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Life is like a game of cards. The hand you are dealt is determinism; the way you play it is free will.


Jawaharlal Nehru

The end of his staff tapped down on the ground, just not for what would have been the most obvious reason. Freund was indeed blind, but he did not need his staff to walk... not here. This place he had visited too many times; several times before he had lost his vision, but so many more times since. 

“I hope you’re not too busy,” Freund started, placing both hands on his staff and leaning slightly against its strength.

“Just talking to a few friends,” she replied, and he could feel her turning to face him. The sound of her voice was like warm silk caressing his face. “Nothing that cannot wait. It has been some time since last you came to visit.” Freund chuckled at the notion of her keeping time, but he knew it was just small talk; she was trying to make him feel comfortable, welcome. It made the reason for his coming much simpler to execute. “I trust things are well.”

“That would depend entirely on your definition,” Freund replied.

“Which means it is relative,” she countered. “Why not simply tell me how you feel about things.”

“How I feel?” Freund considered. It did not take long for him to dismiss the effort, shaking his head in denial. “No, that is not a good road to travel at the moment.”

“You sound troubled, son.”

“Believe me, Mother, I am,” Freund admitted, rubbing his chin before he frowned. There was no easy way to go about this, so he decided to be done with it all by the most expedient means available to him. “I am afraid your son will have to break his word to you.”

“Ren, no,” she said softly and he could feel the sadness in her voice.

“Let us not engage in the least form of communication,” Freund requested. “I will not change your mind about what it is that I do, and your pleas to me will go unanswered. I am the Guardian of Humanity in the Rims and a destroyer has come. The Destroyer has come! I must go and face her. 

“And before you ask, no,” Freund quickly added. “She cannot be reasoned with, she cannot be influenced or bribed, and she will not stop... not until... I... am...”

“Just like me?” she asked of her child. 

“Yes, Mother. She will not stop until we are all dead!”

Sareena Harrison looked down and then turned to see the other occupants of this particular graveyard. Like her, they were all Grey Walkers with only glimpses of their total life-light remaining in this place. Most of them had been good people. A little young and naïve, perhaps, but basically good. A few had lost their way and had come too soon to this place. They were not as eerie or odd as those who had willingly dedicated their lives to darkness, but seldom were they content as they were so very concerned for those they had left behind. Sareena had counted herself among them until her son had gained the ability to see and speak with her. The mother of a noted SpellCasteR had been freed from her guilt, and her truest light had long since departed from this realm. Only the soft-spoken shadow remained, but for her youngest child, Rendell, it had been enough. She knew why he had come and though time for her was not a matter of import, she knew his was limited. There were pressing matters to which he needed to attend and quickly.

“I will not ask you to be careful if you do not ask me not to worry,” she said, bringing hearty laughter out of her son.

“I will do my best.”

“That has never been a problem with you, Rendell,” she stated. “Your best has always readily available, and you never hesitate to give it. I do hope, however, your ability to discern when and where that effort belongs has improved since last we spoke.”

“Mother, you could say that I am positively illuminated,” Freund replied, giving her a smile, but only briefly. “No, they are not all worth saving. Some of them don’t even know they are in distress and will not accept the truth of the danger they pose to themselves. But I cannot allow my actions to be dictated by them. It is that lack of humanity that makes them so troublesome to begin with. To embody even a sliver of that darkness would make me truly blind!

“But I came to pay my respects... because I may not be able to do so again from this side of the realm-divide,” Freund declared. “This enemy has power I can only begin to understand. The only thing that even makes her approachable is that she is too much like what she aims to destroy. But her childlike ways will not remain in place forever.”

“And eventually she will mature,” Sareena added.

“Eventually,” Freund answered before sighing in a long, cleansing breath.

“Perhaps there is a chance that once she matures, her outlook on humanity will change.”

“Not for the better, Mother,” Freund said. “The boundaries of her contempt are beyond my ability to measure. She is evil incarnate, the anti-life!”

“Then perhaps your task is not to defeat her,” Sareena said. 

“What?”

“If she is the anti-life, then she has a place in this life,” Sareena said. “Which means she is beyond your jurisdiction to control. You must allow life to control the anti-life; to render its verdict on it as it has on everything else that comes to it. My son, if you must be pressed to do anything–”

“I must see to the imbalance she creates!” Freund whispered before lifting his staff from the ground. A small portion of the energy contained within the rod caused the staff to ignite with a bright white light. Stamping the staff to the ground, Freund was transformed into light. 

Sareena’s head lifted and she looked upon the stars. She could see her son, flying inside the light the stars of the Rims traded with the cosmos. She smiled, but not for long. A slender, pale hand found Sareena’s shoulder.

“I serve at your pleasure, my Lady,” Sareena said, black tears falling from her eyes. 

“Not just my pleasure, Mrs. Harrison,” Mortisia cooed, gazing upon Freund’s departure. “If only he were to allow himself more hubris, I would not have to use you in such a fashion.

“Foolish entity that is still all too mortal,” Mortisia added to the departing light. “You actually believe the game will only begin when Greesdev commands it. You will find, quite painfully, that I am already five moves ahead. Now run along, simple savior, and see if you can rescue the damsel in distress. I shall wait to gather those you cannot save... which is looking like it will be a very respectable number!”

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

There were so many names for it; outer space, cosmic manna, the void, the abyss... the list was as endless as the number of people who had dared to try to embrace its meaning and purpose. They had all been fools at best! 

She called it her celestial cloak, always around her shoulders and often keeping her from being seen while protecting her from bothersome elements. Only a few pinholes existed in the fabric of the cloak, showing through here and there, making the construct that much more magnificent. Such were the waters through which she waded. 

Her body materialized in the midst of the cloak, just inside a retaining wall of man-made technology that disgusted her, but she could immediately see the genius of the location that had been chosen. Only desperate souls would dare to navigate an asteroid field of this sort, and she could still hear the screams of those who had tried. Their fright and last moments were a sweet sampling that she savored as she drifted toward one asteroid in particular. It was round, nearly a perfect sphere, and larger than most within the area... and it called to her. Her blind instincts had guided her to the right place, and her destination was anxious to receive her. 

As was to be expected, there was some gravity, so it was simple enough for her to walk along the gritty, rocky surface. No air to speak of, but then again, she did not need to breathe. But there was gravity, and she strode between rows of jagged, rocky hills; nothing about this place was aesthetic, but she took comfort in being there... or at least, she wanted to.

“Wrong!” she thought as her knees met with the icy ground. “So very wrong. I don’t need to breathe, but this pack-animal does.” She looked down on what were now her arms. The skin was beginning to crystalize. She did not need to apply much in the way of concentration to rectify the matter; she had championed far greater feats. A smile formed on what was now her face, recalling the moment of her ‘birth’.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Stewart had asked. At least he had stopped looking at reflective surfaces in order to speak with her. It was completely unnecessary and melodramatic. This particular occasion had needed nothing extra in the way of drama. She was losing her carryall, and while she had not been fond of the mortal, the imposition of the moment was still a nuisance. She had a war to win, and the opposition’s first salvos had been more powerful and cunning than she cared to admit.

“I am not the one making this necessary, Steward,” she had replied, allowing her disgust and frustration to register in her tone. Her time with the boy had been every bit of the worst implications behind the word ‘exhausting’. Perhaps it was best to do exactly as he had suggested: break the link and go their separate ways.

“Well don’t look at me, I’m not making this necessary either,” the young boy had replied, sounding like anything but the apparent age of his body. Such, however, was to be expected. Stewart Campbell had been a boy when he left Earth. The year there had been 2971. Several millennia had come and gone since then, and Stewart had been locked in stasis for most of that time. His existence had been forgotten by even the most noted historians. Now he was back with his kind, but the humans he knew, and most of their descendants, had long since made their way to the Grey Realm.

“And still the mystery of why Freund had chosen that time to allow the boy to awaken,” Neve had thought. “... to allow me to return to my aims.”

“You want a reason,” Stewart had argued, “just pull up the memory of being served up by an old blind man... an old blind man!”

“Have you forgotten that I was the one who was truly there?” she had snapped. “I do not require a retelling of the tale!”

“You need something if you still want to go after that guy!” Stewart had argued. “But, you don’t need me anymore either, so this works out for the best.

“Just not for you, lady,” he had added softly, turning to face the whimpering woman who struggled against restraints she could not even see. There had been no give in them, no sound, but their grip had been unmistakable and she was spent from trying to free herself. She no longer cared if her makeup was streaked and running down her face, though Stewart could not understand why she felt she had needed it. It would be a lesson Neve would leave for him to learn on his own. She had thought it fitting to leave her steward with some semblance of youth. 

The exchange between the two mortal bodies had taken little time; hardly even the moments it had taken for Stewart to close his eyes. Huynh Chau Thao had been terrified, but she had maintained her will to be free and away from the storage room of the jewelry store where Stewart had brought them. Neve could appreciate that, and had looked forward to feeding on that resource. Her hazel green eyes opened and a smile slowly formed on the young and lovely face. Thao was still fighting, but even her best efforts would not register if Neve was not looking for them.

Neve had been treated to a look at the body in which she had made her home since she abandoned Kaila Montrose. The thought that she had been duped, and ultimately used, by the blind relic of humanity as well as the Five of Xaythra nagged in the back of her mind like an itch that she could not scratch. She longed to settle all accounts as soon as possible.

“I doubt you will be keeping Thao’s name,” Stewart had remarked as he slowly ran his hands down his chest, pleasantly surprised to still be alive. Stewart had tricked her too; without her power he should have fallen dead immediately, but there he stood, relieved and pleased with himself.

“I shall correct that,” she had said, extending her right hand and focusing Force Energy around the form of the smiling boy as his eyes had cut up to her... and his smile had turned evil and cold. “You little bastard!” she had whispered as the gathered energies passed through the projected image. She had quickly turned, forcing her new body to initiate a search. “Clever as you might be, you could not have teleported far without me feeling it. Minimal energy, little one... minimal distance!”

“You have a point there, Neve.”

“I am Antavida now!” she had snapped.

“Congratulations,” Stewart had replied, causing his voice to echo. Comparatively speaking, he possessed next to no power, but he had eons of experience in his mind and was using a number of collected tricks to veil himself from her senses. “But you’re also in the middle of a very well-to-do establishment. They cater to casters of nearly every walk of life here. Guess what that little lashing of power of yours set off? We both know you can take them, but anonymity is a priority for you. I figure you just barely have the time to clean that room to cover that little transfer of whatever you are.”

“Then they will catch you!” Antavida had asserted.

“Right, an orphaned minor in a high-security facility,” Stewart had remarked. “Do you know how many profiles I fit? I’ll be in a top-rated foster home by the end of the week!”

“And monitored until you at least reach the age of adulthood,” she had muttered as she started scouring her presence from the area. The boy had indeed learned well from her. He went from masking his presence to creating fleeting copies of it flying throughout the room. “How could I have missed this potential for guile?! Because I was too concerned with Freund and Xaythra.

“Fine, my former steward,” Antavida sighed as she completed her cleaning efforts. “... your husk can live for now... for now.”

“That’s all any of us have got, Antavida,” Stewart had replied as the doors to the store opened and several armoured and armed people rushed inside ahead of a powered armour unit with a heavy laser cannon over either shoulder. “See you in the shadows!” 

She had screamed as she flew up and away from the building, the city, the continent and planet, her speed increasing as she gave voice to her rage. The boy who had been her suitcase had not only outwitted her, he had managed to expose a weakness in her approach.

“And what do I have to show for my efforts?” she had thought as she streaked through space. “There is so little Freund doesn’t know, and I don’t have the power to destroy him... not that I believe that would necessarily be the best move for me to make, even if I could. But it has been through me that he has learned how to read light and–” Antavida had come to an abrupt halt and smiled. It was time to return to what she knew. She had opened her mind to read the light and revisit what she had been and could easily be again. She had turned and looked upon the region of space in the Inner Rim, and her smile had turned even brighter. She knew where she had to go, and she engaged her flight once more, merging with the fabric of the cosmos and teleporting through it.

She had landed on the fragmented spatial body of an asteroid field maintained by massive robotic platforms that used energy emissions to keep the field steady. It had also served as the perfect hiding place, and she had smiled at the resourcefulness of the others.

With enough heat, pressure and breathable air to maintain her form, Antavida resumed her trek to the cave that led to the belly of the asteroid. The rocky path might have looked natural in its formation, but the tunnel had been drilled by a powerful and exact energy emission.

“How novel,” she whispered as she erected a force field before the first of the laser bursts could reach her. Three turrets had been left to guard the entrance into the cave, and they fired a respectable assortment of photonic rounds. It was all too easy to disconnect the power feeds to the machinery and wait for each platform to deplete its reserves. When the smoke had been ushered from in front of her face, Antavida could see the back of the cave where the goal of her efforts awaited. A relieved smile broke across her face as she approached; her envelope of atmosphere was increased to fill the entire cave. There was no reason for her to be an insensitive hostess, after all. 

Playing with her long red hair, she walked around the construct which now yearned for her and she gazed intensely at its making. Careful, cautious, and patient hands had crafted the frame, but there would be no need to extend gratuity to the craftsman. He was no longer in this realm, and Antavida was reminded how long she had been imprisoned inside Stewart’s body. Why, the very declaration of the Rims stood as a younger event ... almost infantile in comparison. Her fingertips ran along the frame, crafted out of an alloy of titanium and silver, containing next to nothing in the way of engraving. The only etchings were at the head and foot of it, cleverly disguised poles of power that allowed the device to funnel energy and maintain its perfectly erected cloak. The sides were smooth; appearing as though it might ripple from her touch. In the presence of her provided atmosphere, it remained ice cold, though there was something that felt foreboding coming from the metal. It could have been the residual essence of the craftsman, and Antavida took a tighter hold of the metal to read it more deeply.

“Indeed,” she muttered. “He was dismissed from this life the moment he completed the work! Yes, I would think that would account for a number of sensations. You may be trapped, old man, but what you have made will be most liberating for me, and for that, you have my thanks!”

Antavida looked at the bottom of the frame which was centimeters from the ground, and allowed her eyes to follow the design all the way around to the top which was well over 70 centimeters over her head. The mirror was magnificent and she reveled, standing in front of it. The mere notion that the tides were about to turn filled the creature with joy.

“But there is work to do,” she said softly as she stepped back from the large mirror, gazing into the glass. As her mind focused on the secrets locked away in the light, Antavida allowed her essence to reveal itself outside the skin of her latest steward. As the dark ethereal matter slithered up through her hair, the glass of the mirror came to life, reaching out with light to embrace the body that stood in front of it. The body of Thao remained untouched, but the light swept over the shadowy form and returned to the mirror, causing the frame to glow as well. The vapors swirled for a moment before they returned inside of Thao, and when she opened her eyes, she could see her reflection... all eight of them!

Antavida smiled, gazing upon them as they looked around the cave, and each other, in wonder and surprise. It did not slip her notice who was first to adjust to their new surroundings; a tall, slender woman dressed in the finest of materials.  The blue steel fabric had been draped into an elegant, flowing gown with form-fitting sleeves and collar. The sapphire-studded lace started at the neck and chest and continued up into the headdress. Each stone matched the color and fire in her eyes.

“Now this is an interesting surprise,” Illyana thought as she initiated her skills with ThoughtWill, engaging her sensory perception. “Still in the Inner Rim,” she noted, “but just barely. No, this can’t be...” The woman looked around and stared at Antavida, both the mortal frame and the entity inside. “But it is. After so much time! And what exactly is Fate trying to tell us with our missing piece being encapsulated in a courtesan?! But there are other matters I should be concerned about. Nyrvann!”

The woman quickly turned, looking for someone in particular. A large and very muscular man had been placed at the rear of the group. Nyrvann Ironsyde was in a lowered stance, down on his right knee, leaning forward on his left fist against the cold stone. He was breathing hard, sweat rolling down his dark brown skin, MannA glowing from around his seafoam green eyes. He started to speak, but he caught sight of the elegant woman looking at him. He could read the concern in her eyes. They had discussed his temper more than once, and he knew immediately what the woman feared. In their silent exchange the man found the resolve to remain silent, standing up in a huffing rush as he brushed back his nappy blonde hair. The anger in his eyes did not dissipate; it simply passed into him, adding to his mettle.

Tears glimmered in the brown eyes of a slender woman as she looked at her body. She recognized the robes, but it had been millennia since she had worn them. Her skin was soft, unlike the form she had grown used to presenting. Her light tan complexion and long, curly, black hair took some getting used to, but it was an easily made adjustment. Iagyra had not been moved emotionally, but the changes that had been enacted on her body had stressed her form and her eyes were the last organs to adjust. “It has been ages since I last saw this form,” the dark-haired woman said as she looked at her body. “My first form. To be so small again... so frail again...” Blinking her eyes clear of the tears, Iagyra turned to face Antavida and bowed. “Given the size of these chambers, the alteration was necessary.” 

Shadows quickly grew around another figure, blocking the sight of the figure’s face as it turned to face Antavida. She smiled at the formation of the vapors, but decided not to do away with it, as she found the antics most amusing. She could, however, see the frame of Ebdique standing inside the black smoke. He bowed deeply toward her and she nodded in response.

“This looks nothing like my bed chambers,” a Nalyik male said in an incredibly clear voice as he lifted his head from the cave floor. He brushed back his long, thin, dingy gray hair, quickly surveying the chamber with his yellow eyes.  “Nothing at all.”

“You look like one of the Nalyik,” Antavida remarked, “one of those whose blood is infused with MannA, according to the legends of the Rims. I am afraid you sound nothing like them.”

“My efforts of permanence were applied to my outer form, my Lady, not its inner workings,” Fooralé replied as he got up from the ground. He dusted his left shoulder with his right hand, whispered two words in the tongue of the caster and was immediately dressed in soft orange robes and brown boots. Given the time it took for his ensemble to form around his body, Fooralé was able to deduce that he was quite a distance from the Gulmar System. “A mere oversight. Much like the mistake of leaving my bed behind when you summoned me here. These things happen!”

“Or the fact that we were brought here without word or warning!” Nyrvann snapped, taking a step toward Antavida. “We know who and what you are. We even know why we’ve been summoned, but this cannot be the way we proceed!”

“We?!” Antavida questioned as she started toward the man. “Did you say we?”

“We are all equal parts of–”

“No!” Antavida interrupted, thrusting her hand toward the man’s chest. Black light leapt from his upper torso, with vapors bleeding off from the beam of light that swirled through the air to reach her extended hand. Nyrvann went up on his toes, unable to give voice to the pain he was experiencing. While none of them had ever thought the name of Ironsyde was particularly bright or tasteful, Nyrvann had proven it to be more than a gesture of bravado. The Dreadnaught had come to redefine the meaning of that lifestride title, and he had become legendary. Now that legend was burning, but not from a fire that water could extinguish. Each of the gathered souls knew – with Nyrvann’s formidable strength and tremendous capacity for pain – if his body had been rendered unable to move, that was pain. It undeniably had to exceed levels they could imagine or, in some cases, recall. “We are many things, silly man... but we are not equal!”

The elegant woman took a single step toward Antavida; enough to be seen and therefore given notice, but not so much that her movement could be interpreted as an attack. “Mistress, whatever your argument and perspectives are, you will only make your goals that much more difficult to achieve should you destroy Nyrvann.”

Lowering her hand, Antavida disengaged from the feed she had so easily established, and Nyrvann collapsed to his hand and knees. What remained of his shirt smoldered and hung from his shoulders as his body trembled. “Well spoken...”

“Illyana,” the woman replied with a softer, relieved voice and she bowed as she spoke. “Lady Illyana Towermunn of the Imperial Court, my Mistress.”

“A Lady of the Imperial Court!” Antavida said with some level of genuine astonishment. “Fascinating!”

“There is not one here who has not risen to considerable heights of power, awaiting your return.” Illyana reached to the chest of her gown and something pushed through the fabric without tearing it. Extending her hand, Illyana presented Antavida a vial containing a highly active black mass she recognized instantly. “... to give you this!”

“You keep it in this fashion?” Antavida inquired, looking at the vial.

Illyana nodded to the affirmative. “Over the years and the many, many different lives I have lived, I have come to use the power less and less. If anything, I feed it the reserves of energy I doubt I will need to enlist.”

“And what do you suggest I do?” Antavida asked.

Allowing her hand to fall to her side, Illyana set herself to speak. She maintained eye contact as her shoulders slowly squared. “We are all from the same form, and we all know of your sacrifice.

“Simply put, we cannot afford to repeat the mistakes made when we held the same form. If anything, the humans are more powerful now than they were on Earth. And whereas we only had the Elders to contend with before, now there are a countless number of entities of unbelievable power.”

“You have had some dealings with one, yes?” the shadowy figure inquired.

“If you are referring to Freund, you already know the answer to that question,” Antavida returned in a slightly angry and aggravated voice. The vapors that veiled his form fell to the rocky floor, but the man now wore a bodysuit of living black light. He too had taken to a humanoid form, and it was clear that it was well-toned with muscle. There was, however, a mysterious feel to the form. Antavida could see him, but she could not accurately feel his body or his life-force. His disgust, however, was unhindered, and she could read it quite easily.

Ebdique snorted before he spoke, gesturing toward Antavida. “You have learned nothing from the time when we were Baron Nomed,” he proclaimed. Antavida was struck by the tone of sincerity and surrender in his voice. “The moment you announce yourself, you will force your intended victims to unify... and against all of them, even our combined abilities would be pressed to survive – let alone win – over such incredible odds.”

“I would expect such cowardice from one who cannot show his face,” Antavida parried.

“And while you may read the light of the eons, you see with the eyes of the child who was your conveyance for so many years,” Ebdique sharply returned. There was no fear in his voice. Death was no stranger to him. He did not fear her embrace, but he had fought against it over the millennia, hoping that when they were all one again, they could finish what Nomed had started thousands of years ago. If this... creature was what he had fought and forged for, his demise would be a welcome release from eternal shame and frustration. But his death would come by her hand; that much he had already determined. Only Antavida could take his life without a fight, but even to her he would not fail in his resolve.

“I keep my face from your enemies, my Mistress,” Ebdique added. 

“Think for a moment,” he pressed. “You cannot even tell us how long it was before you realized you were in the middle of an illusory universe that Freund had created. You cannot say what was done to you while you were caught in his web! Through you, Freund has learned of our means of keeping record within the light, and he has read the volumes stored there! There are only two of us who managed to keep our faces from those records. Iagyra wears her mask, this is mine. But because of this breach of our secrets, we can no longer gauge Freund... your actions have robbed us of that vision.

“And there is more, my Mistress,” Ebdique continued. “We had agents within the ranks of Xaythra’s trusted disciples. I say had because they are dead now. They died with Tau Upsilon! Our positions, however, remain uncompromised and unlike most of my brethren here, it would a fool’s daring to allow my face to be seen by you. That anonymity may have to serve you at some point... if there is something to serve. If all you have is rage, then destroy us, but start with me first. I have seen too many of our shortcomings. And aside from your own, we stand in the presence of one of the more colossal failures.” Though Ebdique’s eyes could not be seen, it was clear to which of the others he was referring. However, he was not about to leave anything up for question, “I speak, of course, of our resident pirate! Well, a former pirate at any rate.”

“Kindly note that with or without my ships I am still a pirate,” Trag remarked as he turned his left shoulder to the featureless form. Only a few centimeters taller than the outspoken Dreadnaught, Trag was undoubtedly the largest of the group. He had already removed his shiny, black skull helmet, and his gray eyes flared as he gazed at Ebdique, unmoved at his brother’s demonstration of mastery of black coherent light. He swept his massive hand back over his bald head. “... and there are many things under the stars that don’t need to see you in order to rend flesh. Care to see how many of those treasures I have in my pockets?” Taking hold of the right side of his long black coat, the silvery-blue lining flaring at his touch, Trag opened one side, revealing a shoulder holster, though it was not a device meant for holding a gun. The outline of the holster was four large fingers and a thumb. A faint reddish-orange light came from the pocket, as well as a feeling of eagerness. Trag glared at Ebdique, awaiting his response.

The Aged Olasson took the initiative to join the conversation. Ebdique was more than able to fight his own battles, but the veiled man was not the only one who felt Trag was the least of them. “If only you had demonstrated such resolve when you were a Pirate King,” Cillbryth remarked, looking at Trag with disgust in his eyes. The collecting MannA there flashed with its disapproval of the pirate as well. Cillbryth Lythor’s nostrils flared as he exhaled, and streams of ambient MannA blew from in front of his face to swirl and gather around his left hand. “But then again, there must be a last place in every race, mustn’t there? Allow me to congratulate you on setting a particularly low bar!” Several whispering voices echoed the statement, each born of sentient MannA eager to serve its master. The silhouette of Cillbryth was difficult to take in, as only some of the light in the chamber was allowed to touch him. A pair of sky blue eyes stared at the massive pirate who was not at all impressed by the signature of the energy around the SpellCasteR.

“Unlike the bar the Enacranites have established,” Trag returned, squaring his shoulders. “I’ve seen higher curbs in the worst slums of the Rims. Why don’t we see what channels I can get with those antennae on your head, bag boy!”

“Gutter filth!” Cillbryth returned, taking a step back so that his left shoulder faced Trag. “Bring forth your fabled gauntlet; I require a new duster for my cellar.”

“I’m going to enchant the crack of my ass with your perfect face, wand whore!”

“No! We are not here to argue and fight amongst ourselves!” Nyrvann’s voice boomed, echoing throughout the chamber. His head came up slowly and he looked on Antavida with soft eyes. “May I stand, my Mistress?” With a simple gesture of her hand, Antavida brought the powerful stature of the man to his feet and restored his vitality.

“You may do more than stand, Nyrvann of the Imperial Elite,” Antavida said, understandably curious as to what he had to say with the sudden and incredible change to his demeanor. “I would hear your words now.”

“I misspoke earlier,” he began, forming his words carefully. “But I do not apologize for the passion that gave birth to my words. Our light-veiled brother speaks truthfully, and over the years I have learned to trust his wisdom. This is a matter he and I have discussed on more than one occasion. 

“We know of your aims, Mistress,” Nyrvann continued, his demeanor had been growing softer with every word. There was a counter-current though, pulling it back to sharp and harsh. “There is only one way to destroy them, my liege: make them destroy themselves! 

“Look at us! Can you not see what even your presence does to us?! It was Cillbryth that offered Trag haven when his ships were lost! And now they seek to destroy one another. There is only one explanation for this: your imbalance! Your rage! We cannot refuse to feel it! I taste it on my lips at this very moment! ARGH!” Three stalagmites shattered in response to Nyrvann’s roar. He pointed at the debris, cutting his eyes to Antavida. “Do you see what your disposition creates?! Your anger is our anger. Your imbalance is our imbalance. I can feel you right now wanting to mount an offensive and lay waste to the Rims! The impact we would make would be incredible, but far less than what it would take to destroy them all!”

Antavida had yet to take her eyes from the debris of rock and dust. It had been a very powerful demonstration; strong enough to stir her away from her emotions, forcing her to think... to feel Nyrvann’s words and the plea he was making to her senses.

“What would you suggest?” she asked softly and it seemed that the entire chamber exhaled in relief. 

“Between Lady Illyana and myself, we wield incredible influence in the Inner Rim. Trag may not have the power he once possessed in the Middle Rim, but it is only a matter of time before he reclaims that status. With Fooralé’s assistance, I am sure it can be much more quickly achieved... provided our Nalyik-appearing brother has the time or resources available for such an effort tangent to his own agenda.”

“Not so tangent as you might believe, brother Nyrvann,” the Nalyik replied, putting his hand to his chin. Already he was contemplating what he would and, more importantly, would not donate to Trag’s reinstatement to power in the Middle Rim. “...but I very much appreciate the consideration. I just hope Trag has learned more than this upstart of a goddess Xaythra. The Black Assassins are not an institution to be trivialized. Anything that can withstand the wrath and the focused efforts of the Empire, and live to tell the tale, should be given the utmost respect.”

“As the case was with Xaythra, it was a lesson I learned too late,” Trag bitterly admitted. “I wanted to believe they were weak and vulnerable. That was the face they presented. When my ships moved in for a final assault, that face changed. Were I not of the power we share, I would have perished along with my men.

“For the words I leveled at my brothers,” Trag added, lowering his head, “perhaps I should have ended with them.”

“Regret the shortcomings we have demonstrated,” Antavida asserted. “We are still one, and your siblings hold no malice in them that bears your name, Trag.”

“The Mistress speaks most truthfully,” Ebdique was quick to add. Cillbryth nodded in agreement. It was clear he too was embarrassed at what he had said and done. Embarrassed and fearful that something had such a strong hold over him.

“And with regard to the Black Assassins and what they have done to you... do not change your appearance,” Antavida commanded. “Return to your ways and the Rims precisely as you are. That way, the standing of the Black Assassins adds to your station. That way, the more powerful they become–”

“The more powerful someone who survived one of their assaults will be considered,” Trag said softly as a smile slowly formed on his face. He chuckled as Antavida looked at Ebdique, silently asking for his opinion. When he bowed deeply once more, Antavida smiled brightly.

“Read my light after this gathering is done, Ebdique,” she projected to his mind, using an expression of ThoughtWill that Illyana had not yet mastered: shadowmind. “Perhaps I have been in the company of children too long... in the company of mortals for far too long... my anger weakens me and that which distracts me, takes a toll on all of us. I will rely on your wisdom and your discipline in the trials to come.”

“And I shall serve you until my passing,” Ebdique returned.

“Oh no, my sweet shadow, you shall serve me a stride further!”

Trag waved aside his own elation, bringing his attention, as well of that of the others, to the most pressing point of the moment. “But none of this answers the reason why you summoned us.”

“You forget the mirror,” Iagyra said softly, brushing back her long dark hair. “It can do much more than summon us to this place.”

“You should know, Sister,” Fooralé replied. “You made it.”

“In truth, I worked through another to construct the mirror. But it was made with all of us in mind,” Iagyra stated as she walked up to the construct. She smiled, feeling its power increase as she approached. It was preparing itself - just as it had been trained. “I can also recall telling each of you to return and stand before it from time to time... if only to remember who and what we are. I can already tell Nyrvann was slightly negligent in his duties.”

“You spoke of not remembering the form you are in,” Nyrvann pointed out. “... when was the last time you visited the mirror?”

“As it has already been pointed out, I am the architect of this construct. I don’t need to be here in order to gaze through its reflection.” Iagyra looked at her body again. The novelty of it had run its course and she was beginning to show her disgust for the Terran flesh that clung to her bones. “... and thank you ever so much for reminding me of this nuisance of a body!”

“What form have you taken?” Antavida asked before catching herself. She lifted her hand to prevent any offering of a response. “No, do not tell me... not as I am. Please proceed with your suggestion, Sister.”

Iagyra allowed her lips to curl into a smile as she nodded in acknowledgement. “Thank you, Mistress. Though it is not as clean and resourceful as Lady Illyana, there is a means by which we can accommodate you and still maintain the positions we have attained among the mortals. I would ask that my brethren join me in front of the mirror and ask our Mistress to stand behind us in the center of the view.”

“And this will...” Fooralé asked as he walked to join Iagyra in front of the glass.

“Antavida can collect the majority of the essence that sustains us and become what we all once were. It would mean the rest of us will be closer to being mortal... we could be killed without the ability to restore ourselves.”

“Without outside means and contingencies, of course,” the shaded figure added as he moved to join Iagyra and Fooralé.

“Of course,” Iagyra smiled, knowing her cohort had more than one measure already in place to sustain his life. “We will, however, retain our thresholds to the Energies and our augmented physical forms. I simply wanted everyone to be aware of all factors of doing this.”

“A touching courtesy, milady,” Nyrvann said as he ushered forward the only other female in the chamber who would be standing with the others. “But quite unnecessary. The Mistress needs her power to contend with the forces that seek to thwart us all.”

“Indeed,” Iagyra answered softly as she maneuvered herself to the far left, directing the veiled member of their number to do the same to the right. “Well spoken, Nyrvann. Shall we join hands? It will lessen the intensity.”

“Leave that to me,” Illyana said as she moved to the center of the small arc of bodies and then took a step toward the mirror. “Pain, after all, is a matter of the mind, and such things are my domain.” The elegant lady put her left knee to the ground as Antavida stood behind the seven capsules of her power, a flare of confidence and anticipation escaping from her eyes as she lifted her hands from her sides.  

“Then let it begin,” Iagyra said, giving the mental command to the mirror and opening the shutter of the threshold contained within the glass. Illyana released her vial as her mind made contact with the other six, reaching only for the part of the brain that processed pain. 

A subtle flash of light was all the cue the mirror gave before streams of light exploded into their bodies, taking hold of the black masses inside their forms and Illyana’s vial. The black vaporous light was drawn into the mirror and the seven bodies faded from sight, sent back to the places from where they had been summoned. The chamber was then very still, as time and space were no longer factors that could be used in the vicinity. The glass turned dark before black light shot from the mirror into Thao’s body. She shuddered as a black mass was pushed out from her back and it tumbled to the rear of the room. Thao fell to her knees and then forward to her hands, trembling from the tremendous cold that gnawed at her bones.

“Please,” Thao thought as her body shuddered, “just let me die already!”

“Ahh, there you are!” a soft, warm, male voice echoed in her mind. The soothing tone that came with it was oddly familiar. A slight spark of hope and warmth fired inside of Thao’s heart and she looked around for the source of the sound. “No, my dear, I am not physically present with you, but I have managed to find your mind. However, our connection is not strong enough for me to liberate you from what is surely an impending death. What we need is more power, and unfortunately that force must come from your end. You wouldn’t happen to be trained in any of the Energies would you?”

“No, I’m not,” the young woman cried, recalling the actions she had taken that had brought her to the calamity in which she was now entrenched. “I propositioned a boy... a boy! What the hell is wrong with me?!”

“And that is not the sort of energy that will help us,” the voice chided.

A low, echoing growl rumbled from behind the young woman and she slowly turned herself around to see the black mass rolling around on the ground with various crackles of light and energy arcing around and through it. Thao winced at the ugliness of the mass until another crackle of light sparked a light in her eyes; the telltale sign of innovation. 

“Does it matter where I get the power?” Thao asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Why do I get the sense that there is no right answer to that question,” the voice remarked, sounding as if the man was speaking to himself.

“You said we didn’t have much time!” Thao shouted as she set her feet. There was not an inch on her body that was not in pain, but the young girl had maintained one thing through everything she had seen and felt: the will to live! “Does it matter or not?!”

“I am prepared,” the voice announced. “Take what power you can!”

Thao screamed as she lunged forward, thrusting both of her hands into the black mass.

“Fool!” Antavida hissed as she purged the foolhardy mortal from her forming body. She reveled in the increase of her power, but with it came sharper senses.

“No!” she whispered as she saw the path the discarded woman had been thrust into as she flew away from her body. Thao’s back crashed into the glass of the large mirror and it shattered, releasing a blinding light into the chamber. Energy burned into Thao’s body, but it did not destroy what it touched, as would have been the normal reaction. The sudden rise in power flowing through her body was directed. It was split into three unequal portions and each was set to a specific task. The smallest portion was used to fortify Thao’s body, making it to where it could feed and sustain itself on the energy it had received. The next largest amount quickly became ThoughtWill, exploding through the cave and the immediate sector, blanketing everything with the sort of energy designed to inhibit surveillance from outside the asteroid field. The largest proportion quickly became two attack forms of ThoughtWill energy, one that lashed out against Antavida’s mind and another that targeted her core of emotions, stimulating her rage and frustration. Antavida’s screams echoed and died as the asteroid exploded.

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

The hills at the foot of the Q’Thurian Mountains were the home of a very lush forest and more notably, the cave of a Dracotine Queen; the third in the hierarchy of seventeen. In the middle of her nest, tended to by suitors of many sorts, Iagyra, exceedingly glad to be rid of her humanoid form, had just returned to a restful sleep when a sharp, stabbing pain struck at her spine, sending ripples of agony through her body and mind. The clear crystal scales around her shoulder, neck and head flushed maroon with her blood rushing into them. They stood up from her skin and flared with raw EnerJa, a common knee-jerk reaction to feeling so much pain, but there was no one to strike, no attacker of any sort to vent her fury upon.

Iagyra had not cried for long when three of her five consorts rushed to her side and engaged their minds, attempting to absorb her pain. Each of the three was a fine specimen of dragon stature, ability, and power; army destroyers each of the three. They were quickly reminded of the capacities of their queen. One was delivered into a state of catatonia and the other two fell unconscious as the reserves of their ThoughtWill were exhausted. Iagyra roared once more, but her tone was now filled with rage. She looked at two of her conscious consorts and silently ushered them to tend to their brethren. 

“She destroyed the mirror?” Iagyra whispered as her eyes squinted. Her focus was sent from the Outer Rim to the third quadrant of the Inner Rim where the mirror had been hidden. She could not see the interior of the cave, there was too much interference. But Iagyra bared her teeth, recognizing the matter in which her vision had been blurred. “Freund!” she shouted as she created barriers of her own.

“So good to be appreciated and remembered for one’s work!” the old, blind entity projected. “And you needn’t worry, my dear. While I’m sure we will eventually cross paths, it need not be today. In truth, it needn’t be ever, but I doubt I can turn you from your agenda.”

“For one who lacks functional eyes, your vision is without question, Freund,” Iagyra hissed as she settled back to her nest. The guardian entity had not attacked her or any of the eight directly, but he had somehow maneuvered Antavida into taking an action that had destroyed her precious construct. Apparently the lesson learned from the pleading of Nyrvann had no hold on the mind of the anti-life. There was as much raw and unfettered emotion as there was sophisticated telepathic veiling. Freund had erected it in such a fashion that Antavida’s rage complimented his obfuscation. Iagyra could detect the rage, but it no longer fed into her. Too much of the power had been given to Antavida and that bridge had been destroyed.

“Illyana might very well be the wisest of us,” Iagyra thought. “Her separation was done so long ago, she is even more protected than the rest of us. I feel the loss of my construct more than I can perceive our Mistress.

“But I will not fly to her aid,” Iagyra concluded, applying her considerable skills to healing those who had tried to assist her. “She has not called, and I can substantiate the argument that I did not perceive her need. She is our Mistress, and if she wanted the mirror destroyed, so be it.

“But agendas are like the seasons,” Iagyra said, coming away from her deliberations to respond to Freund. “They are always changing. Only time will tell if this is my spring or my winter!”

“Agreed,” Freund projected. “Fare thee well, Your Majesty.

“And if I may be so bold to suggest,” Freund added as he withdrew his ThoughtWill from the area. “It just might be to your benefit to extend your nesting stay there in the mountains of Q’Thuri. From all accounts, it would be ill-advised for you to return to the Prism Baronies for the next two or three seasons. Unless, of course, you are eager to be burdened with the turmoil of humanity.”

“That is certainly not my preference,” Iagyra stated.  

“Then perhaps you should give the Blue Feathered Fin suitor another opportunity,” Freund’s thoughts suggested. “Provided you could be... well, for lack of another expression, if you could be less of yourself, I am quite sure you will be pleased with the results.”

“Less of myself?” 

“You’ve gone through great lengths to assume the mantle of dragonhood, Your Majesty. It might be good for you to consider that in a few strides you might have overshot!”

Iagyra allowed her mind to focus on the agents she had left in the Prism Baronies. Constructs of ThoughtWill and EnerJa, they had been strategically placed throughout The Territories, and the Dracotine Queen could cast the physical gaze of her telepathy through them. On this particular occasion, the latter was not necessary for her to engage. The Tonnogard were about to receive a message that would not be received well, and Iagyra opted not to engage her vision of the Stars to predict what the outcome might be from the act that was about to occur.  Freund had chosen to warn her, something he did not have to do. Her arrival back at Cloud Keep seemed to fall in line with what would be the most predictable response, given her considerable experience with the tree-people.

“Freund is Antavida’s enemy,” she thought. “He has never moved against any of the other seven... that we know of. And we cannot be sure he could not and did not detect us before her arrival.

“I will take your words into consideration,” Iagyra returned, allowing her head to settle on the bed of gems and coins. “Thank you, Guardian. Good skill in the challenges to come. I suppose you hold the advantage, in that she is already enraged. How blinding such passions can be. Now the odds are even!”

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

“In a word, that was unexpected,” Freund muttered as he returned his focus to the immediate area around his body. Thao was waking up, after all, and he did not want to be a rude host. “While I am always eager to be surprised, often I am dissatisfied with the results. But here, a herald of the anti-life has removed all but the least tinges of the power that has sustained her for ages. She returned it to the mass of entropy that calls itself Antavida. I knew of the Dracotine Queen and though I have had need to monitor her on more than one occasion, she and I have never come to a point of incongruity. It is also something to learn that she is not actually a dragon!”

Freund could hear the young woman moaning and he put a pause to his spoken thoughts. The foolish mortal had indeed survived her transit from the hideaway of the anti-life. He pressed his lips together in pity; she would never be the same woman she had been when she awakened in her bed that very morning, entertaining thoughts of boarding a luxury cruise ship in the coming days. Her fare had been procured by one of her clients, a gentlewoman who had never brought Thao anything but pleasure and credits.

“Where am I?” Thao asked, moving her thick, long, red colored hair out of her face.

“It would appear to be... New Johannesburg,” Freund replied as he took a moment to take note of his surroundings. “A small apartment rented out to Huynh Chau Thao.”

“You brought me back home?!” Thao asked, straining to open her eyes.

“Be careful!” Freund snapped, absorbing the burst of light that fired from her eyes. “Please, be very careful of the amount of effort you put to any action. Your body has changed, Thao. It will take time for you to adjust.

“Provided that time is given,” Freund thought, detecting Antavida’s approach. The anti-life had already found them and it would not be long before her arrival. “Why do I get the feeling that the ordeal of facing Xaythra will not come close to what is about to befall us here and now? Oh yes, because I’m smart, that’s why!

“Here, my dear,” Freund projected, bridging Thao’s mind with that of a passing bird. As she was allowed to see through the creature’s eyes, he acquainted her mind with his presence and his reason for being. “Take one last look on the place you called home. We cannot remain here. Our forthcoming guest would prove to be too dangerous to the city’s well-being.”

“She’s stronger than you, isn’t she?” Thao asked, gazing down on what she used to consider an endless horizon... now it seemed so very close – the entire planet seemed so small! She closed her own eyes, reveling in the sensation of the wind on the face of the bird as it flew over the city. She breathed in slowly, wrapping her arms around her shoulders, forcing her body and mind to settle. There were more pressing matters than the euphoria of flying as a bird. She opened her eyes and looked at her benefactor. “You can’t stop her.”

Freund’s face broke into a gentle smile and he chuckled as he telekinetically helped Thao to her feet. “The answer to your inquiry is ‘yes’. I could not agree less with your conclusion, however.”

“She’s a god!” Thao snapped as tears welled up in her eyes.

“Aye, that she is. But she wouldn’t be the first this old blind fool has been called to face. Humanity is my ward and my passion, and I have yet to fail in its defense!”

“To all things there comes a first!” Antavida declared as she landed on the rooftop. Once again she was in the form of the blue-haired female with sparkling purple eyes, but there was no doubt she was immensely more powerful than when they had first met.

Freund was braced to move, but he allowed his body to relax slightly as the woman turned to look out over the city. He could hear the muscles in her body lose their tension. No, there would be no combat – at least, not immediately. “There they are, unaware how close the means of their undoing stands, looking down on one of their cities.”

“They are far more difficult to destroy than you might think,” Freund said as he took hold of Thao’s arm. The young woman was still not strong enough to stand on her own, but it would not be long before the disorientation and weakness would pass.

“Of course they will be more difficult to destroy,” Antavida said, placing her hands on her hips. “They have you, don’t they?”

“Up to and beyond my last breath,” Freund said, allowing his anger to register in his voice. 

Antavida snorted a soft blast of laughter. “Coming from nearly anyone else, I would label such a statement as simple-minded bravado. But you are hardly simple-minded, are you, old guardian? I wonder what contingencies you have in place to engage once you are destroyed.”

“That is the trick of it, isn’t it?” Freund asked with a smile. “This game of cat and mouse we’re playing. Mind you, it is on more of a cosmic scale, but that doesn’t change our approach or our strategies. Like the one you’ve engaged to place me into a dimension where ThoughtWill does not naturally flow. That sort of feat calls for a great deal of power, even more when you carry it out in a fashion to hide the implementation of your plan.”

“Yet here you stand in front of me, taking no defensive posture,” Antavida noted as the orange and auburn sky slowly shifted to tones of yellow and green. Freund could hear the onset of calamity; drivers and pilots looking away from their work as they witnessed the morning sky change as New Johannesburg was deposited on a different planet in a different dimension. Seventeen were lost at the borders Antavida had created when she initiated the plane-shift for the bustling metropolis.

“Not one that you can see, at any rate,” Freund said before coughing. Antavida’s eyes squinted. “And it would seem that we are drawing closer to the realm in question.”

“We are nearly there!” Antavida smiled, expecting Freund to take to the offensive in order to escape her trap. 

“That would explain why I am weakening, expending my reserves to maintain this conversation. 

“You see, I have grown tired of light-based illusions,” Freund said as Thao faded from sight. “I find that clones are ever so much more useful in the art of duplicity. Of course, Freund does have to reconcile condemning us to short life-spans, but once all details are explained, you’d be surprised how many of us volunteer for the opportunity.”

Antavida said nothing as she took to the air, streaking across the sky as a dimensional breach formed in front of her. She flew into it just as she was breaking the sound barrier, and the shutter closed quickly after her departure.

Freund coughed once more and staggered back a few steps as Thao was once again made visible. She was quick to come to the old one’s aid, taking hold of his arm and wrapping it around her shoulder. “Lean on me!” she commanded as she braced herself for his bodyweight.

“Aren’t you a sweet one,” Freund whispered as he smiled at her. “But I will recover quickly enough. The spell I had to cast, and veil from her senses the fact that I was weaving MannA, that task was considerable.”

“Which is why you coughed. You were weakened... only she assumed it was because of something else.”

“We see what we wish to see. Her other senses told her you were with me, but the mere suggestion that I had created a hologram was enough for her to conclude otherwise.

“And that settles the rest,” Freund muttered as the sky returned to its regular early-morning view. New Johannesburg was back in the Middle Rim where it belonged. “A shame that seventeen had to perish for this part of the game.”

“Was it anyone I knew?” Thao asked, looking out over the city. So much had happened to the young woman in the passing of just a few hours. She could feel power living inside her and there was more than one source of it. Her depths of awareness had also changed, and she turned when the area where Freund was standing suddenly turned cold.

“Does it matter?” he projected, not wishing to speak at the moment. “Your personal attachment somehow adds or subtracts significance from the fact of life?! In seventeen separate cases, people who were alive and at various levels of thriving ten minutes ago, suddenly no longer exist! I did not personally know you before you decided to have coitus with a particular minor. Why bother to search for you and try to pull you from the same fate?!” Freund quickly pivoted and started walking to the edge of the roof. A small portal was forming.

“No, child, you did not know any of the people who died today simply because I wanted to give you a last look at the world that had been yours. I do not think you will be afforded the chance to see it like this for some time to come. For that courtesy, seventeen people died. You’re very welcome!”

“I didn’t mean t–”

Before entering the portal, Freund stopped and allowed his chin to drop to his chest. “And were it not for their sacrifice, I would be tempted to leave you here with your selfishness and short-sighted heart. I have instead decided to make claim to your life seventeen times over!”

“Hey, coming here was your fucking idea!”

“And fucking the boy for credits was yours!” Freund shouted. The rage of the elements came with his shout, and Thao could feel the wind pick up and swirl around the vicinity. She was staggered by its strength and she knew it was not blowing the way it wanted out of respect for the blind one. “Had you not been so easily tempted into a position of monetary gain, he would have been forced to abduct someone else. Imagine my advantage if he had chosen someone with a measure of integrity and compassion!” Freund’s hand came forward, grasping at the air, but Thao felt a very real force take hold of her body. She was lifted from the rooftop and made to follow behind Freund as he took his leave of the planet.

Arriving at his castle, Freund flicked his hand, tossing Thao’s body across the room. Gasping at the sense of being hurled through the air, Thao felt her body react in a manner she had not employed in years. Landing on her hands, she managed her speed and sprang up from the floor, balling up and flipping three times before landing on her feet.

“Perhaps there is some hope for this one after all,” Freund thought, maintaining his angered visage.

“I haven’t moved like that since gymnastics,” Thao muttered. “... and I was never that good!”

“You are much stronger now than you were then. Your bodyweight is hardly anything for you to manage. Acrobatic grace will come more easily to you.”

“But what about that blue-haired witch?” Thao asked. “She’s still more powerful than you!”

“Please show more respect for the Craft,” Freund remarked as he put his staff away. “I’ve known plenty of Witches, and even the darkest ones were saints in comparison to the anti-life.”

“Did you call her the anti-life?”

“You did observe how her power worked so well for her a moment ago, yes? All the power in the universe does not amount to the lint found in a corpse if that power has no focus. Not only did her advantage not aid her in her aims, but her own trap was made to backfire.

“Before we left this realm, I set up a particular energy block; one that would be triggered should a breach be made coming back to this dimension. Whether she calls herself Neve, Antavida, or the anti-life, there are places in this existence that not even she has seen... places that are eager to feed on power when it is cast into their particular realms. It would seem that we have to add another name to her growing list of names... that of lunch! 

“She will eventually escape,” Freund quickly concluded. “... of that I am certain. There is a sliver of a chance that I could be wrong, but I am sure you can see the benefit in preparing for the worst-case scenario.

“If I am indeed accurate in my predictions, her return voyage will take time and the effort will not come easily to her. We are therefore benefited with time. That means we have time for me to recover from your self-centered perspectives, time for you to adjust to what has happened to you, and time for you to prepare for her return. For the moment, however, we both need rest and time away from one another. Excuse me. The castle is sentient and it will see to your immediate needs.” Without another word, Freund turned and started his way out of the room.

“Master Freund, I want to–” Thao started to speak, but a small book appeared in her left hand. She could feel the leather of the cover. It was brand new, and the smell of the skin was still strong. She looked down on it and read the word ‘The’ and the Roman Numeral XVII in bold gold print. Pressing her lips together, she took hold of the book with both hands and nodded. “Castle, will you tell Master Freund ‘thank you’ for me, please?”

“It is done, child,” a soft breeze blew a woman’s voice by her ears and Thao closed her eyes at the easing touch of the sound. “To your left you will find the corridor that will take you to your chambers. You should get some sleep. It has been quite an evening for you.”

“That might be the understatement of my life!” Thao quickly said as she started down the corridor. She stopped after only taking two steps. She lifted her hand, taking in a breath to speak.

“I have altered the destination of the corridor to see to your needs, Thao,” the castle advised and Thao could actually feel the differences the castle had mentioned. She could smell the wood, the wax and the clay. “You will find the chamber fully stocked and eager to serve.”

“I’m sure I will, castle. Thank you. Thao opened the book as she walked and started reading. “Ginsara, Tonias John... they probably called him TJ,” she said as she turned the page. “... and it seems they did. I didn’t know you TJ, but I’m sure someone did.” An image of a young teacher’s aide and doctorate student appeared beside Thao, walking stride-in-stride with her. Thao looked up from the page and over at the young man. She smiled at the way he had insisted on always wearing his hair long. It was brown, straight and unremarkable, but the young man kept it clean and neatly tied into a ponytail.

With very little effort, Thao did with her mind what Freund had done with her and the bird flying over New Johannesburg. She bridged her mind with the essence of the man and for a moment, she could see his life through his eyes. The image quickly faded, but an instant was all that was needed to visit and come to know his lifetime. Now she knew him, now she could feel his ambitions and the sadness of so many dreams cut short before they had a chance to be ventured. She could even feel those he loved; his students, his fellow faculty, his family and Austra, for whom he had left the house early in order to stop by the market and place an order for her favorite fruit. Tears welled up in Thao’s eyes, assuming the guilt the young woman was going to feel, making a special request for something she did not love nearly as much as she loved her fiancé. As Thao continued to walk, sadness became anger but before she could vent her rage, she could hear one last thing: TJ’s voice. 

“Success and failure. What are these things to us? For some, they are the benchmarks of life, defining who and what we are based on how many of one or the other we possess. But they aren’t the signposts for life, they’re dog-eared pages, marking places we will need to recall from time to time to get or maintain our bearings. Life is defined by the events, thoughts, and feelings that lead us to the signposts. You can’t succeed or fail until you decide to try. If perfection is a road, what is trying? If you fail, you know what doesn’t work. If you succeed, ask yourself if it can be done better. Cherish them both, use them both.”

Thao closed the book as tears ran down her face. “I hate shrinks,” she whispered. “Just my luck that one of my seventeen was a shrink in training. Well, you know what TJ? Someone tried to do me a kindness after a shitload of unnatural acts. You paid the price for that gesture. You, your students, friends, family, and fiancé all paid for living in the same city as me. Seems like a senseless price to pay, but don’t worry... I’ll make sure that bitch gets the bill!”

“Yes,” Freund thought, hearing the tone in the new entity’s voice. “... there may be hope after all!”  

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

The air carried the stench of burning flesh. So many had been destroyed in the opening moments. It was not the cleanest air to breathe, but he had no other choice. The strange-looking female had come to their region of home-stars, lashing out in rage and unfettered madness. The two light-seekers who had found her had been destroyed with a wave of the creature’s hand; the others had perished while trying to communicate with the entity.

Despite the aggression demonstrated, the Omperiot had opted to engage in diplomacy, activating the life-shields around the home-stars. At least most of their kind would be safe.

Still her rage had been set against the region and the efforts of the Omperiot had been rebuffed. The aged and wise leader of the Leotrok uttered the call for the Protector. The roar of the Omperiot had echoed from the Vision Hall to the forge pods, and Ffaldr of the Protectorate had been awakened. 

Summoning the power of his mighty roar, the guard-star spat a burst of power into the chest of the creature, distracting her from the demonstration of her incredible power. She had been surprised and slightly shaken by the attack, and the Protector converted his form into rage-force and blasted into the offender. She fell from open space and her form collided with the surface of a planetoid. Her body rolled away from the explosion, stunned and weakened. The Protector waded out from the fire, smoke, and debris as his body relinquished its hold on his rage, recalling his fleshly form. 

“My fight is not with you,” Antavida panted. She was on her hands and knees and feeling a range of pain reminiscent of the instance that was her first birth, when she had been called Nomed. The power she had absorbed from the seven was keeping her alive, but it was a source she did not appreciate being made to use.

“You are just coming to this realization?” Ffaldr asked, speaking the tongue of the Elders. Antavida was shaken with fright and shock to hear that language spoken to her by a mortal.

“You know the tongue of my people!” Antavida exclaimed and Ffaldr’s feet took a better grip into the ground. “Your kind can read the light?”

“How I know of you has little bearing on how this encounter will close,” the Protector replied. “You were greeted with what we intended to be a helpful assistance. Our efforts were not taken well, but it is doubtful that you misunderstood our intentions. Therefore, you have been declared caustic, toxic, and calamitous. It is unfortunate that the light of two of my charges suffered your wrath in response to our offerings, one hundred thirty-five more before I was summoned.”

Groaning as her body moved slowly, Antavida stood up. She could feel her body restoring itself as she looked up into the face of the Protector. She smirked as her view through each of the Energies was thwarted. Only naked vision allowed her to see the muscular creature.

“It is a very interesting power you wield,” Antavida remarked.

“You are too given to tangents, and my attempts to converse with you are nearly exhausted,” Ffaldr returned, summoning his Battle Lance Posture. Two slender, subtle beams of starlight shot from the home-star. The first shaft struck his left hand, forming a small shield that was locked atop a bracer that ran from the back of the hand, covering the knuckles perfectly, to just over the elbow. The second shaft made it possible for Ffaldr to close his hand around a short pole-arm weapon. The stalk of the device was made from a metal Antavida did not recognize. She also did not know what sort of glass had been used to create the blade that was a meter in length. His rear legs bent slightly as his forepaws extended forward. His lion-like trunk was ready to pounce, and his weapons were ready to attack and defend their master.

Antavida lifted her hands in surrender, stepping back and lowering her eyes from the Protector’s face. “I do not wish to fight you. In fact, I can undo much of what I’ve done. See for yourself.”

To enact a resurrection, a devout would need a devout of incredible power, and reserves of KaA they were actually open to relinquishing. Fortunately for Antavida, not all of the souls of those she had eviscerated had departed for the Grey Realm. She placed those souls back into the bodies and bridged the life-force of each. As soon as they showed any signs of being restored, the Omperiot snatched them from wherever they were to the Vision Hall. Fate had been kind to the anti-life, as the only ones she could not restore were the first two she had killed. The feat, however, drained her body and Antavida staggered backward before lowering her left knee to the ground.

“Why did you attack my people?” Ffaldr asked. “The Leotrok are not a destructive people.”

“The people who sent me here are,” Antavida stated. “I have been fighting them for so long and every time I feel that I am on the brink of victory, they enact something to stop me. This time I have been sent spinning through dimensions. I presumed I had been sent here to be killed by your kind, when in truth all they did was send me to a place I have never seen before.

“Made all the more curious by your ability to speak to me as an Elder,” she thought. “If the Elders had been here, I would know it. Yet he still speaks to me in their language which would mean that the Leotrok are able to read me! I must be away from this place as soon as I am able... or allowed.”

“You have shown a kindness to my people, restoring all but two of their number,” Ffaldr proclaimed. “I will not engage my power against you, but it is the will of the Omperiot that you leave this place immediately. No further words will come from this Protector!” The blade and shield flared with energy and Antavida stood up, backing away from Ffaldr before turning and flying away. She opened a dimensional aperture and flew into it. The Omperiot waited for it to close and seal before he would speak with the Protector.

“You have done well, Protector,” Siredolree remarked. “... but this matter is not yet closed.”

“What is your command, Omperiot?” Ffaldr asked.

“Summon and send two voltryns,” he directed as the home-star fired two shafts of light into Ffaldr’s open pod. “For the first, bid it to follow this creature and record her actions. Her regret was born out of fear of defeat, not genuine concern for the vines of life. This must be confirmed.”

“And the second?”

“The breach she created was tainted, but not by her power. She has been sent away from her kind intentionally and it would appear they do not wish to see her again. The second voltryn will seek the author of this encounter and once that light is found, the voltryn will bridge it with the Vision Hall so that we might speak to the matter. If the answers to the questions I have are not satisfactory, the awakened Protector may be called upon to be an Enforcer!”

Two small, black cats with yellow and black wings came from the pod. They both mewed and stretched before they ran and took flight. Twin streaks of light stretched across the heavens. One turned and reopened Antavida’s breach. The other made a doorway of its own, entering the Astral Realm.

“It is done, Omperiot,” Ffaldr announced.

“We will pray for their safe return first... and answered quests second.” Siredolree stated before closing his connection with Ffaldr. There were many things he had to consider, questions he needed to formulate for when the time would come for him to pose them.

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

His body was cradled by the combination of repercussive force and fire, trailing in smoke and debris as he was carried over what was left of the interior wall. The right shoulder of his body armour was the first thing to make contact with the ground and it shattered, falling away as the large man rolled into the corner.

“Holy Hellfire!” Braceeth cried as seven more explosions shook the hillside and the foundation of the ruined schoolhouse. He could hear screams intermixed with the charges the eager and able commando had set off. As smoke blew over what had been the last possible place to hold and defend their numbers, the scout adjusted his goggles and lifted his head to look over the broken wall. Scanning lasers fired from his helmet but they did not lock on an object. “I think that about did it, Sarge,” he reported.

“I don’t think the Sergeant heard you, Plaything,” Datarro remarked as he looked at his brace-com before returning his hand to his energy rifle. “He flew the last five meters of that run.”

“Six and a quarter,” the large man grunted as he rolled over on his back. 

“Well, Four-B, I’m not the sniper,” Datarro defended, peeking out from his point of cover. “I’m allowed to get long distances wrong. Just be glad I’m not wrong when it’s down to micrometers.”

“That’s all I ask from a medic,” Alexandro said, rolling over to stand up.

“Sarge!” Braceeth exclaimed in a strained whisper. “Cover!”

“Anything still alive out there gets a free shot, Plaything. What are your scans reading?”

“Four Walkers, twelve gun-bots and twenty-four men, all dead or dying,” Braceeth reported. He looked at the man whose body armour was still cracking and falling away, and shook his head in awe.

“Don’t say it,” the sergeant sighed, stretching and popping his neck and shoulders.

“Don’t say what?” Braceeth asked. “Don’t say how glad I am to be on the same side?! Or don’t say that you should be dead... again?!”

“Either... both... take your pick... and then take mine,” the man said, slapping his chest. Only a third of the framework holding the protective plates to his body remained. “Where’s KIA?”

“Over here, Four-B,” a young man called out as he stood up from his hiding place. He smiled as three more men in body armour – resembling what Alexandro had worn at the beginning of the skirmish – came from their positions and moved with Know-It-All, or KIA for short. The Computer and Communications Specialist jogged over toward the Field Leader as the large man walked to meet him part of the way. “Looks like you got the last of–” Alexandro’s left hand came up over his head, hammering down in an arc that pushed his fist into the side of the younger man’s face. KIA was spun around with the same force that drove him into the ground, and his chest bounced when it reached the dusty and dirty stone tiles.

“Don’t do it!” Braceeth warned, but it was too late.

“Son of a–” the man closest to Alexandro had already put his hand to his rifle and was lifting it into firing position. He at least knew to hurry his shot, but that caused him to lift his weapon too fast and too far. Alexandro’s knee had touched down to the ground at the same time his dagger had left his hand. The fired laser bolt passed over Alexandro’s left shoulder just as the tip of the blade inserted itself into the brain of the man who had taken the hurried shot. It was difficult to see exactly where the blade had struck due to how sharply the man’s head had snapped back from the impact of the weapon. When his head slowly came forward, it was clear that the blade had passed through the helm and the skull. The other two men were frozen by the sight of the feat. Alexandro, however, continued to move and he charged the next closest man.

“Yield!” the man yelled as his pistol was ripped from his grasp. Alexandro had already moved to place the man in a lifted choke hold and spun him around to use him for a shield as he aimed the acquired weapon at the last of KIA’s men. The last man was also frozen in place, wondering how someone of Alexandro’s girth could move so quickly. His eyes locked with the light green pair that stared at him over the shoulders of his choking cousin whose feet were no longer on the ground. His hands were already on his rifle, but he had failed to lift it to fire on the man. His thumb moved slowly to the switch behind the rear grasp and he powered down the weapon.

“No problem,” Alexandro said softly, ejecting the power clip from the pistol and dropping it and the man to the ground. He then turned around to look at the man he had punched. “Did you say ‘don’t do it’, Plaything?”

“I sure as hell did,” Braceeth returned, walking over to the man who was on his hands and knees gasping for air. “You realize this is the first time our medic’s made it to the finish line, right?”

“What?!” Steffan Datarro barked in surprise.

“Oh yeah,” Braceeth said with a smile. “I forgot to mention that. Way to go, Malice!”

“Malice,” Alexandro repeated. “Gotta admit, I like that one.” The large man reached down with his left hand and lifted the unconscious man from the ground. “Wake him up, Malice,” Alexandro ordered, tossing the man who landed on the ground and rolled to a stop ten centimeters from the medic’s feet. “And use twice the amount. I need him awake to understand my point of view and answer my questions.”

“Like he could actually miss your perspective after that punch,” Datarro muttered as he went about his work.

“Doc, he lost his childhood after that punch!” Braceeth exclaimed, sliding the power clip back into the pistol. He then powered down the weapon and holstered it on the panting man before helping him up to his feet. “Backed the wrong horse on that play, Sparky,” he whispered. “That’s a major second strike and I’ve never seen him go above three.”

“Second strike?” the man asked.

“Yep. Your first one was siding with KIA,” Braceeth explained. “Your second was moving against my Four-B. You might want to get with your kin over there and see what your next move is going to be.” Braceeth patted the man on the back before walking over to KIA’s equipment.

Gaith Paulington opened his eyes and his back arched, locking his body in place for a few seconds. It was the most common reaction when too much stimulant was applied to a body. 

“This was supposed to be an easy run, Know-It-All,” Alexandro said, ushering the medic out of his way and squatting down to be closer to the revived man. “Abandoned settlement with open papers and not a living soul inside the sector. Not even the Grid has this place on a map yet. We group up with a scavenger I know and put-put our sorry asses out to the middle of nowhere. Then we find the mine... and it turns out that the settlers were just meters away from hitting the vein. 

“Problem Number One, there’s traces of the sapphires on some of the digging equipment. So the settlers knew they were on to something. Settlers don’t cut and run when they find something that screams cred. Problem Number Two, we get transmissions from the settlement before we can get here. All kinds of stupid things are happening here and no explanation to stand as just cause. I run a re-read on those transmissions and guess what? I find out that when Yuljiss and I are getting the messages, someone else on the ship is getting them. Yes, genius, I can run a re-read. While I knew someone was splitting the incoming trans-comm, I couldn’t find the end user. Yuljiss has over fifty personnel and I’ve ten of my own. Chances are, I’m not going to find who I need to find without tipping my hand. Problem Number Three, a thirty-man deployment team! Fortified for an assault on Redmoon! 

“You went too high, too hard,” Alexandro explained, grabbing Gaith’s left hand and breaking his thumb. The young man screamed in pain.

“What do you want?!” he exclaimed. 

“No scavenger knows a body who has their own assault crew, and none of your people have the skills to scramble the ship’s computer. The field narrows down real fast, you see? Now I need a name.”

“Bryant!” Gaith cried. “Arthur Bryant!”

“And now I have a name,” Alexandro replied before standing up. He looked up at the cousins who had just changed the tone of their muted conversation. Alexandro started to speak to them, but stopped as his ears moved. “No!” he whispered, looking up.

“Hey, Four-B,” Braceeth called out, reading Paulington’s equipment. “We’ve got one inbound!”

“I know,” Alexandro whispered. “I know those engines.

“It’s the boss,” the large man announced.

“He could at least wear a brace-com,” Braceeth muttered, putting the equipment away. They were losing a computer specialist, but there was no sense in leaving behind the equipment when they had cases that would keep any possible tracers from transmitting a clear signal. 

“Why, so that can be replaced too?” Datarro said as he put his med-kit away. “And aren’t you supposed to torture them when they don’t answer your questions?”

“That first break wasn’t torture, Doc,” Braceeth replied. “Four-B’s a little miffed and he wanted that boy to know how much he appreciated the double-cross.” 

Heading to the only possible place the ship he had heard could land, Alexandro reached down and pulled his dagger free from the man’s head. Examining the blade as he walked, Alexandro took in a deep breath and threw the blade over his shoulder. Gaith had time to gasp before the blade sank into his right forearm.

Moving his right hand to the rear of his weapons belt, Alexandro turned and threw a small disc that sprouted four small tendril-like devices from its sides. The disc struck the screaming Know-It-All and the tendrils wrapped around his neck and right shoulder. The disc then began powering up.

“You want to live,” Alexandro stated as he walked, “press the black top and twist the bottom. It will abort the charging sequence. You’ve got three minutes.”

“And that’s the final verdict,” Braceeth said, grabbing Datarro and ushering him to a safe distance.

The large man walked toward the clear field and watched as the large shuttle landed nearly dead center of the area. With fists on his hips, he waited as the gangplank lowered into place. Dreahn stepped to the opening door and looked up at the flaring blue light coming from the leveled schoolhouse.

“Personnel issues?” she asked.

“Resolved,” he replied before looking off and holding up his finger. “This doesn’t look like the Salvo Platform,” he noted and the woman held up her hands as she tried to start her explanation.

“Alex,” she said softly, walking down the gangplank.

“Because that’s Rendezvous Point Number One,” Alexandro continued. 

“Alex, listen–”

“And it really doesn’t look like the Hope Orbital Station,” he added. “Because that’s where we meet just in case something happens at Salvo.”

“Alex, please!”

“No, this looks like a forward area,” he hissed, glaring at the woman, “the place where I’m in charge, not you!”

“Alex–”

“A place that was pretty damn hot just a few minutes ago!”

“It looks like it was more than–”

“This is a place where you’re not supposed to be!” he snapped without increasing his volume. The woman swallowed hard and brushed back her long blonde hair.

“Baby–”

“Don’t ‘baby’ me, D!” Alexandro said, leaning toward the woman. She swallowed hard again and steadied herself. She knew quite well what the man was capable of doing, and she also knew the softer he spoke, the angrier he was. The bottom of her jaw rolled as her brown eyes squinted.

“Alexandro Danté, you will at least give me a chance to explain!” she demanded. “You’re not the only one who has a say in these matters, and while you’re still taking vouchers under my company name, I will be allowed an opportunity to speak!”

His face softened, but only slightly as he looked into the woman’s eyes. “Did that work for you?”

“I came with a client, Alex,” she explained. “A paying client. Three hundred thousand credits, paid in full, if I would bring her out to see you.” They both stood in silence for a moment as a young Vohlbred woman came into Alexandro’s view. 

“A SpellCasteR,” he thought as he examined the woman. He lowered his eyes for a moment and noticed that Dreahn’s were also lowered. 

“First and foremost,” he said very softly and she closed her eyes at the tone of his voice. “... I love you. Second... can’t spend credits when you’re dead. I don’t care if she pays double, you don’t make the trip to me unannounced. Are you reading me, baby?” he asked, taking a soft grasp of her hand.

“I read you,” she replied, rubbing the weathered knuckles of the man she adored.

“You have a name, SpellCasteR?”

“I do,” the woman replied. “I am Prynsura and I’ll come right to the point since I know that is how you prefer things.” Alexandro looked at his lady and she shook her head.

“Trust me, that’s not the only thing she nailed you down on.” Dreahn mumbled.

“Have you ever seen a blue man, Sergeant?”

“Once or twice,” Alexandro replied, recalling the incidents that had always stood as mysteries to him; his very own private ghost that he had never been able to catch, no matter how hard he tried. “What about him?”

“One down, three to go,” Prynsura said as she started casting. “Your employer has something of mine for you. Keep it close by. Do me a favor and stay alive please.” The woman smiled and faded from sight.

“I think I’m beginning to see why you broke the rules,” the man said, taking Dreahn into an embrace.

“Uh, babe,” she said and he quickly moved away from her.

“Sorry. I need a shower, don’t I?”

“No, that wiring was poking me,” she explained. “What happened to your armour?!”

“I had an interesting day at the office,” he replied matter-of-factly, taking a hold of the woman’s hand. “So she left something with you? After that exit, I’m eager to know what it is.”

“Oh, it’s just a rock,” Dreahn replied. “A rock that floats... and glows... and she didn’t really leave it with me. Not so much. More like she left it in my office and I didn’t touch it.”

“Attagirl.”

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

“You’re lucky to have me around,” the Meacruhn bragged as he walked.

“So you keep telling me,” the Fazerian female returned, sighing at the fact that the diminutive creature was necessary. His genius she could appreciate. His company, however, was something of an aggravation. “Time and time again, you feel the need to repeat yourself.”

“And since we’ve known each other, which of us leads the count on the number of times they’ve been wrong about something?” the engineer asked as he stopped walking to turn and look at the woman. She instantly recognized what it meant for a Meacruhn to stop moving. Braldee was expecting an answer, and it was unlikely he would resume walking until he received a response. Without speaking, the woman tapped her fingers to her chest. The man smiled, nodded in agreement and resumed his stride down the wide, dimly lit corridor.

“Of course, don’t think that I haven’t noticed your need to insist on a very specific span of time.”

“I do that for your sake, Vyana,” Braldee explained. “Before you met me, you were wrong most if not all of the time! At least with me, you get to be right every now and then.”

“Vi-Zai, give me strength,” she muttered, taking another step before squatting down and taking hold of the Meacruhn Engineer’s shoulder. “Braldee, close your eyes!” Though she was of slender frame, Vyana possessed typical Fazerian strength. Lifting Braldee from the floor was not an inhibiting task. She jumped from and clung to the wall as the energy pod landed where they had been standing. It burst, casting a familiar looking matrix in all directions. The range of the burst, however, was not as great as the distance Vyana had achieved in her leap for the wall.

“Let me go, girl,” Braldee demanded. “We both know you’ll move faster without me.”

“The speed I would gain is not worth the sacrifice,” Vyana replied, looking around the corridor. Their attacker had managed to engage her without showing any projected malice; she had not felt any aggression whatsoever, just the pressure wave of the device hurling the pod. “Hang on to my back.”

“I just hope it’s me who’s wrong this time,” Braldee thought as he took hold of the woman’s harness. She jumped from the wall just before he heard weapons fire. “That’s it, girl! Use those Traveler skills!”

Vyana smiled, hearing the thoughts of her passenger, but it did not take her concentration away from the three pods that had been fired at her. Her leap from the wall made avoiding the first a simple task. She folded her body and flipped as the second pod passed just over her head. Her drawn Osamu touched against the side of the third and diverted its flight path. The burst from the last pod blew her red hair into her face, but it only blocked the view of her lower set of gold eyes; the two green eyes were still focused on the figure the light of the explosion had revealed. Vyana charged the creature.

A fiercely thrown razor-disc, streaking toward Vyana’s chest, was deflected by the young Traveler’s bracer. A second disc, thrown much lower, was hurdled. A third was thrown at Vyana’s head. That attack was accompanied by an energy bolt meant for the young Fazerian’s chest. The Osamu smacked the disc away and Vyana’s hand caught the bolt, directing the energy to form around her hand. Her newly fashioned gauntlet was then swung for what Vyana had presumed would be the chest. Her hand passed through the body of her attack and Vyana jumped up.

“Too late,” the shadow-clad attacker whispered as its hand came away from its side. Vyana could feel gravity take hold of her body. “All too easy!” Vyana’s body was brought down with tremendous force, but she teleported just before striking the ground. The figure jumped into an incredibly graceful back-flip, just avoiding Vyana’s downward punch. The floor tile cracked from the power it had just received, and the Traveler lifted her Osamu to block the approach of another Osamu sent to strike her face. The hurled device tumbled away from the block, landing in the grasp of its mistress.

“Well done, Traveler,” the figure said, slowly stepping into one of the lights of the corridor.

“My Vi-Zai and Mistress,” Vyana returned, bowing to the Malgovi woman. “Please, forgive the intrusion.”

“To see your skills growing gives me pride. And I see Braldee is with you,” the woman noted as she sheathed her Osamu. “So I do not think this qualifies as an intrusion. However, consider my interest piqued.”

“You mean you don’t know?!” Vyana asked, shaken by the realization and all that it implied.

“Apparently I do not,” the woman replied, her eyes squinting. She had known the Fazerian since the day she had rescued her from the pit games in the Gulmar System. The H’Parziak Tribe of the Fazerian stride were adept at reaching new lows with regards to how they treated their children, as they had hundreds at a time. For a score of years she had seen the child grow into adulthood; the novice had become a Traveler. “Would you be so kind to alleviate me of the burden?”

“It would seem that while the projected schedule for his arrival was grossly off,” Braldee started, “the day has finally arrived!”

“Of what day do you speak, my friend?”

“He’s here, Vi-Zai,” Vyana said. “The Star Chaser is here!” 

“That cannot be,” the Malgovi woman said, taking a step back. The Meacruhn was quick to move forward and take hold of her hand.

“Perceptions be damned,” he said, patting the back of her hand. “I tell you that he is here and from what I am able to read, he’s been here for some time. If it hadn’t been for the signature created during his last dimensional breach, I doubt–”

“His last dimensional breach?” she asked. “How many can you see that he has made?”

“Well, he’s very good about cleaning up after himself. I suppose that’s just being Malgovi. Very responsible.”

“On certain levels, yes,” the woman added.

“Tracking energy signatures, I would say two things are of interesting note: one, he’s getting better at making the apertures... and two, he’s not interested in making too many friends in the Astral. I can’t track him on the other side of the breach.”

“And what does that tell you?”

“That he’s slipping into a pocket dimension once he gets there,” Braldee replied. “A very... uncommon happening in the Astral... usually reserved for those best left alone.”

“How is it that I do not detect him?!” the woman asked. “I created him! Every nuance that went into his being was from my hand. How can I not see him?!”

“Sylundaree, does it matter?” Braldee asked. “He is here, in the Rims!”

The First Star Chaser paced, trying to fathom how her creation had managed to enter her dedicated region without her being able to sense him. Not even light could do that. She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. Breathing out slowly, she took control of her emotions and settled her mind. 

“You are right, old friend. It does not matter. It is safe to say that I am surprised, and for good reason. I might have taken the measures to see to his creation, but it is obvious he is more than what I anticipated. 

“More importantly, if I cannot detect him...” Sylundaree teleported out of the corridor. Vyana took hold of Braldee and followed after her Mistress. 

Arriving on the glass enclosed platform, Sylundaree looked at the stars. She closed her eyes, placing one hand on her Osamu and extending the other forward. The Stars were still slumbering, but their ability to grant vision continued to function. No Star Gaper would be able to see Dungias either... and neither would the entities of the Rims... not even Freund. Even with the knowledge of his existence, she could not see him. His ship, however, was easily seen. 

The male Star Chaser had made the mistake of allowing robots to complete so much of the construction without his supervision. Though the machines had worked well, they had not been designed with security in mind. Sylundaree had taken measures to intertwine her essence with the superstructure of what would come to be called the Xara-Mansura. The essence had been dormant, when it was placed into the framework. It was not until Dungias had visited the Athun that Sylundaree had moved to invigorate that essence. She had seen to it that the attack levied against Ushara had indeed been pressing, and that Dungias was gravely injured, nearly killed, and in no condition to detect what had been done to his ship. Her essence had worked in concert with the sentiment Dungias had imparted, and the ship was finished as Dungias healed.

Her essence could be felt, but it was exclusively reactionary; it could not call out to its Mistress. Her sweep of the Rims had not gone on for too long before she found the Xara-Mansura. Despite the size of the vessel, there were only two crew members aboard: Dungias and a female Truebreed Terran. Sylundaree withdrew from her readings. She did not want to chance being detected, but it was clear that Dungias had been in the Rims and for quite some time. The Terran woman had a level of familiarity with the male Star Chaser, one that demanded time in order to make.

“He has been here for a few years,” she concluded, turning to face the Meacruhn. “But that does not matter at the moment. Do you have what I need?”

“It’s waiting for you on my ship,” Braldee informed with a very proud smile. “I don’t have to tell you how bold this step is.”

“No, you do not.”

“And I hope I don’t have to tell you how grateful I am on being asked to take this journey with you.”

“Not when I look at that smile,” Sylundaree admitted. “The feeling is mutual, my friend. Now, take me to your ship and once I have departed from here, I am going to need one other device that will be used against another celestial body. Do not worry, it will not need to be as powerful as your latest brilliance.”

“You mean our brilliance,” Braldee corrected. “You were the one who found the means to approach the Stars.”

“And that is what I am about to do,” Sylundaree said, teleporting all three of them to the hangar. “Though Dungias is on a Star Quest, he does not seem to be fully engaged in seeing it through. I sensed a great weight upon him. Regardless of its reason, it is an advantage that I must make use of. He has not engaged his focus, but we have seen what he is capable of when he does. It is time for the most recent Star Chaser of the Deku System to be distracted. Vyana, stay with Braldee... guard him, Vi-Khan. The task set before him will demand the most of his faculties. Alleviate his need for security.”

“As you will it, Vi-Zai,” the Fazerian woman said, bowing.

A small steel gray box appeared in Sylundaree’s hands and she looked to the Meacruhn to confirm she had taken the correct crate. When he nodded to the affirmative, she smiled. “It is time to make history, my friend. Prepare your Tome for my notes.”

“I await them most eagerly, Traveler.”

“As do I, Master Tech... as do I! Now, if you will excuse me, I must tend to the Stars!” Sylundaree ascended, phasing through the ceiling of the hangar, leaving behind a slight streak of quickly fading sparks of light. She had engaged her Jump-Stride, venturing to the facility where the sleeping Stars kept themselves.

Braldee put his hands on his hips and grinned. “Do you ever tire of-”

“No, Master Tech,” Vyana spoke softly. “Not in the least.” 

– Fini – 
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