pillar Ming clung to, blinding him with its heat, and he lost his grip. He began to fall, but latched onto the pillar again, all the while picking up on the wavelengths of his brothers below. Cries of pain, panic, and rage flew up at him, though confusion colored everything. Confusion at what was going on. Confusion at why it was happening. They were peaceful monks, here to meditate and connect with the universe.  
 
      
 
    Who was attacking them, and why? 
 
      
 
    The foundations shook as a part of the ceiling caved in, debris falling onto the masses below. Like sharp, invisible stabs, he felt the disconnection of a few hundred of his brothers. Ming tossed a wild gaze about him. His brothers had scattered, now, fleeing in all directions but the duct. A piece of rubble had blocked the entrance, and only a few hundred were safe. True, they had cannons in the building, but they were set to the side, never to be used. Ming shouted frantic mental orders, at the older of his brothers—the shepherds of the younger flock. They deciphered his message and went running toward the weapons, their paths taking them around and through the worst of the debris.  
 
      
 
    Ming moved quickly, dropping from the pillar onto all fours just as another fireball hit it. He spared only a moment to stare out into the distance. The monstrous engine was nearing them, now, and he bolted for the nearest wall, reaching it in a few seconds. He launched himself from the ground toward the wall, which held one of the priceless cannons, and began scrambling upward as quickly as he could.  
 
      
 
    If he could get to that weapon, perhaps he could save his brothers.  
 
      
 
    A whirring sound made him look over his shoulder when he was only halfway up. A small machine was hovering a few feet away from him, with guns leveled and locked, aiming at him. Ming launched upward without thinking, just as a stream of white-hot pellets whistled past him. He caught onto the wall a few feet up from where he had been, but didn’t pause to congratulate himself. Instead, he scrambled upward, the gunfire trailing after him. He could feel the heat of the bullets below him and knew the drone was drawing closer.  
 
      
 
    Turning, he launched himself out into the air, coming down on the drone itself. He slapped his palm down over the head of the drone and started drawing on his energy. One blast of bright indigo light from his palm and the drone lost balance, beginning its fall. Ming leaped back onto the wall as it fell from sight. Below him, more drones were rising, and above him, more descending from the air. The cacophony of gun fire was deafening, and the steady hail of pellets showered down on his fleeing brothers. The disconnections stabbed him every moment, and though his grief knew no bounds, neither did his rage.  
 
      
 
    The Indigos were a peaceful race that had lived in seclusion before the younger races took over. Only then had they had to resort to violence to protect themselves. That was a million years ago. And now, the onslaught before his eyes brought on a chaotic mix of emotions. His brethren were dying, and some of the younger generations had not learnt to use the Magija for anything but communication and building life. His younger brothers returned fire with the Magija from within, but they failed, and their power faltered, for they had not mastered the flow of this sort of power. They knew only peace and meditation. Their weak shots curved and missed or dissipated before reaching their targets, and in return they were reduced to shreds by gunfire.  
 
      
 
    Invisible walls were closing in, killing his hope for peaceful negotiation. Each death forced him just a little further, ultimately telling him that the only solution was return violence. Finally, unable to do anything else, he reached the cannon, wrapped his hand around the trigger, and pulled it. The gigantic weapon bucked, reverberating as wild lightening blotted his vision. The plasma shells tore through the air, slicing through the drones nearest him, and Ming saw cannons in other spots beginning to fire as well. His brothers had reached them, then. 
 
      
 
    If they could coordinate their efforts, perhaps they would live to see the end of this day. 
 
      
 
    Blinding white lightning erupted through the room again and again, and the drones began dropping like flies. But more swarmed in from above, in the hundreds. Ming was not sure how far the ammo reserves could go. He sent his brothers a message, telling them to focus on the entry point above them. The plasma volleys lasered through the swarm of drones, cutting down what seemed like thousands of them. They fell from sight.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly a foreign signal began to interfere with his connection to his brothers. It was a cryptic message that was gone in under a millisecond, but his mind had already deciphered it. It was a remote signal from beyond, one that had been sent to the millions of electronic brains hovering above them. On cue, the drones moved as one, in three directions. Ming was one of those directions. Even in the dull corners of his sight, he could see a thousand machine guns leveling at him and locking into place. He had only a blink to readjust his aim. He was slow. But not too slow. He slapped his wrists together, summoning a million years’ worth of Indigo energy. The power flooded him and exploded from him, enveloping him and dulling the machine gun fire, absorbing a million pellets at once, an extension of his body and skin. They felt like a million pricking needles.  
 
      
 
    He realized he was falling, his surroundings blurring all around him, and caught himself mid-air and zapped across the room to evade fire. Only then did he realize that his head felt lighter, almost empty. Weak signals from the remnant of his brothers wavered and faded. And he couldn’t hear it the other cannons anymore. Glancing over his shoulder at the spots where they had been, he saw only smoke and fire. The cannons had been taken out. He was the only target left. The needling sensation was gone as well, which made him pause to listen. The drones were alert, hovering at their stationary axis, paying no attention to him.  
 
      
 
    A raging beast cut through his dispersed consciousness like a blade, but Ming had sensed him from far off—far enough to protect himself from harm. Metal swept past the side of his head, the object hitting him in the chest. He bounced off a wall and landed on both knees. But his senses had come alive, calculations rushing through his head as he figured out where to move next. He perceived movement before it reached him and darted out of reach, escaping a crashing blow that dug into the floor. This time, it was a different attacker. Two foes. Same armor. They gleamed with precious aerinite. Ming launched into the air over the larger one, his feet connecting with the side of its head. The impact sent shockwaves through him, but he landed in a roll and sprang back up on one knee. His other leg was numb, his sensors screaming, and his motors shaken. These foes, what were they made of? 
 
      
 
    “Cute!” The bigger one laughed, his voice scornful and wicked.  
 
      
 
    The other bulleted toward Ming. Ming anticipated it and bounced from reach, awkwardly landing a foot away, his other leg still recovering. But he could not escape the kick that caught him off-guard and rattled his joints. He floated only a second before hitting the ground hard and springing back onto his feet. He had snapped something, his internal systems told him. He was starting to realize the futility of this fight. His opponents were strong and armed. One was a six-foot, heavy-fisted brawler. The other was a slender swordsman, wielding a mechanized sword.                
 
      
 
    Ming was a two-foot mechanical being with only his mind as a weapon.  
 
      
 
    “Take what you want and spare my people.” He sent a message across the room while his opponents paused, exchanged glances, and refocused on him. 
 
      
 
    “How dare you give commands? Your well-beaten head would make a nice trophy for my wall!” the slender one boomed as he lunged across the room. 
 
      
 
    Ming froze, racking his mind for his best move, a voice in his head screaming at him to take flight. He shut out that voice, and a slash nearly claimed his head. Ming escaped by mere inches, intimidated by his foe’s speed. He jerked t to the side, escaping another slash, and backflipped, landing feet away. But the bigger one was a raging animal on his tail, his fists raised high above his head. They came down toward him and Ming dodged the rampage, managing two quick blasts of indigo light from his hands. They missed. But the waiting blade of his foe didn’t. Its quick arc tore into shaft and wiring, coming to a stop halfway through his arm. 
 
      
 
    The alarms went off in his head. His opponent yanked the sword and Ming’s left arm groaned. The blade tore free, leaving a gaping wound. A million electrons crackled at the jagged array of wires and circuiting, and half of his arm hung limply by the side. His body told him calmly about the damage and while processors reassessed his efficacy. The calculations were a fatal, minute distraction. Steel fingers clasped tight around his throat, shutting off the impulses to his head. The rest of his body disconnected from his mind as he was lifted from the floor beneath him. Those expressionless masks floated in his sight as the energy drained from his head and the light in his core waned. His vision dulled. 
 
      
 
    “You little speck of trash.” The voice was harsh in his mind, rubbing raw at the edges of his consciousness. 
 
      
 
    “Mother is here.” The announcement registered only vaguely as a section of wall imploded, slabs of concrete bursting forth and spilling across the room. Ming dropped like a sack, unable to move as energy slowly returned to the center of his body, but able to understand what was happening.  
 
      
 
    The smoke had barely dispersed when he saw the war machine that had embedded itself in the gaping hole. A lower panel in its massive body slid from place and gusts of white mist gushed forth, shrouding the entity within. But its evil reached across the room and wrapped its cold fingers around Ming’s core. He beat frantic tunes across the room to his fallen brothers, but most of them were dead or unresponsive. The remnant huddled in small groups, quivering. 
 
      
 
    Valdovan soldiers marched from the mist in two rows, diverging as soon as they touched the ground and fanning out along the walls to surround Ming and the two warriors. After the last of them had alighted from the massive crawler, they all looked expectantly to the mist. 
 
      
 
    An arachnid limb loomed there, its pointed tarsus hovered slowly above the ground before stomping down in one sharp thrust, puncturing the otherwise smooth floor. Ming remained unmoving, resigned to whatever beast lurked beyond his sight. Another appendage came after the first, three segmented legs tapping forward until the full girth and size of a creature came into view. Eyes as lifeless as a void of space narrowed at Ming, locked on him with sinister interest. It was female, this creature. Ming had heard stories about it. Stories of reverence and glory. And sadness, a sadness that had existed before its current form. Stories of a child that was loved above all, a child that never drew breath. Ming could see it, floating in stasis. Inanimate organic matter, long preserved. The being crept closer, its six legs slowly tapping the floor until it was directly above him. He couldn’t bring himself to look directly at it and take in the horrors of its thoughts. Horrors that spread around her, for her counterparts stood at a distance. They were the aggressors that had almost killed him, but this time they were three. One more had come from the mists and taken its place besides the earlier two. 
 
      
 
    “I never thought I’d see one of you in the flesh,” the being’s voices whispered all at once, amused, curious, and underwhelmed. “How small.” He heard the soft creak of strained joints as her voice neared the back of his head. “How inconsequential.” Metal fingers grazed the length of his head.  
 
      
 
    A connection jolted through him, burying a million pasts in the crevices of his mind. They mixed and synced with his senses and in under a second, he felt, lived, and shared in the cluttered emotions of the many. He was overtaken by grief. It clogged his tubes and filled his core.  
 
      
 
    “You have suffered, haven’t you?” Ming tuned, and although he was unable to see those lifeless eyes, the silence told him that his comment had struck home. Her silence was a deafening nothing that took the room. Her cold fingers receded. In a flash, the perceptions of those memories were gone, but they had left an aftershock that couldn’t be cleansed. 
 
      
 
    “Your heart grieves, with sorrow and fire.” Ming could have moved if he wanted. But he feared the silence behind him.  
 
      
 
    “Are you in my head?” 
 
      
 
    “I could be. But I fear the horrors in your mind will eat me alive. So my consciousness surrounds yours, staying at the edges, where it’s safe.” 
 
      
 
    More silence. Until… 
 
      
 
    “You can harness the Magija. You and your merry band of prayer warriors.” 
 
      
 
    The purpose of the visit registered in Ming’s mind then, and his eyes widened at the Life Pool that still sat untouched around them.  
 
      
 
    “Will you serve me?” her voices snickered. 
 
      
 
    “To what purpose?” 
 
      
 
    “You already know of my grief and fire. You have tasted it. I can sense it. And yet, the little you have felt terrifies you. Does it not?” Her fingers pinched him and flipped him like a disc until her liquid black eyes were the only things he could see.  
 
      
 
    The terror numbed him.  
 
      
 
    “I will never use the Magija to propagate violence. This ancient power was meant to give life and cause good.” She cocked her head at this, and marvel flickered in that abyss. Marvel that he put to the side. “I can see you are already decided. But it is my duty to protect the Life Pool.” His other hand shot out as he forced the last of his energy to the center of his palm, aiming for her head. Light exploded around them.  
 
      
 
    And so, did pain. Pain in the center of his chest, acute and debilitating. The light was gone. And so was his light within. It was fading quickly, her appendage writhing through his chest, maneuvering to widen the hole she had created. Her expression was a wicked snarl before him, contorting her metal face plates. It was the last face he saw before darkness came for him. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “I’ve captured the Life Pool,” she said slowly as she mulled over the statement.  
 
      
 
    It had felt too easy. And that made her distrust it.  
 
      
 
    Her legs took her across the room to the gleaming Life Pool, where the surface of the water moved with a mind of its own. Rippling waves continuously emerged from the edges, dancing rhythmically across until they disappeared into an opposing wave. She drew closer to the surface of the water until her face hovered just inches above it. The water was a crystal indigo and hummed with presences. She could feel its far-reaching depth echo in everything around her, overcoming even her own. The power beckoned to her. It foretold of dreams she kept alive. She stuck one leg into it and the energy crawled through every transfixed atom of her mechanic limbs until it seeped into the organic pieces that still remained. A consciousness overtook hers. A connection that superseded any power she had ever known. She gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Mother.” Her incompetent, sniveling, and oversized child dulled the moment, worry in his tone.  
 
      
 
    She ignored him and ventured deeper into the essence, eyes fixed on her sole destination: the fountain at the far end of the pool, its water coming up from the layers thousands of feet below her.  
 
      
 
    “How far away are the Emperor and his horde?” she asked as she neared it. She raised one hand, gesturing to the engine she had brought with her, a machine that was a moving distillery. The life essence was a radioactive element the Creator had only managed to process in minute amounts—amounts that had given life to the thousands of Homecity citizens she had birthed. And now, the element was becoming one with her very being, mutating what was left of her organic genes and filling her mind with an ecstasy that was purer than any cocktail could intoxicate.  
 
      
 
    “Only a hundred miles out. They will be here by sundown, Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Let them come!” her voices sang whimsically as her vast distillery moved, ploughing into the polished floors of the Life Pool area, uprooting slabs of concrete and dirt until its bulk was almost spilling into the pool.  
 
      
 
    “The Creator always thought he was something special. Something clever. I’m sure he thinks of me as his greatest masterpiece.” Her voice moaned and sobbed, forlorn and distraught. “After the Emperor, I thought I’d never want to kill any other man.” 
 
      
 
    The machine stopped and, with the clicking of loud wheels and mechanics, it began to grow, tubing bursting forth like live tendrils into the Life Pool. The giant expanded and partitioned, revealing red-hot, rotating engines and thousands of empty stasis pods. Like a being of its own, it rose on metal over the center of the Life Pool. Then supporting legs shot out from underneath the machine and anchored into the ground around the pool, holding the engine in place.  
 
      
 
    “Then I realized I had yet again been used like a spare tool, by the one I thought was my savior.” 
 
      
 
    A drilling shaft dropped down from the machine and sank deep into the center of the pool, along with accompanying suction pipes.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve never wanted anything more than to squelch the malevolent light in his eyes. I can’t believe I will never get that pleasure.” She made an effort to shake her head, but it clicked intermittently in awkward directions. Her pivoting parts needed changing.  
 
      
 
    The machine came to an abrupt pause and she marveled at her creation. In a grand gesture, she turned. “Let the creations begin.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Her eyes were burning. That much, Airith could see. There was a well of pain beneath her lids and still, she refused to let go. She let the silence foster a little longer. A provoking urge to touch Phara sizzled at her fingertips, but she couldn’t bring herself to make such a warm gesture.  
 
      
 
    If Phara was going cry, she should do it already! Airith screamed in her head. She immediately hated herself for it. Phara had said only one name in the space of two hours as they watched the carnage unfold from a distance, unable to advance and unable to retreat. Airith felt the nauseating feeling of helplessness through it all, and she hated it. Hated that they had the greatest armor on the planet and yet could only stand by and do nothing as the last of the Indigos were torn apart by a monster they should have killed already.  
 
      
 
    In the heat of it all, Phara had wanted to leave. She had wanted to disappear and reappear in the center of the battle, right in Mother’s presence. But they couldn’t have it, Airith and Rapha. So Airith bludgeoned the back of Phara’s head with the pommel of her sword. She hadn’t seen it coming. She was too engrossed with saving the day. She woke up twenty minutes later and in the following space of two hours had said only one name: Ming. 
 
      
 
    Now, Airith couldn’t be dishonest with herself. It had felt good to smash Phara with her sword, especially after Airith had spent an hour picking sand from her teeth thanks to an accident Phara had caused. But now she was reconsidering her actions, especially as Phara had woken up shaken to her toes, like a child returning from a nightmare. She was staring into space, mumbling softly to herself. Airith wondered if she had broken something in Phara’s head. Worse, she couldn’t find the words to fill the uneasy silence between the three of them as they watched it all happen. Did she feel anger that she could do nothing? Yes. But if there was anything Mother had taught Airith, it was that biding your time for the best moment always made for the best kill. 
 
      
 
    “Phara.” Rapha broke the silence, his hand moving gradually, almost fearfully, as he touched her arm.  
 
      
 
    Airith blinked at the contact but looked away. 
 
      
 
    “I felt it,” Phara started slowly. Turning to both of them. “I felt Ming’s disconnection. He’s dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is Ming?” Airith asked, immediately regretting the rudeness of her tone. 
 
      
 
    The ensuing silence was almost deafening. Almost destabilizing. 
 
      
 
    “My spirit brother.”  
 
      
 
    Phara rose suddenly from the sand and Rapha immediately joined her, his face long and concerned. Airith mirrored his expression. Phara had a brother? Probably an adopted one. After all, she had spent half her childhood growing in their midst.  
 
      
 
    “I must go and scout the area. I must see what Mother is up to.” Phara sounded disembodied, and her eyes gazed off in a determined trance, locked onto the Life Pool structure some miles out. Its massive form was now burning with smoke and a strange light was glowing from within its complex. Airith feared what Mother was doing now.  
 
      
 
    “But Mother will sense you,” Rapha said. 
 
      
 
    “She would. But thankfully, my body will be over here. Will you protect me while I’m in COCOON?” Phara turned her gaze to Rapha, a hardened glare. “Besides, we need the information about whether we should go forward from here.” 
 
      
 
    Airith agreed wordlessly. She set her eyes away from the two of them to the dark clouds edging ever closer. Only this time, they weren’t clouds but rather Kentilan airships in the thousands, coming for Mother. If Mother died in this battle, they would all follow her.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back in a few.”  
 
      
 
    Phara’s body dropped before she finished her sentence. Rapha caught her and slowly lowered her to the sand. Airith stared at her now-void body. She looked almost as if she were asleep, her eyes closed and her lips pursed softly. Airith turned toward the Life Pool structure, as if this time she would see Phara’s spirit lurking about. She was always disappointed. 
 
      
 
    “You do know that as soon as Mother senses her, she’ll freak out, abandon her house chores, and come looking. Right?” Airith quipped. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be back before Mother can get to us.”  
 
      
 
    Rapha was still looking down at Phara. It made something tingle in the back of Airith’s spine, but she said nothing.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Mother lowered herself into the small crevice that waited to receive her. The machine was rooted over the Life Pool and waiting to be used, her harbinger of death. In many ways, it felt like lowering herself onto her rightful throne, one that would serve her as she looked out over her realm and brought the Emperor to his knees. The sharp sting of neural plants in her lower spine and hip bone signaled the initiation of the link and the start of the transition as she became one with the metal beast. Energy from its powerful cores zinged through every atom in her body, and her mind exploded into a million seams, spread thin over a vast array of stars and planets she had never seen. It was energy unlike what she had been accustomed to over the years, trapped and enslaved in her dark lair. It was the Mother form to the Cymaga she had managed. This was true power. And how befitting that it was at her disposal now, when she needed it most.  
 
      
 
    The energy sang in waves, echoing to life forms of all sizes and returning to her with the replies of a billion consciousnesses, including the millions of half-machine inbreeds she had given birth to. Her mind’s radius spread far and wide, enveloping the whole planet. Once again, she was connected to their every thought, and all without the help of the central neural implants she had installed in each and every head.  
 
      
 
    She gasped for breath as her surroundings diffused into a billion scintillating visions from far and wide, a complex haze that was beautifully overwhelming. Her senses narrowed and her mind stilled to understand the workings of the matrix. To her delight, she sensed a rushing herd of life drawing closer and closer to her. The Kentilan army flying to their peril, delivering themselves on a platter, and in so doing, delivering the one man she had sought for years.  
 
      
 
    She picked through the strings of connections that linked to her, sifting through the mass with keen fervor as she sought just one man. Her yearnings made her quiver, the excitement eroding all thought until she found him, flying ten thousand feet from the ground, straight at her. He was sitting, relaxed, above his subordinates, wrapped in his thoughts. His mind was a curious specimen. A roiling mass with uneasy ideas. She probed at them and he shifted uneasily. Had he felt her? She hoped he did. His mind was a thorny fog of distorted images, a foggy destination that heralded doom. It intrigued her. And in many ways, it mirrored hers, though hers was a spiraling vortex sucking in on itself, pulling at everything in her path.  
 
      
 
    She probed again, this time a sharp insertion that cut through the invisible barrier. The Emperor sat upright in his throne. Shaken. Violated, but unaware. He did not need to be. The first of his emotions that connected with her was the rage and long-nourished envy. Visions of the Creator flitted here and there, evasive but dominant. A cry surged from the pit of her gut. Could it be that after all these years, he still hadn’t thought of her? Had she been lost to the wormholes of time as easily as the rest of his whores?  
 
      
 
    Then an image of herself, groveling on both knees, mouth wide and eyes bulging. 
 
      
 
    Mother disconnected instantly with a loud cry. 
 
      
 
    “Mother!” Vidmantas worried.  
 
      
 
    She did not respond, but basked in the simmering silence, shaken by the anger that engulfed her. 
 
     
 
    “I will kill him; I will kill all of…”  
 
      
 
    The words escaped her mind as something new registered in her consciousness. A fly caught in her web. Her head snapped in that direction. Nothing was there, and yet she felt the presence so strongly that she needed to examine it. With an unfamiliar command, she sent thick tendrils of indigo Magija springing forth from the Life Pool. It surprised her. She waved the tendrils about and they followed her will, like extra appendages. Her face contorted into a grin. The presence flickered again, and her attention snapped, sending her invisible friend crashing into a wall. Its body flickered with indigo light as it took form. Mother’s whip wound around the intruder in another swift snap. Her captive struggled, its lithe form tense and helplessly in Mother’s grasp. She tightened her grip, relishing in the collapse of her intruder’s resolve to escape. Its body stiffened and had almost taken full form.  
 
      
 
    Mother blinked. Phara. Her child. Mother flinched, her grip slacked, and Phara dropped in a painful thud, rasping for air. 
 
      
 
    “Bring her to me!” Mother cried, the valves of her mechanic heart constricting.  
 
      
 
    Vidmantas rushed forth to grab Phara, but Phara saw him coming. And in that moment, she disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Bring her to me!” Mother’s scream burst forth in a frenzy of wild, slapping tentacles; huge whips that tore at the walls and sliced clean through one of the pillars. The structure collapsed in moments, spilling debris all around them. The Three dodged to escape the avalanche, but some of the Valdovas were not as lucky.  
 
      
 
    “Remic, after her!” Vidmantas coughed from the swirling dust. “She wouldn’t have gone far! Take a unit with you.”  
 
      
 
    His brother moved to obey, but his motion was cut off by a loud crack in the atmosphere. All looked up as a hail of fire descended from above. The heat lash slapped Vidmantas onto his back and a few soldiers screamed. Above them, the first fleet of the Emperor’s army hovered closer. 
 
      
 
    “Remic! Go after my child, now!” Mother screamed as the Life Pool oozed forth in a viscous, rushing wave, flooding the room and ascending the walls. It peeled away halfway to the top and spread out over their heads, enveloping them. 
 
      
 
    Remic bowed and disappeared from Mother’s sight, closely followed by a small regiment of Valdovans. They went through the shield just as easily as the Emperor’s fire bounced off of it, the shield dulling the sounds of more Kentilan ships arriving. They fired down on her, and Mother roared in laughter, the cackling of a million snickering voices as she watched the fireworks display over her. She was in unison with the shield and yet not able to feel a single hit. The power was a marvel. Somewhere in the web of consciousness, the Emperor was seated at the edge of his seat, watching the horror unfold, fear unmistakable in the tortuous lines on his hollow face. But he was still far away. And still she could feel his mind searching for a solution. It delighted her. She needed to demonstrate her superiority. It was time. 
 
      
 
    Beneath her, her engines roared to life, a million levers pulled at once, and a million cogs responded as the suction pipes drank from the ever-filling Life Pool, delivering crude Magija to waiting distillery bowels. The engine’s sheer efficiency swept waves of giddiness through her as distilled power was delivered to the valves in her waist, the essence diffusing into her bloodstream, traveling millions of vessels to her beating heart. Her skin glowed a bright indigo and her organic half tingled all over.  
 
      
 
    She roared, and with her cry, a thousand monstrous tentacles emerged from the shield, snapping and whipping, swatting at the massive airships like flies. They collided and went up in tall pillars of fire and smoke. The airships diverged, trying to evade her slapping limbs, their screams and horrors ripples that echoed through the strings that wound around her mind. It was ecstasy. It fed her rage, and like a god, she willed her appendages as weapons. They sliced and diced, whipping and lashing till the skies came alight with firing and burning debris.   
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “She’s too powerful now!” Phara gasped as she fell out of nothingness into the sand before them. Rapha put his arms under her head. Her skin was burning up and the skin around her eyes was tender. Her breaths came in short gasps and indigo light flickered all over her. 
 
      
 
    “Phara, what did you see?” 
 
      
 
    “Mother is using the Life Pool.” It was Airith who answered. She was on both knees, looking at the battle unfolding. “She’s now ten times as powerful as Phara. The Emperor doesn’t have a chance.”  
 
      
 
    This was bad news, and Rapha tried desperately to come up with a bright idea. “Well, I guess we can rest assured Mother won’t die tonight. Makes hacking this Skyfire a serious priority now.” 
 
      
 
    “Th- th- the- e- ey…” Phara stuttered. Her eyes flicked open, filled with terror. 
 
      
 
    “They? They who?” Airith asked. 
 
      
 
    The crack of a gun firing sent chills down Rapha’s spine. He yanked Airith down by her hair as bright light lit the air above them. A few rounds of machine gun fire sounded out and Airith rolled into action, her sword bared and her battle scowl on her face. Her sword sliced once, and a soldier screamed. His head rolled in the sand. The Valdovan face stared back at Rapha. 
 
      
 
    “Incoming!” Airith warned as more rounds of fire sizzled past and around them. One hit Rapha in the shoulder and he flew back into the sand. Warning windows popped up in a frenzy inside his head. He shifted them to the side and rolled back onto his feet, only then realizing the numbness in his right shoulder. That repair was going to cost a fortune. He strained his eyes to find Airith. He heard her cry before he saw her, an airborne peril with her sword raised her and her target reacting too slowly. She cut him in half, then grabbed his upper torso and used him for a shield. Rapha couldn’t conceal his pride. 
 
      
 
    Then pattering in the sand caught his attention. He saw the steel before his attacker could raise it and lunged forward, the air swooshing where he had just been. His attacker moved like light, his sword a blinding arc. Rapha escaped its harrowing slash by only an inch. But he compensated this with a kick to the gut. His attacker barely flinched, and instead elbowed him in the face. His head snapped back in pain and his body jolted. The vulnerability was almost fatal, for the sword hacked down upon him. Rapha barely stopped it with his damaged elbow, offering up his mechanical side. The blade wedged deep into wiring and shaft. When his attacker tried to pull it free, the sword tore deeper. Rapha screamed and landed a wicked blow to his attacker’s gut. His foe responded with a kick to the face and Rapha flew onto his back again. The pain throbbed in his face and shoulder, accompanying the blare of caution alarms in his head, and yet the moon was beautiful, floating peacefully up in the sky, away from the chaos beneath it. It threw out its light and Rapha could see his opponent clearly. He was trudging closer, his sword up and ready.  
 
      
 
    Rapha sighed in awful displeasure. “Remic. For God’s sake man, grow a pair of balls.” Rapha reached for the jutting sword in his shoulder, knowing his mechanics like the circuiting on his motherboards. He deftly maneuvered the sword from its roots. “You kick like a pussy.”  
 
      
 
    “Your Skyfire. I will rip it off your corpse and wear it as mine.” Remic drew closer.  
 
      
 
    “Er, I doubt it.” Rapha yanked the sword free and swiped wildly for Remic. It was a dull and unplanned attempt that was easily countered by a playful kick from Remic, and the sword flew from view. Rapha stared after it, until Remic’s heavy boot stomped down hard, pressing him into the sand. 
 
      
 
    “That was shameful, brother. You have grown weak.” Remic snickered, unsheathing a dagger from behind his head.  
 
      
 
    Rapha feared this was the worst time to build up to a Skyfire appearance. He only had a second between him and a slit throat. 
 
      
 
    “Mother’s child. Where is she?” Remic leaned in.  
 
      
 
    The question surprised Rapha and his eyes crawled slowly to where Phara had lay. But she was gone. Remic followed his gaze, was disappointed, and slammed the pommel of the dagger into Rapha’s face. 
 
      
 
    “You’re fucking breaking my nose!” Rapha grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “Where?”  
 
      
 
    “Do you hear yourself? You call her Mother’s child like you are some reject.”  
 
      
 
    Remic raised his dagger to bash him again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve always wondered what this fight would look like,” Airith said.  
 
      
 
    Both men turned to her. She was standing not more than a few feet away, wielding her sword in a steely double-fisted grip, her hair splattered in glistening sweat across her face and blood coating her sword. 
 
      
 
    Rapha felt the blade press against his skin. “Make so much as a slight move and he’s dead.” Remic laughed, his tone bordering on amusement and awe. “I’ll ask again. Where is Mother’s ch—”  
 
      
 
    A splinter as large as a man’s foot and as bright as the Life Pool impaled him, squeezing past his entrails and slowly writhing its way further through him. 
 
      
 
    “Here I am,” Phara said loud and clear, before withdrawing from him.  
 
      
 
    Remic dropped on both knees, with a smile on his face, and crashed face-first into the sand.   
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The bone pressed white against the skin of his knuckles, as did every muscle in his body. His thoughts were a jumbled mess, collecting the visual before him and not being able to process logic. 
 
      
 
    “How is she able to do that? How is this whore that strong? What is that?” he asked no one in particular. The last person he had asked was a serving onboard cadet who now lay in a puddle of his blood, with a ridge run through half his head and his brains splattered beneath him. Slowly, the Emperor’s twitching hand moved, the smoking mine gun rising and drifting across the engineers in the room.  
 
      
 
    The silence in the room was deafening, as every other man prayed. 
 
      
 
    “You answer my question!” he said to no one in particular, his gun aimed in the direction of one of his subordinates. 
 
     
 
    “Why do you hide aboard your ships, if you have longed to kill me for so long?” disembodied voices said, snickering and mocking as the filled his head. Fear spun through him and his gun haphazardly went off, one of his subordinates going down. The rest of the cadets peeled away in silent panic; terror written in their faces. 
 
      
 
    “Who just spoke?” The words crept from him as his gaze spun around the room, willing it to be one of his servants, though his mind acknowledged that it wasn’t so. 
 
      
 
    “I am just before you, you whoring coward, unfit for a king. Come and claim your prize, or I will slice through your armies until you are mine,” the voices bantered, pressing into his mind from all sides. 
 
      
 
    Valdova. Her voice stood out over the legion, clear and formidable, like the leader in a horde. The whore that revisited his thoughts every now and then. The rumors had come to him after the Creator left to build his most prized possessions. The Emperor’s whore was the Creator’s lab rat. A smile crept across his face, masking the rage underneath. And now she was a formidable obstruction before him, swatting down airships as easily as flies. And not only that, she was meandering through his head, speaking to him as she pleased. The insult was a cold dose of water and fueled the madness bubbling under the surface. 
 
      
 
    “My armor! Fetch me my armor!” he yelled to the huddled crowds. They all rushed to heed his request. “Oh, I’m coming for you, you whore.” He laughed, shaking his head, an amused tutor.  
 
      
 
    “M- y- y L- o- rd- d?” the sergeant nearest him said. “General Brigantas is requesting to patch through.” 
 
      
 
    The Emperor’s lowered lids jerked and the man before him went pale. “Put him through.” He lowered his gun and every man in the room breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
      
 
    Then a large holofeed morphed before him, and with it, the sinewy face of a white-bearded man with small, almost minute eyes.  
 
      
 
    “My Lord, we have lost about ten of Mother’s ships and fifty deployed ships already. We’ve tried every weapon on that thing. It’s not coming down. Dropping a nuclear wormhole on it could mean our deaths as well.” 
 
      
 
    “There will be no need. The whore has asked to see me. Apparently, she’s missed me. I can’t blame her, though.” The Emperor threw his head back for a laugh. “I want you and two of my best generals to accompany me,” he said as servants brought him parts of his armor. “Down to this brothel.” 
 
      
 
    His general’s face darkened, and his heavy brows rose. The Emperor had seen that expression countless times and knew its meaning.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I heard her in my head. If you insinuate anything derogatory, I will have the man standing next to you murder you in cold blood,” the Emperor boomed. “Now, prepare.” He winked. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The machine’s gut slammed open and closed as new and augmented Valdovas stepped through. All mechanic, with no faculty consciences. Robots of her design. They stepped forth and marched to assume their places in her already growing regiment. The fireworks above them had abated, but the din of whirring engines still hung close. Mother could hear their frantic thoughts and knew they were watching the greatest army being born. History was being made right before their eyes. Too bad they would not live to tell it. 
 
      
 
    Her thoughts focused on the Emperor. He had been uneasy ever since she violated his mind. She could see him now, descending in one of the smaller airships, flanked by three of his generals. The ship stopped feet from the edge of her shield and the trio alighted and waited for her to meet them. 
 
      
 
    She moved, detaching herself from the great engine. Its hearth lost its fire and died out, its moving mechanics coming to a halt and its doors closing shut while Mother’s six-legged prosthetic crawled to receive her. She moved herself off the rim of the engine and into the latch of her arachnoid lower half, her eyes holding the Emperor’s. The twitching in his lower lids signaled disgust, but the tension in his shoulders and the darkness in his eyes showed that he meant to devour her. Her graceful legs tapped softly across the great room until she was towering above the three men by a good four feet. Her lips could not stop pursing with the delight at the view.  
 
      
 
    “Filthy, as you have always been, Valdova.” The Emperor spoke first, with a wide, mocking grin. He was still the same disease-ridden, pale-skinned and gaunt organic anomaly he had always been to Mother, but now he was five feet taller, weighed down by a two-ton artillery integrated into his armor and two cannon blasters attached to his hands. His smug look was orange behind his helmet’s mask, and it told Mother he felt protected; he felt invincible in this primitive contraption he called armor. His generals wore lesser armor of the same design. Men trapped in their solutions. 
 
      
 
    Mother drew closer, allowing his words to bounce off her back. Her smile was tight-lipped. “Do you wish to come in?” She stepped away from the shield as it peeled away in front of her, creating a passable archway. She saw surprise flit across the Emperor’s facial features, and then his dark mask crept back up. His eyes stared past her, asserting and analyzing. Behind her, her elite Valdovas had their plasma guns raised and aimed, in crescent formation around her.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. I give you my word that I will not draw the first blood,” Mother’s voices said.  
 
      
 
    He snorted something in return and his generals exchanged worried glances as he stepped forward and again, and again, until he was passed the barrier line. They followed after him, into her abode.  
 
      
 
    The shields snapped shut behind them, like a valve. The whip sound fazed his generals, but not the Emperor. Did he understand how vulnerable he was in this instant? Maybe not. His eyes shone with malevolent exuberance, and she realized that he was certainly unaware. It twisted something in her gut. Her metal fingers itched to strangle the life out of him. 
 
      
 
    “Did you call me here so you could look upon me again in tragic nostalgia? Or are you willing to surrender unconditionally? I promise, your execution will be quick. I should have rid this planet of your stench many moons ago; the stain I’ve had to look upon from the majestic view of my palace. Listen closely, Valdova. You are nothing now, as you were nothing then. You are the Creator’s birthing cow, pumping out soulless children like the one still in your belly.  Surrender now and—” 
 
      
 
    Mother noticed sharp movement from the corner of her view. Her mental web lashed at Vidmantas and brought him to a sudden halt, paralyzing his twitching finger before it could pull the waiting trigger, his cannon aimed straight into the Emperor’s face.  
 
      
 
    “You fool! Do you really wish to claim my glory?” Her eyes conveyed wicked threats and Vidmantas shuddered. The Emperor turned slowly to eye Vidmantas in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “You do not speak to Mother as you please.” 
 
      
 
    “Valdova, what is this thing?” The Emperor laughed, slowly examining Vidmantas.  
 
      
 
    Mother looked at Vidmantas, her eyes conveying an unspoken order, and the muzzle of his gun fell to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “I will be sure to have his head,” the Emperor sighed. “Remind me, Brigantas.” 
 
      
 
    Mother stepped forward, her legs moving all at once, and grew taller. The Emperor looked up into her gaze, expectant. Her features were soft, almost truly feminine, and her eyes softened at their corners, depicting grief. This man stood before her and did not fear her. He did not fear the evil she had become. How? Why? Her emotions battled underneath the surface and her breath crawled down her windpipe.  
 
      
 
    “Is she going to cry?” The Emperor cocked his head. 
 
      
 
    “I will wipe you clean from the face of this planet, like the disease that you are.” The words whispered softly in a thousand soothing voices. It washed over the Emperor in blotches of red and his nostrils flared. She had hit close to home. He turned his back to her and headed back the way he had entered, his generals quick on his heels. He paused at the shimmering wall and waited for it to part. It did not. His generals exchanged nervous glances. 
 
      
 
    “You gave me your word.” He glimpsed over his shoulder, back to her. 
 
      
 
    Silence. 
 
      
 
    “I did,” she snickered as the barrier parted for them. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mother watched the Emperor leave, caught between anger and amusement, and then commanded her many legs to move her forward to the same opening. Ducking under the shimmering curtain of the Live Pool, she stared out at the horizon. 
 
      
 
    The Emperor, she saw, was already strapping new guns to his armor, stretching taller in it as if he could become more of a man. He had been a fool not to bring all his gun when he faced her. Perhaps if he had, she would have given him more respect. 
 
      
 
    Then again, perhaps not. 
 
      
 
    She allowed her eyes to travel over the machinery he had strapped himself into, taking note of its weaknesses. It looked more like metal boxes stacked on top of each other than anything else, though he was now strapping guns to his shoulders as well and growing several inches. His generals strapped another gun—perhaps something that could shoot bigger missiles—to his right hand. 
 
      
 
    Once he was arrayed in his weaponry, he turned toward her and screamed. And at that, she stopped staring and began moving. 
 
     
 
    “Mechs, airships, cannons, battle Valdovas at the read,” she snarled, scuttling out of the tower toward where her army had been gathering. She wrapped pieces of the Life Pool around her as if it was a shelter and moved into the midst of her armies. “Lines!” she screamed. “Mechs first. Airships, into the sky! Valdovas, we lead with you.” 
 
      
 
    She watched as they all rushed to follow her orders, the half-human half-machine Valdovas drawing up in ranks in front of the other machines while the mechs stood together in a group. Behind them, the airships were taking to the sky and hovering, awaiting her orders. 
 
      
 
    Turning, she glared at the Emperor. Yes, his army was larger than hers. Far larger. But she had the essence of the Life Pool and… Her gaze slipped to the ground, wondering, but she looked up again a moment later, her Sadness climbing up the legs of her arachnid lower half and winding around her in threads. 
 
      
 
    Yes, he had more men and machines than she did. But she had weapons he could only dream of. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Airith stared at the battle forming before them, her mouth gone dry, as if she’d been sucking on the sand beneath her feet. Mother had gone absolutely crazy. 
 
      
 
    “The Emperor must have twice as many soldiers as she does,” she gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Three times as many, is more like it,” Rapha snorted. “She is sure as shit done for.” 
 
      
 
    “She has the Life Pool,” Phara broke in. “And the Sadness. He has nothing to match her. Her power is far greater than we could ever dream.” 
 
      
 
    Before them, the Kentilans broke and rushed toward Mother’s Valdovas, and Airith sucked in another breath—then bent over and coughed at the sand that had actually entered her mouth. When she rose back up, the armies were within thousands of feet of each other. Then hundreds. Then tens. 
 
      
 
    They came together with an inhuman roar and a boom that must have sounded out for miles around them, and Phara took several shocked steps back. 
 
      
 
    “So many dead already,” she breathed. 
 
      
 
    “Not as though any of them are our friends,” Airith bit out.  
 
      
 
    “But we need Mother to survive if we’re going to live,” Rapha noted. He threw his eyes to the left and let out his own gasp as he caught sight of the Emperor. The man’s armor had been impressive before. Now it looked as though he’d become part machine. He’d grown several feet in size and somehow come by more guns, plus a helmet Rapha had never seen before. 
 
      
 
    “Mother is coming,” Phara said calmly, breaking into his train of thought. 
 
      
 
    Airith whirled on her, her face contorted in rage—and a fear that made Rapha take a step back. “What do you mean she’s coming?” Airith shouted. “And how the hell can you sound so calm about it?” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Phara said, infuriating Airith still more. “Come. We must go to battle.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t wait for them, but began rushing forward in her fluid, floating motion. Airith stared after her, then yanked out her sword’s hilt, engaging its blade and rushed down the hill, screaming. 
 
      
 
    Rapha grinned at the sight of Airith’s enthusiasm—though he suspected it was more to do with showing Phara up—and then slammed down on the button on his right forearm, bringing music roaring into his ears. Eighties Hair Rock, he thought. Perfect.  
 
      
 
    He sprinted after the two women, his feet skimming over the surface of the sand. 
 
      
 
    Within ten minutes they were on top of the armies and cutting through them, killing both Valdovas and Kentilans without mercy. Airith’s sword flashed back and forth, slicing through her foes, and Phara was using her energy to throw some up into the air, while crushing others with her indigo tentacles. Rapha with rage in his fits, connecting deadly blows with the Kentilans and Valdovas he came across. 
 
      
 
    Behind them, a bloody line of fallen soldiers stretched into the distance. Ahead of them, he saw the Emperor. And the Three. 
 
      
 
    “Straight ahead!” he screamed, stopping to put one fist through a Kentilan’s eye, and yanking it back out as the men fell, screeching. “Get to the Emperor!” 
 
      
 
    The three of them rushed toward the enormous machine that encompassed the Emperor—and the two of the Three who were trying to fight him. Rapha could see already that they were outmatched. Martus was injured and limping, and when the Emperor swung for Vidmantas, Martus foolishly stepped in front of him and took the blow himself, straight to the head. 
 
      
 
    “Weakling!” snarled Vidmantas. “Stop interfering! I can handle the Emperor on my own.” 
 
      
 
    Martus dragged himself to the side, where the sand was littered with dead royal guards. He left Vidmantas on his own. And at that, Rapha saw his chance. He’d seen the tower on the way to this battle, and he knew that Mother had a problem. A problem that the Three evidently didn’t know about yet. 
 
      
 
    “Get to Mother!” he screamed at Vidmantas. “The Kentilans are near the Life Pool! She’s in danger!” 
 
      
 
    Vidmantas whirled on him. “And what do you know about it, little brother?” he sneered. 
 
      
 
    As much as Rapha would have loved to break Vidmantas’ nose, it wasn’t the time for a pissing contest. Even between these two. “Your job is to protect her,” he growled. “I suggest you do it, before it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    The two locked gazes, burning with hatred. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” Rapha added. “I’ll be coming for you when you’re done… little brother.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” Vidmantas replied. Then he turned and ran for the tower, leaving his brothers behind. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the move?” Airith asked breathlessly as the monster that held the Emperor turned on them. 
 
      
 
    “Skyfire,” Rapha answered immediately. He held out his hands and clinched his fists, initiating the Skyfire, and watched the blackness melt over him, becoming the armor he so desperately needed right now. Beside him, he could see Airith going through the same transformation. 
 
      
 
    Between the two of them, he hoped they would have enough power to take that monster down. Because if they didn’t, they were going to be in big trouble. 
 
      
 
    Rapha and Airith flew forward as if they’d planned it, their feet flying over the sand, and leapt toward the Emperor. To Rapha’s surprise, the machine/man caught them both by their throats and threw them back into the sand. 
 
      
 
    “I want you alive,” he said, in a voice that was obviously coming through some sort of speaker system. 
 
      
 
    “Over my dead body puto,” Airith mumbled, jumped to her feet and rushing at him again. 
 
      
 
    Rapha paused a moment to watch her body as it slid toward the monster and then rushed after her, already counting the moments. How long had they had their Skyfire ignited? How much more power did either of them have? And most importantly, why did his armor reflect the time warp shield given out by their Skyfire? Then his feet were swept out from under him, the Emperor’s hand flying along the ground at a quick rate of speed. Rapha went flying to the side and ended up with his head buried in the sand. By the time he got right-side up again, and looked up, the Emperor had Airith by the foot and was dangling her over the sand, jerking back and forth as she tried to strike him with her sword. 
 
      
 
    When she finally got smart and speared the sword straight up into his arm, he dropped her on her head. 
 
      
 
    A mass of his army began to swarm toward them. Phara was doing her best to hold them off, building a shelter of glowing indigo around the three of them, but Rapha knew that would only hold up for so long. She was only one woman, and there were thousands of soldiers out there. Soldiers who wanted them dead—or worse, wanted to take them prisoner for the Emperor to experiment on. 
 
      
 
    At that moment he felt his Skyfire starting to give way. One glance at the panicked look on Airith’s face told him that she’d felt the same thing, and his stomach dropped into his feet. The black shell liquified and began to slowly retreat into their bodies. 
 
      
 
    With their Skyfire they’d stood a chance. Without it they were in big, big trouble. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot hold this shield much longer,” Phara said, her hands up in front of her and braced as if she was holding the thing against the soldiers with her physical being. “We are going to need to think of something better.” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t think there is anything better,” Airith answered. She cast a glance out of the corner of her eye. “Rapha, this would be a really good time for a bright idea of some sort.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fresh out of bright ideas, unless you want to bring up your shoes again.” he retorted, though he plowed through his brain, looking for something—anything—that might get them out of this mess.  
 
      
 
    Beyond them, thousands of Kentilans were practically foaming at the mouth for a chance to take them down. And for once he didn’t have an answer. 
 
      
 
    Phara stiffened, then let out a screech and dropped to the ground, her invisible barrier dropping with her. Airith settled into a fighter’s stance and brought her sword up in front of her, and Rapha reached for his knives—though he didn’t think they’d be of much use. 
 
      
 
    Then, out of nowhere, Mox appeared, dropping to the sand with a swing of his cane, his bodyguards right behind him. He brought his staff down hard into the sand, and a new barrier shot up in front of them. 
 
      
 
    Rapha watched the soldiers crashing into the barrier, too shocked to move for a second, and then whirled on Mox. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Mox grimaced. “You pissed the Virginity off with that little stunt you pulled during the race, and I haven’t been paid any of my winnings. This piece of shit—” He pointed at the Emperor as if the man wasn’t worth the sand he was standing on. “—Didn’t pay me either. So, I’m here to protect the weapon until some mother fucker pays me for it.” 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck do you mean, weapon?” Airith shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Never you mind that,” Mox cooed. He started typing madly into his staff. “I can use the energy from my staff to give you two one short run, and that’s it. You better end this shit show, or we’re done for!” 
 
      
 
    Energy shot out from his staff, hitting Airith and Rapha, and a moment later their Skyfire had reignited. The two shot toward the Emperor. 
 
      
 
    “Come at him from opposite sides this time, genius!” Airith shouted.  
 
      
 
    She didn’t wait for his answer, but broke left and shot around the Emperor until she was at his back. The big machine twirled on its toes, trying to follow her, and Rapha saw his chance. He hurled himself onto the thing’s back and started punching at it, screaming. The Skyfire allowed him to actually dent the armor, and within moments he was through it and reaching for the wires he saw in the next level. 
 
      
 
    “Airith, get out of there!” he shouted. “Protect yourself, I’ve got him!” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have time to see whether she obeyed him. When he yanked at the wires, the world around him exploded. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When Rapha woke up, it was to see Mox standing over him, shaking him.  
 
      
 
    If there was anything that would get Rapha moving, it was the sight of that man standing over him. 
 
      
 
    He scuttled backward, gagging, and came up hard against Airith’s legs. When he glanced up, he saw that she was staring into the distance, a hard look on her face. One look in that direction showed him the Emperor limping away, still in his armor. A group of guards surrounded him, while his generals were heading toward the Life Pool, no doubt to kill Mother. 
 
      
 
    “You three go after him,” Mox said quickly. “I’ll hold the bastards off while you finish your job.” 
 
      
 
    Rapha, Phara, and Airith ran after the Emperor without question, and Mox watched them go, a wistful look on his face. Then the soldiers arrived, and he whirled into the face of battle. But this wasn’t the sort of battle Mox had ever been built to fight, and one swing of a sword brought him to his knees. He glanced up and saw that there were hundreds of soldiers still on their way. 
 
      
 
    There was no way to win this war. There was only a choice for how to get out of it. 
 
      
 
    He used one of this guards to climb to his feet, then grinned at the soldiers in front of him. “You have no idea who I am,” he said, his breath rasping in his ruined throat. “I’m the greatest, sexiest, and most beautiful mother fucking rock star on Homecity.” 
 
      
 
    He hit a button on his belt and then let his hand drop to his crotch and started motioning as if he was masturbating.  
 
      
 
    “And I’m fucking all of you tonight.” He winked and blew the world around him a kiss as if he planned this all along. 
 
      
 
    A second later the bomb from his belt he’d ignited detonated, taking him, his guards, and both armies on the battlefield into oblivion. 
 
  
 
   
 
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE GLITCH 
 
      
 
      
 
   A irith raced after the Emperor and his guards, leaving Rapha and Phara to follow after her. She didn’t need to look back to see whether they were there. They would be. 
 
      
 
    And if they weren’t, she would deal with the Emperor on her own. She was, after all, the one with the training to kill with no mercy. Sure, Phara had some tricky magic, but Rapha only had been a bodyguard and brawler modified now with Skyfire. Which, she thought with a smirk and one lifted eyebrow, she had as well. 
 
      
 
    But they needed to catch the Emperor if they were going to do anything about anything—and that was going to be tough on foot. 
 
      
 
    “He’s heading for the Old District!” she shouted over her shoulder. “And we’re never going to catch him on foot!” 
 
      
 
    Ahead of the Emperor, she could already see the Old District rising up out of the desert. The Creator’s first attempt at Homecity, it was now nothing more than a group of crumbling buildings, none of them inhabitable. The sand was reaching up what was left of the streets, these days, and each of the buildings had lost its roof, leaving them open to the sky. 
 
      
 
    Whoever had lived there was long gone. Probably a good thing, since Airith had no doubt they were going to have to destroy the place if they wanted to take out the Emperor. 
 
      
 
    She put on a new burst of speed, her feet clawing at the sand under her, and her breath started coming heavier. Then, much to her surprise, Rapha pulled even with her—and he was wearing his Skyfire armor. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” she screamed.  
 
      
 
    “It’s called running!” he shouted back, his voice joyous and over exuberant. 
 
      
 
    “With your Skyfire?” 
 
      
 
    He darted a look out of the corner of his eye. “How else do you suggest we catch him?” 
 
      
 
    Well, it was a good point. That didn’t make it the right answer. 
 
      
 
    “And what are you going to do when we catch him and must fight him again, and your Skyfire is finished? Didn’t think about that did you?” she asked, her voice sharp. 
 
      
 
    His footsteps faltered at that, and though he didn’t answer her, he did drop back out of her vision. She smirked and then put all her energy into running. They needed to catch the Emperor and figure out what he was doing—before he killed Mother. Because that would take the rest of them out. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When they got to the Old District, the place was semi-defended by the guards the Emperor had taken with him. One of them stood at the entry of the ruins, and Airith could see more of them behind him, standing at corners and looking fiercely around as if they were meant to be there. 
 
      
 
    Too bad they were outmanned. None of them had anything like Airith’s sword. 
 
      
 
    She yanked the hilt from the sheath on her hip, jerked it up in front of her to allow the two blades to materialize and combined into one, and hit the button to engage her Skyfire at the same time as she began swinging, allowing her instincts to guide her as she swept the weapon up and through the first guard, starting right underneath his left arm and moving quickly through his body. Two seconds later, he was dead on the ground—in two pieces. Another swing as she rushed forward and the next guard lost his head. Sweeping the sword back the other way and she cut the third guard right through the middle. 
 
      
 
    Airith dashed forward, leaving the gore in her wake for the others to deal with, her eyes on the street in front of her. Where had the Emperor gone? He hadn’t had that many guards with him, and she’d already killed three of them. If she were guarding someone… 
 
      
 
    She got to the corner and spun to the right, and then to the left, her gaze flying madly across the ruins of the buildings around them. Then she saw him. Or she saw where she thought he might be. The other three guards were bunched up in front of a ruined doorway, their puny swords up and at the ready in front of them. One look at their faces, though, told her that they were all terrified—and none of them wanted to die for the man they called emperor. 
 
      
 
    She took three leaping steps toward them, came to a skidding halt, and screamed at them. 
 
      
 
    They all turned and ran, leaving the doorway wide open.  
 
      
 
    She snorted in disgust. “Typical amateurs,” she growled. That was the problem with hired help. They ran at the first sign of anything going wrong. 
 
      
 
    Effective killers had been born to it. Trained since birth. Brought up with one goal, and one goal only. 
 
      
 
    She grimaced and caught that thought by its tail before it could go anywhere, yanking it back and shoving it into the box where she kept such things. That had been her life before. It wasn’t who she was, today, she hoped. Though that wasn’t going to stop her from finding the Emperor and killing him. 
 
      
 
    She paused long enough for Phara and Rapha to catch up with her, the two of them coming up on her left and on her right to flank her. 
 
      
 
    “Quite a mess you left back there,” Rapha murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Only doing what I had to do,” she responded, her voice emotionless. 
 
      
 
    She could see the glance he sent her way, and practically feel the expression he was wearing—one of doubt and confusion—but she didn’t turn to him. His feelings about her past and her abilities weren’t her problem. Not right now. 
 
      
 
    “She’s only doing what she knows best, Rapha,” Phara said clearly. “All she knows is death and—” 
 
      
 
    The girl interrupted herself, going suddenly to her knees and throwing her hands out in front of her to bring up a shield in front of them. And not a moment too soon. The shield had barely materialized before several explosions hit it from the other side, each of them in a green brighter than Airith had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    Airith and Rapha both dropped to their knees next to Phara, their hands in front of their eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What the fried shit chicken was that?” Rapha snapped. 
 
      
 
    “A new weapon, the likes of which your kind has never seen,” the Emperor responded, strolling from behind one of the walls in front of them. 
 
      
 
    Airith threw her gaze up and over his armor to locate his face. He’d pulled his mask back now, so they could see the arrogant tilt to his eyebrows, the barely contained smirk on his lips. The armor was scarred, scratched, and dented—but it was still functional. And it was still more than anything they had at their fingertips.  
 
      
 
    Still more than anything they could defeat on their own.  
 
      
 
    But that didn’t mean they weren’t going to try. They had to. They might lose their lives fighting the Emperor—but they were certainly going to lose their lives if the Emperor or any of his men got to Mother and killed her. 
 
      
 
    And that brought another thought roaring back to her. The rest of the Kentilans. They had gone after Mother at the Life Pool. Even now, they might be destroying her. 
 
      
 
    “The other Kentilans—” she started. 
 
      
 
    “They went after Mother,” Rapha finished. “Who does she have protecting her?” 
 
      
 
    “She has the power of the Life Pool, and her own Sadness,” Phara answered calmly. “She is more powerful than anything I have ever experienced. The Kentilans will give her no trouble. Plus Mox is back there. We must worry about ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    Airith growled at the thought of Mother having more power, but there was nothing to be done about that now. Phara was right; they had to get themselves out of this situation, or it wasn’t going to matter whether Mother ruled the world or not. 
 
      
 
    “Drop the shield,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Phara asked. 
 
      
 
    “Drop the shield. It’s time to get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    “Airith, I don’t think—” Rapha started. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t get the chance to finish. Phara swept her hands down and to the sides, and the barrier dropped with them, leaving a blank space between them and the Emperor. Before Rapha could say anything else, Airith was sprinting forward, screaming, her sword raised above her head and ready to strike.  
 
      
 
    She got four steps toward the Emperor before one of his monstrous hands swung down from the left and sent her flying right into a wall. She lay there, motionless, trying to get her brain to start thinking, for several moments—until she heard Rapha shout out in pain. At the sound, Airith was on her feet again, running for the battle taking place without bothering to look at what was going on or even figure out what she was going to do. The battle was nothing but a dust cloud in front of her, the sand flying up and around the Emperor as Phara used her own powers, Rapha nothing more than an occasional flash of color through the clay-colored haze of the cloud. The Emperor was roaring and stomping, and she could see his armor towering over the floating sand, but she couldn’t see any of the details. 
 
      
 
    Moments later, she was in the dust cloud herself, her sword once again sweeping left and right as she tried to clear the way. Then she came upon the battle. Rapha was still on his feet, but he wouldn’t be for much longer. He’d taken some sort of hit to the side, and his left chest plate looked like it had melted off him. Airith could see burnt skin and steel underneath. He was also limping—badly—and his movements were slower than they should have been. 
 
      
 
    “Rapha, your Skyfire!” she screamed. 
 
      
 
    “Used. Up,” he huffed. “No charge.” 
 
      
 
    She dashed forward, her eyes on the target that was the Emperor, her gaze seeking a soft spot in the armor. Surely there were seams there. Surely there was a spot that wasn’t made of metal. Just a small seam. That was all she needed.  
 
      
 
    Then she saw it, right where the piece that covered his thighs met the body piece. An opening. Of course, there was an opening. There had to be, for him to be able to move as well as he did. And it was just big enough for her blade. If he would just stand still long enough for her to— 
 
    Another swipe and she was flying through the air again. 
 
      
 
    “¡Carajo!” she shrieked, furious at the bad luck. 
 
      
 
    When she came to a stop in the sand, she jumped to her feet again—only to stop when she saw a black hole opening right above the Emperor. She’d never seen anything like it. It looked as though the very fabric of reality had somehow ripped open, allowing a glimpse of … pure and utter darkness. Airith jerked to a stop, staring, and the Emperor stopped as well. Moments later, the dust died down and Airith could see that Phara had stopped, her arms hanging at her sides.  
 
      
 
    Rapha was on the ground, unmoving. 
 
      
 
    Airith tore her gaze from him and looked up again, just in time to see Mother’s arachnid attachment dropping through the rip in the sky. She fell to the ground, landing in a crouch, and the rip sealed up again above her. 
 
      
 
    Phara promptly disappeared. And before she could think about why she would do that, Airith went charging forward again, her only thought was of Rapha and the harm Mother might do to him. She’d gone only a few steps when she found herself on her back, one of Mother’s legs pinning her down. A quick glance to the side showed her that Rapha was pinned by another. 
 
      
 
    With her Skyfire, there was nothing Airith could do about it. The magic still encompassed her, but she could hear it dying away, her last minutes already up. 
 
      
 
    “You will stay there, children,” Mother said from in front of her. “This is my game to play, now.” 
 
      
 
    Airith looked up to see Mother standing in front of the Emperor, her face dark and unreadable. Although two of her legs were holding Airith and Rapha, she had others still available to her—as well as the weapons that had somehow grown out of what had once been her arms. The Emperor stood frozen in front of her, evidently too stunned at her sudden appearance to react. 
 
      
 
    Airith had to agree with him. What type of magic had Mother done to rip the world like that—and how? 
 
      
 
    Suddenly one of Mother’s arms shot forward, the sharpened steel at the end of it slicing cleanly through the Emperor’s armor and impaling him. He jumped and gagged, and blood began to dribble from his lips. 
 
      
 
    A kill shot, Airith thought. A clean shot right through the vital organs. It would take him only moments to die. And he’d never seen it coming—never thought that his armor could be punctured in that way. And that had been his mistake. 
 
      
 
    Mother jerked her weapon out of his body but caught him with her arms before he could fell. She kneeled, the movement of her mechanical attachment jerky and awkward, and laid him onto the ground, her face growing almost wistful. Leaning forward, she kissed the Emperor gently. 
 
      
 
    “If you’d loved me the way you should have, none of this would have happened,” she said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Airith stared at her, shocked. She’d never seen Mother exhibit any emotion at all, other than anger. She’d never dreamt that the woman who had created them all could be anything more than… a machine. But the emotions she was seeing on the half-machine’s face now were entirely human. 
 
      
 
    “We could have changed everything,” Mother murmured, still speaking to the Emperor. And then her face changed from dreamy to angry. From loving to… vindictive. “But instead, you chose pain and fear,” she hissed. She brought one of her legs up above her head and a rapid transformation happened, the leg flowing smoothly from an appendage for walking to a long, sharp spear. 
 
      
 
    “So now I bring you pain!” she shouted. 
 
      
 
    The leg came flying down, piercing straight through the Emperor’s face, and Mother wailed in both victory and sorrow. 
 
      
 
    She dropped the body of the Emperor and whirled on Airith, who managed to squirm from her hold at this point. She jumped from the sand and ran toward Rapha, reaching him, going to her knees, and then turning on Mother. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch us!” she screamed. 
 
      
 
    Mother reached out, heedless of Airith’s wishes, but her hand jerked back when a cargo class waver with the words ‘2 Wicked’ graffitied on its hull it blazed to a stop between her and Airith and Rapha. A moment later Toddboy jumped from the smoking vehicle, somehow managing to grin and scowl at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Behind him, crouched on top of the waver, Luna opened fire on Mother with her large arm cannon while Luna created shields to deflect any of Mother’s attacks. Mother crouched to the ground and began defending herself with walls of the Sadness.  
 
      
 
    Toddboy gestured for Airith to come to him and dropped to his knees next to Rapha, putting a hand to his brow. 
 
      
 
    “Barely alive,” he said lightly. “Good thing I got here when I did.” 
 
      
 
    He jerked his head at his waver. “Get on and don’t worry about those two crazy bitches, they can handle themselves.” he snapped at Airith, as he jumped to his feet with Rapha in his arms. When she hesitated, he snarled at her. “Get on!” 
 
      
 
    She grimaced and stepped into the waver, furious at having to accept the help of this man, but desperate enough to get away from Mother that she wasn’t going to ask too many questions. Luna and Sage were still in the midst of their battle, and Airith ducked down into a seat, trying to keep from getting killed. 
 
      
 
    A moment later Rapha was in the seat next to her, his head in her lap, and Toddboy was behind the wheel of the waver, adjusting the controls and screaming at his bodyguards to get retreat back to the Springs. 
 
      
 
    When the waver shot into the sky, Airith found herself flattened to the surface and holding on for dear life. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this?” she ground out. 
 
      
 
    “A rescue mission, what do you think?” he spat back. “Leave it to you two to set yourselves up in such a situation. Facing Mother herself, and after the Emperor has just beat the living shit out of you both! What are you thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “Just trying to save the world you ugly bearded dumbass,” Rapha mumbled. 
 
      
 
    Airith didn’t look up but grinned in relief at the sound of his voice. But she took a moment to look around them, and saw…  
 
      
 
    “What kind of oversized grody ass waver is this?” she asked, looking around at the captain’s seats and bright fuchsia interior, striped pole of course included. It was larger than any waver she’d ever been inside—and more richly appointed—but it was the only thing she could think of.  
 
      
 
    Turning, she saw someone she didn’t recognize coming out of a back room. Someone with bright blue hair and a metal piece over half of its face. 
 
      
 
    That someone turned, met her eye, and then glanced at Toddboy. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here,” he snapped. “Tracking complete and Luna and Sage are one their way back and fortunately for us Mother is on her way back to Indigo Tower.” 
 
      
 
    Toddboy nodded. “Airith, make sure you’re both buckled,” he said quickly, casting half a glance over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Airith didn’t bother to answer. She just stared out the window as the ship shot forward and began to race along the dunes, away from the Old District—and away from Mother. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    They couldn’t have been traveling for more than twenty minutes before the waver stopped again. Toddboy, who had been refusing to answer any of Airith’s questions, turned on her and pointed to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Out,” he said. “And take this with you.” He wrenched Rapha up from the seat and shoved him in her direction, taking little care of the wounds. 
 
      
 
    Rapha, who had been asleep, stumbled into her arms, moaning. 
 
      
 
    Airith shook him. “Stop being a little bitch, it can’t be that bad,” she told him. “You’re not dead. And as far as I can see, you’re barely even wounded.” 
 
      
 
    He reared back and glared at her. “I’ll have you know that I was nearly burnt to a crisp by the Emperor' while you were off doing whatever you were doing.” Then he grinned. “But I’ll forgive you. Since we made it out alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither of you is going to be alive much longer if you don’t get your asses to the Creator!” Toddboy shouted.  
 
      
 
    “Quick question buddy…why did you come back for us? You were supposed to be on your way to the Springs to watch out for Isabel Rae as you promised.” Rapha shouted back. 
 
      
 
    A long pause, and then: “I made a deal with the Creator. But it’s none of your business. Plus, I owed you that favor. Consider it paid in full.” 
 
      
 
    Toddboy’s face had gone from serious to bashful and somehow wistful, and Airith shot him a glare, additional questions already forming on her tongue. Something was going on here, and she wanted to know what the hell it was. 
 
      
 
    But Rapha took her hand and yanked her through the door and out into the sand. 
 
      
 
    “What is he talking about, a deal with the Creator?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Rapha shook his head. “He has always talked about this ‘deal’, but I've never been able to figure that out, myself,” he murmured. “But there’s no arguing with him. He did just save our asses.” 
 
      
 
    “And brought us right back to where we started,” Airith said, pointing. 
 
      
 
    In front of them, Phara was standing next to the Katalina and the Penelope, both of which looked as though they’d been through a battle. 
 
      
 
    “What the deuce did you do to my babies?” Rapha shrieked, diving toward the wavers. 
 
      
 
    Phara shrugged. “They were like this when I arrived,” she said simply.  
 
      
 
    Airith narrowed her eyes. “And speaking of that,” she said. “Where did you go? We could have used you back there!” 
 
      
 
    Another shrug. “I could not stay where Mother was,” Phara noted. “I could not make myself available to her. If she took me, she would become even more powerful. We should also pay respects to Mox. It seems as him killed himself to save us.” Phara pointed to the charred battle ground in from of the Indigo Tower. 
 
      
 
    This brought a growl from Rapha. “Like horseshit he did. That dude never did anything for anyone unless he got money, fame or sex out of it. You sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Quite certain. He is gone from this place. As are the armies. A solider from the back lines told me as he and hundreds of his comrades fled the battlefield wounded.” 
 
      
 
    Airith’s stomach dropped into her feet. “We need to get back on track and headed to the Glitch”. The Glitch. Where they would inevitably find the Creator and try to active the power core as he asked. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
     
 
    Rapha was at the controls of the Penelope, Airith riding next to him in the co-pilot’s seat. Though she wasn’t driving, but instead explaining. 
 
      
 
    “Has the Creator ever told you about the Glitch?” she asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, why wouldn’t he?” he responded. 
 
      
 
    She glared at him. “I should have known he would have told someone who he’d—” 
 
      
 
    Before she could complete the sentence, Rapha had slammed on the breaks and brought the waver down hard in the sand. He threw his door open, jumped out, and punched the hood of the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Airith jumped to her feet as well, shocked at his behavior. “What gives?” she shouted. “¿Qué estas loco?! Stop fucking with the waver!” 
 
      
 
    Rapha threw his hands up in the air, furious. “Someone who he’d what? What is it with you? Why are you always doing that? What’s your damage? Why are you pretending that night didn’t happen, pretending that it didn’t matter! What’s with the attitude, Airith? Why do you hide from me? Because Mother rejected me, while you’re her perfect assassin? What am I to you, just a nobody? Just a reject? At least I show my feelings! Shit, you showed yours that night we met. The night you were supposed to kill me. Mother might not have wanted me, but at least I know who I am! If you keep hiding yourself away, you’re going to end up alone and nowhere—just like she planned for you! That’s why she created you, right? To be an assassin by day and one of her son’s possessions by night!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Airith gasped and shaking her head in confusion. She was completely thrown off by this outburst. 
 
      
 
    “You’re still her slave, don’t you see?” he asked quietly. “You won’t let yourself be happy, and as long as you’re doing that, you’re still enslaved to her.” 
 
      
 
    Airith stared at him for a moment, grabbed the hilt of her sword then activated it. She paused, then held the tip up to the scar on her cheek—the scar that Mother marked her with the night she came back from failing to kill Rapha. It was a mark to serve two purposes; for all to see she was the assassin for Mother and to remind her whose slave she was. 
 
      
 
    And every time she looked in the mirror, it reminded her that she belonged to someone else. 
 
      
 
    Now she slid the tip of her sword into the spot right below it and, with three sharp strokes, created a second open diamond shape. This was to symbolize the connection of two slaves. It was to show how her, and Rapha were now slaves to each other. 
 
      
 
    “A slave to Mother no more,” she hissed. “Now I’m a slave to you. Are you happy? Is that what you wanted?” 
 
      
 
    She rushed toward him without waiting for an answer and crushed her lips to his. 
 
      
 
    The moment they touched; she felt the change happen. Something was rushing through her blood… and then over her skin, under her hair, through her eyes… 
 
      
 
    When her eyes flew open, she saw that the same thing was happening to Rapha. He had a green glow over his skin, and it was… moving. Looking closer, she saw that it was a series of numbers, letters, and symbols, all rolling over and through his skin as if he was suddenly made of code. As she watched, the code from his skin rolled through the air and hit her own code—which was pink, she realized. Bright, neon pink, with something like yellow or gold threaded into it. The moment the green hit it, there was an explosion, and they both flew backward into the sand. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Miles away, inside the Glitch’s mainframe, the Creator’s consciousness woke. He’d felt it. The thing he’d been waiting for, for so long. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, my fateful day has begun,” he thought within the brain of the Glitch. “My two binary stars have finally fused.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, the power cores of the Glitch fired; it was being powder by the connection newly created by Airith and Rapha. The tower came alive with lights so bright the beam shot into space thousands of miles above Indio. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Back in the waver, Rapha was fighting the controls of the ship. No matter what he did, though, he couldn’t get it to respond to him. 
 
      
 
    “She’s all shot to shit and not cooperating?” he shouted. “This thing is programmed to respond to me!” 
 
      
 
    “You are not the one in control any longer,” Phara replied calmly. “He is controlling it now.” 
 
      
 
    “He?” Rapha shouted. Then he paused as he felt the signature, he knew all too well. 
 
      
 
    “The Creator,” Airith answered. “I guess we’ve woken his consciousness with whatever just happened back there, and he wants to speak with us. Finally, some good news.” 
 
      
 
    “You know how you asked if he ever told me what the Glitch actually is? Well, imagine a never-ending number of pieces of paper, and now think about those pieces of paper as different universes, some even alternate universes to ours. Now think about them all pressed together in an infinite stack. The Glitch can open a hole and run through that entire stack like an endless radio dial but only in the exact spot we would be in that other universe, picking each signal up as a channel. It’s how we get the Earth music and television shows beamed to us because in whatever location the Earth is sitting in its universe is where we sit in ours, it’s like a mirror in a way,” Rapha explained feeling bad for how he exploded on Airith earlier. It wasn’t a scientific explanation, but it was the one he’d been given, and it made sense to him. “It’s the Creator’s toy. He uses it to understand the other worlds.” 
 
      
 
    “Understand them?” Airith asked. “Like… connect with them?” 
 
      
 
    “Just listen to them, I think,” he continued. “I don’t think physical contact is possible. Though I don’t know that for sure,” he added thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly there was a jerk, and then a pop, and the world around them disappeared. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
     
 
    When Rapha’s sight came back, they were in an elevator. A white one, with strange, monotone music playing. Music that he definitely did not like. The elevator jerked to a stop and the doors opened, showing them a strange white room—with the same music playing. This room, also bland, and had no hint of color in sight. White pillows on the white couch. A white telephone on the white desk. A blank painting framed in white. 
 
      
 
    The carpet, the walls, everything bright headache white. And that horrible music. 
 
      
 
    Rapha took one step out of the elevator, and then another, leaving the girls to follow him. Suddenly there was movement on the desk, and he noticed a box there. A box that seemed to be printing some sort of message. He walked up to it and yanked the paper up toward his face. 
 
      
 
    “Please make yourself comfortable,” he read, shocked. “Athena from accounting will be with you shortly.” He dropped the paper and whirled around to look at Airith. “Who the fuck is Athena?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a cheap stripper,” she replied, her eyes still on the room around them. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes jerked toward his when the robot came over the intercom. 
 
      
 
    “Coffee break has commenced,” the genderless voice said. “The Creator can see you now.” 
 
      
 
    A bright purple door on the other side of the room began to glow. Just then the key around Airith’s neck started to glow a bright neon purple as well. They both started to pulse at the same time in a Morse code like manner. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, a bright, shining person stepped through the door, covered in some sort of reflective purple material. The person had a helmet over their head, and some sort of propulsion machine strapped to their back. 
 
      
 
    “What the…” Rapha whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, my binary stars,” the person—now identifiable as a man—said, lifting a fuzzy television like helmet off his head.  
 
      
 
    Now they could see that his hair was slicked back nicely. He was young, Rapha thought, though it was hard to tell through the many-colored sunglasses he was wearing. 
 
      
 
    Still, he recognized the voice.  
 
      
 
    “Creator,” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    The Creator nodded. “We felt your connection and are most excited about this new phase in our work,” he said. He turned. “Airith, put these on.” Pulling the glasses from his face, he handed them to her. 
 
      
 
    Airith stared at him while nervously reaching out to grab the glasses and then slowly slipped them on. 
 
      
 
    What she saw shocked her. She could see lines of living code extending from her outward—and connecting to Phara and Rapha. And the Creator. She could see the same lines running between the others, and when she looked down, she could see that the lines that ran between her and Rapha were pulsing more brightly than anyone else’s, bright bullets of green and pink running along the lines at intervals. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you’ve noticed the Skyfire,” the Creator said, feeling where her eyes were dwelling. “You see, you didn’t need Mox’s code at all. True, his code will increase the Skyfire tech. But your organic connection has rewired your codebase and made Mox’s code unnecessary. You are now feeding off each other. You have combined and become a battery. If you are together you will have all the power you need to charge Skyfire. But like any reactor, if you get too hot, you’ll explode and kill everything on Indio. Which would be… upsetting.” 
 
      
 
    She heard the twist in his voice on the last word and narrowed her eyes. He might be telling them something, but it definitely wasn’t the whole truth. It was just the truth as he wanted them to believe it. And how did he know about the code written by Mox? 
 
      
 
    “Ask the glasses to search for Mother for you,” the Creator commanded. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Airith gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Tell them to search for Mother’s code,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
    Confused, she wrinkled her brow and thought the command to the glasses. To her surprise, her vision spiraled back down to the planet, running rapidly across the sand and into the Indigo Tower. There she saw Mother, reams and reams of code running from what was left of her body out toward her many children. 
 
      
 
    And in that moment, she knew. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God,” she gasped. She looked up at the Creator, and then at Rapha and Phara. “He code can be transferred. If we pass her code to a clone of her, we can kill the clone and be down with her connection. We can fix everything.” 
 
      
 
    “A clone?” Rapha asked. 
 
      
 
    They both turned at the same time to look at Phara. Mother’s most perfect creation. 
 
      
 
    Mother’s clone. 
 
      
 
    Phara returned their stares and nodded solemnly. “I am willing,” she said.  
 
      
 
    Rapha grabbed her arm—which made Airith’s stomach flip in unpleasant ways. “It will mean sacrificing your life, Phara,” he said firmly. “You’ll become what she is.” 
 
      
 
    Phara didn’t even pause. “I am aware, Rapha.” 
 
      
 
    Airith’s eyes dropped toward the floor, but her gaze was snagged by the connection between her and Rapha. Now that she looked at it more closely, she could see numbers on her chest and his. Across her breast, in bright pink, she was wearing the number 52. And on his, in fluorescent green, 143.  
 
      
 
    What did the numbers mean? And why had they appeared with the code? Did they have something to do with the Skyfire? Something to do with their new weaponization? 
 
      
 
    She shuddered at the thought. 
 
      
 
    Then she noticed the light pink cord that connected her to Mother. And another running from Rapha. They were all connected, she knew—and all exposed, because of that connection. Destroying it was the only way any of them would ever be free. 
 
      
 
    “Phara is the way,” the Creator said, interrupting her thoughts. “The only way. But you see that there is a way to defeat Mother. One that you never anticipated.” 
 
      
 
    “But how would we do it?” Airith asked on a gasp. “We’ve tried to fight her. We’ve lost. And she has new powers that we cannot defeat.” 
 
      
 
    “You must only wound her,” the Creator said quickly. “Wound her enough to imprison her, and Phara will be able to absorb her Sadness. Once it has entered Phara she can take control of Mother’s direct line to all. That will be the end. The end of the being we have called Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “And we just kill Phara like it’s no big deal? What the fuck?!” Rapha asked in anger, his voice low and more dangerous than Airith had ever heard it. She wondered, now, what it was he felt for Phara. Why he was so concerned about her. 
 
      
 
    The Creator was unapologetic for his next statement. “You must kill her so she can convert the Sadness and deploy the new codebase.” 
 
      
 
    Airith gasped. Kill Phara? She didn’t like the girl, but she didn’t think she could consider killing her. 
 
      
 
    “It is the only solution,” the Creator said. 
 
      
 
    “And I am willing,” Phara added. “My life has been so that I could protect the Life Pool. This is the only way to return it to its natural state. To rid it of the Sadness that now pollutes it. To rid the world of Mother without killing her children.” 
 
      
 
    She strolled to the window that appeared in the wall and glanced down, then gestured for Rapha and Airith to join her. 
 
      
 
    Airith walked forward, holding her breath. When she arrived at the window, she looked down to see Homecity. Mother had covered it in a protective bubble of the Sadness, blocking it off from the rest of the world. 
 
      
 
    “She is already trying to protect herself,” the Creator said. “You will have to move quickly if you’re to succeed at saving all of her children.” 
 
      
 
    Airith took a deep breath, and then looked up at Rapha. In his eyes, she saw the same awareness she’d already begun to feel.  
 
      
 
    If they wanted to defeat Mother and win their freedom, this was the only way. 
 
      
 
    She yanked the hilt of her sword and held it up in front of her. “Then I guess we’d better get going,” she said quietly. 
 
      
 
    A nod from Phara, another from Rapha, and they all turned and headed for the door, leaving the Creator chuckling behind them. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
   M Any miles away, in the Kentilan Tower Palace, young Grand Duke Luka Kentila was staring out the window at the black liquid shield that had come up over Homecity like a dome of darkness. He didn’t know what the darkness was, but he knew what it meant. His father had stormed out of the palace that morning, shouting that when he returned, they would celebrate a great victory. 
 
    It looked, however, as if the victory belonged to someone else. 
 
    At that moment, a hand touched his elbow. He dropped his gaze and looked back, keeping his eyes set on the floor rather than meeting the gaze of whoever had come to him. 
 
    “Sire,” a voice said. “It’s about your father…” 
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