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To Ben. For keeping me on track.


THE STORY SO FAR

IT ALL STARTED when a mysterious cultivator named Cedric appeared on the remote refueling station RF-31, and, driven mad by the lack of qi so far from any stars or planets, preceded to murder everyone on board. Caliban Rex, by a miraculous confluence of lethal qi drain, prior meditations, and a perfectly timed epiphany, survived by awakening as the galaxy’s first cultivator of an invisible and infinite supply of qi opposite to that in all living beings.

Lucy, the soulship that bore Cedric to RF-31, took Cal under her wing, delivering him safely to the nearest system, The Dueling Stars, where he enrolled in one of the local sects, The Dragon’s Right Eye, on the dwarf planet Fyrion. There he met Xavier Honchel, a curiously perceptive man of unflinching honesty, Charlotte Velereau, the charismatic daughter of a famous local hero, and Nick Vesper, a depressed teen of prodigious talent.

Elder Maria Lopez took an interest in Cal, trying to work out why his qi was seemingly invisible and working to uncover the plot she assumed was at the center of his presence.

After nearly a year of studying, training, and advancing his cultivation, disaster struck. Nick, who’d taken an interest in studying Cal’s unique qi, succumbed to the same void-induced psychosis that’d afflicted Cedric. Cal, to stop Nick from killing as many as Cedric had, drove a sword through Nick’s heart.

Elder Lopez took the opportunity to denounce Cal as a monster, sending underlings to have him seized. Cal, Charlotte, and Xavier fled, only to find Lopez lying in wait for them. She attempted to kill Cal to ‘end the threat’ he posed to the sect. Together, the three defeated her, and in the process Cal accidentally gave her a glimpse of the vast well of qi from which he drew. Elder Lopez confused it all as Cal’s, concluding that Caliban Rex was much more than he seemed.

Fearing reprisal for attacking an elder, Cal, Charlotte, and Xavier fled Fyrion aboard Lucy. In the wake of their departure, Martha, Nick’s sister, swore to track Cal down.


CHAPTER ONE

Micaiah Ferendin scrunched her nose against the smell as the cultivators in front of her butchered their kills. The entire process bothered her. She watched them plunge their knives into dead flesh, pull back tough skin coated in matted, bloodstained fur, dig past organs and muscles in search of the precious cores buried within. Micaiah winced, not for the brutality of the cultivators’ work, but because they were so gods-damned bad at it.

Threads, she’d wager there was more perfectly edible spiritual meat in the scrap pile than actual scrap. The scavengers would be eating well tonight.

“Don’t worry.” Alice misinterpreted the horror on Micaiah’s face. “They’ll be finished soon.”

Micaiah didn’t bother to correct her. “I hope so,” she muttered. For the third time that afternoon, Micaiah fought down the urge to walk up and show the outworlders how it was done. Her deal to tag along with the Right Eye expedition hadn’t included a cut of the harvest, but that didn’t stop her from grimacing at the waste of it all.

“Garett!” an elderly voice barked from the edge of the clearing. “You’re tasked to keep watch, not fraternize with the natives.”

Alice spun and snapped to attention, her hand rocketing to her forehead fast enough to leave a breeze in its wake. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am.”

A woman who looked altogether too old to be tromping around in the jungle stormed over, her cane sinking over an inch into the moist earth with every step. “And you,” the crone growled at Micaiah.

Several seconds too late, Micaiah remembered to salute. Time and time again her mentor had drilled it into her. The outworlders didn’t like it when you didn’t salute. “Apologies, ma’am.”

“You’re only here as a favor to Jeremiah. We’ll get you to your ruins because that’s what Jeremiah wanted, but don’t you dare distract my cadets from their duties again. I won’t have untrained civilians compromising our defenses, understood?”

Micaiah bit back her groan. “Yes, ma’am. Understood, ma’am.”

The elderly bronze neither smiled nor nodded before stalking away to go yell at some other poor cultivator. Micaiah glared daggers into her back as she left.

Alice exhaled through her cheeks, this time keeping her eyes fixed on the jungle as she spoke. “You picked the wrong expedition to follow, Mica. Berkowitz is a savant at finding things you’ve done wrong.”

Micaiah blinked. “I don’t understand it. She was so polite to Mentor Lee.”

“Your mentor’s two stages higher than she is,” Alice said as if that explained it. Micaiah supposed in the outworlders’ twisted ways, it did.

Some of them had been nice enough—Alice had even gone out of her way to befriend her—but Micaiah could feel the way they looked at her. They didn’t take kindly to unaffiliated cultivators.

Since a gathering array would’ve wiped out the biosphere that made the planet so valuable in the first place, Ilirian was the only world in the system where the sects didn’t hold exclusive control over the qi supply.

It came with its own mix of prejudices, from the fanatics who saw neutrality as a betrayal of the eternal struggle between the Dragon’s Right and Left Eyes, to the warriors who considered the sects’ militaristic training as critical to proper cultivation, to the bigots who saw Ilirian’s lack of strict hierarchy the hallmark of a lesser culture.

Micaiah had experience with all three. Thankfully, this group seemed mostly composed of the second type. Fyrion was too distant to be embroiled in inter-sect conflict and too weak to consider itself above the Ilirians. They’d sneer and condescend and make snide comments about the pulse rifle on her back, but when worse came to worst, they’d keep her safe. Their honor demanded it.

The thought sent a hand running absentmindedly down the leather strap over her shoulder. Well over two weeks into the expedition, she’d yet to have an opportunity to fire the rifle. It’d only served to reinforce the outworlders’ opinions that it was an inferior weapon for unskilled fighters as the foreign cultivators made short work of every spiritual beast they’d encountered. Micaiah hadn’t even tried explaining how difficult it was to get a clean shot with three dozen allies charging into melee range of beasts that only fought with tooth and claw.

Their stupidity astounded her sometimes.

Still, she couldn’t have made it remotely this far without their aid, and, backwards views aside, their tactics proved devastatingly effective against the local fauna.

A great crash forced Micaiah from her reverie as a pair of coppers felled one of the ebonleaf trees to clear space in the canopy. Red sunlight glimmered through the gap for a paltry few seconds before the airship crept into its way. It would take an entire day’s clearcutting to actually land the massive support vessel, but the cultivators only needed a clear path through which the drones could ferry the meat and skin and claws and cores of the saber cats they’d slain.

Micaiah herself had ridden up top for most of the journey, but now that her goal drew near, they needed her expert eyes on the ground. She could hardly spot the theorized Sil outpost from above the canopy, and she certainly didn’t trust the spacers to find it.

So, now she trudged along the jungle floor with the rest of them.

Micaiah pushed a thread of qi from her copper core into her muscle meridian and leapt the twelve feet onto the fallen ebonleaf. The pale-brown bark, still very much alive, held firm beneath her boots, offering a brief reprieve from the soft and soggy dirt. She shut her eyes and reached out with her spiritual sense, surveying the half-dozen yards around her for any sign of the Sil. She found only the dull glow of the ambient qi and the fuzzy outlines of the various flora that contributed to it.

Micaiah sighed, swatting back the intrusive thought that she was wasting her time. Either the ruins were out here, buried from their satellites and sensors in the dense jungle, or they weren’t. If she found them, she’d be the first archeologist in Ilirian history to explore this particular site. If not, she’d at least disprove the most popular interpretation of the relic stone back at the precursor museum.

In theory, it was a win-win. In practice, Micaiah felt like she was already losing.

With military efficiency—an oxymoronic phrase if ever there was one—the sect members wrapped up their harvest and spread the order to move out. Micaiah hopped down from her vantage to Alice’s side, locking step with the spearwoman as the expedition set out.

“I still don’t understand what you’re actually hoping to find out here.” Alice kept her words quiet enough to evade Berkowitz’s notice, or at least quiet enough to hide behind the other cultivators’ chatting as they walked.

“I told you, there’s an entirely unexplored Sil rui—”

“Yeah, yeah, I get that,” Alice cut her off. “But what are you actually hoping to find there? There’s a reason nobody’s ever bothered to come looking for it. The Sil were pre-industrial savages when they were wiped out. They had no tech, no worthwhile enchantments, threads, they barely even had any decent art. What’re you hoping to find?”

Micaiah’s voice fell. “When Elder Berkowitz was yelling at you, she called me a native, but that’s not true. My ancestors came to this system the same time yours did. In the grand scheme of things, we’re all outworlders. But the Sil… this planet was theirs, and they were its, and we’ve been here for millennia, and we don’t even know what they looked like. How could you not want to learn more?”

Alice shrugged. “I know they’re dead, and I know they left nothing of value behind. That’s enough for me.”

“They left nothing that could help your cultivation,” Micaiah said. “That doesn’t mean they left nothing of value.”

Alice didn’t reply.

Micaiah walked on in silence, her mind running through a dozen ways to bitingly retort that not everything worth doing had to make you more powerful. She let the comments die before they even reached her throat. There was no need to antagonize her only friend out here over a simple disagreement.

Micaiah knew, of course, not to expect any world-shaking discoveries from the ruin. In all likelihood she’d find a few crumbling hints as to who the Sil were and what they stood for, maybe even a relic or two for the museum, but nothing, as Alice had put it, of any value.

That didn’t stop her from hoping. She too was a cultivator, after all, and if there was a single prerequisite for stepping upon the Way, it was the ability to dream big. Maybe the Sil had left some secret, some treasure, some ancient wisdom long lost to the ravages of time. From everything Micaiah had learned about the Sil, it seemed incredibly unlikely, but these ruins were unexplored. Nobody knew what may’ve lain buried there.

She’d never repeat such thoughts to Alice. They were a fantasy, pure and simple, pleasant to contemplate but ultimately a reckless raising of foundationless hope. It was best to keep expectations where they belonged.

Micaiah’s eyes wandered about the procession as they trudged ever forward, absentmindedly watching the organized chaos of the outworlders darting into or out of step to stop and gather a shade lily here or a vector’s bloom there. She hadn’t bothered to learn how the expedition intended to divide the spoils between the fifty of them, but the math didn’t work in their favor.

For a single trip into Ilirian’s wilderness, Micaiah might’ve thought their haul a magnificent bounty were it not for the simple fact that most of these outworlders would never return to a living biosphere. They’d take as much as they could lay their hands on over these next few weeks, and that’d be all the divine materials they’d see for the rest of their lives.

For the life of her, Micaiah couldn’t fathom why anyone would choose to live on a barren world.

The hours dragged on as the expedition pushed deeper into the jungle, wading through ferns and jumping over shrubs as they weaved between the towering ebonleafs. Micaiah couldn’t see so much as feel the sunset beyond the canopy, as the crimson glow of the dueling stars faded to first a twilit orange then at last a near-perfect black. No starlight could pierce the jet blanket above.

The cultivators didn’t let that stop them. Light across the spectrum—the majority of which came in pale silver or brilliant gold—replaced the fallen suns as the outworlders channeled qi through their weapons. Alice joined in, the tip of her spear shining a bright white that left a tail in its wake, resembling, to Micaiah’s eyes, a comet trailing through the sky.

Micaiah kept her rifle dark. She’d learned from a young age that things hunted the wilds at night, and it went against her every instinct to so blatantly broadcast her position to any nearby predators.

From the outworlders’ perspective, that was exactly the point. Why bother looking for spiritual beasts when a bit of light could bring them out of their own volition?

Mere minutes into the lighting of the weapons, Micaiah noted that the conversations had all but ceased, a tense readiness reducing the otherwise sociable cultivators to hushed commands and quiet vigilance. She thumbed the strap to her rifle, but left it where it hung. She hadn’t needed it yet.

The first spiritual beast to make its play did so within the hour. Micaiah barely caught a glimpse of the thing, eight feet tall and thrice as long on its four legs, before the outworlders charged in and disrupted her view. She listened close to the telltale sounds of combat, of claw against steel, of blade against hide, for the paltry moments the beast lasted. Only as the cultivators stooped down to harvest their prize did Micaiah get a good look at the thing.

The thrixid bled in a dozen places, fertilizing the very soil below it as its killers cut free its venomous claws, stiletto-sharp mane, and three fist-sized golden eyes. Those last especially would fetch a mighty price if they ever came to auction.

The cultivators quenched their weapons as they worked, limiting their light to what little their qi-enhanced eyes needed so as not to encourage another attack while half their number labored off guard. Micaiah took the moment to cycle her own sense meridian, stealing a closer look at the slain beast.

She’d come across thrixids a handful of times, seen the way they’d hunted, how they controlled their territory. Of all the spiritual beasts on this hemisphere, they were the masters of their own domain.

Then how had this one been wounded?

Beyond the mortal injuries her companions had inflicted, hundreds of small scabs peppered the thrixid’s dark brown hide. They’d yet to scar over—perhaps, given time to heal, they wouldn’t have—but even taking into account the thrixid’s natural regeneration, the color of the wounds indicated they predated the evening’s encounter by at least a few hours. Micaiah ran through her mental list of anything and everything that might’ve inflicted such damage, and inevitably came to a startling conclusion.

“Something’s wrong,” she muttered just loud enough for Alice to catch.

“What is it?” Alice raised her spear, casting her gaze about in search of danger.

“Those scabs.” Micaiah gestured to the thrixid. “There’s nothing out here that could’ve caused them.”

Alice squinted at the corpse. “Those tiny little things? You’re worried about—”

“There’re only a handful of creatures in this jungle that would dare take on a thrixid,” Micaiah cut her off. “A dewdrop revenant, an ebbstrix, or a black corona all would’ve killed it without much difficulty. A fallowvice might’ve had a close fight, but that’d leave an impression around its throat, not a hundred little scabs. Whatever did that isn’t from around here.”

Alice shrugged. “Odds are it’s already dead if the thrixid found its way to us. If not… we killed the thrixid and it didn’t. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“I don’t like it. Why would an injured thrixid engage us? It should’ve been sleeping off its wounds back at its hollow, not chasing new prey. Either those scabs are older than they look, or…” Micaiah trailed off, her eyes alight with qi as she scanned their dark surroundings.

“Or?”

“Or something’s chasing it.”

From elsewhere within the column, three sounds reached Micaiah’s ear in rapid succession: First, the rush of wingbeaten wind, second, the gentle squelch of claw parting flesh, and third, the formless gurgle of a death cry through a slitted throat.

“We’re under attack!” Micaiah’s voice joined a half dozen others in the call to arms. She slung her rifle off its strap and into her arms, cocking the weapon and raising its scope to her eye. Blades across the expedition bloomed back to light, casting the jungle in gold and silver.

No beasts revealed themselves. No monsters stood poised to pounce. No further blow struck tender flesh.

For a moment, silence reigned.

Micaiah couldn’t see the fallen cultivator through the mass of bodies between them, but she heard his compatriots scramble to his aid, heard their desperate ministrations of healing qi, heard their methods come up short as he breathed his last.

She turned her rifle beyond their perimeter, channeling a thread of qi into the enchantment in its scope. The jungle came to life as her visual and spiritual senses alike focused, extending miles beyond her normal range at the cost of breadth. In a tirelessly practiced motion she scanned the distant dark, finding bark and branch and jet black leaf but no sign of their mystery assailant.

A low murmur arose around her as the outworlders came to the same startling conclusion as she: something had killed one of them and then seemingly ceased to exist.

Micaiah ignored them. It had to be out there somewhere. She continued her sweep, parsing through the fuzzy outlines in the ambient qi in search of movement, of malice. She found no monsters, no evils, no—wait…. was that…?

She panned back, spiritual sense caught on a slight detail, a faint vortex that seemed to drain at the ambient qi. It was bigger—far bigger—than it should’ve been, but that didn’t dampen Micaiah’s spirits. Despite the apparent danger, a half-cocked grin spread across Micaiah’s face. She’d found it.

A battle cry yanked her from her moment of triumph. Micaiah tore her eye from the scope just in time to watch a black-winged figure swoop down from the canopy, tear an outworlder’s head clean off, and vanish into thin air. A barrage of fireballs and energy bolts and silver spikes shot after it only to pass right through the space it’d once occupied.

“Down a tree!” Berkowitz’s sharp voice pierced the frightened silence. “Cut a path to the airship!”

A pair of cultivators darted to the nearest ebonleaf and raised their axes, ready to cleave through the dozen-foot trunk in a matter of seconds.

Their foe proved faster.

Two more of the avian beasts flickered into existence mid-swoop, talons raking lethally across the would-be lumberjacks. Both hit the ground before their blades could touch bark.

Micaiah fired.

A pulse of hardened, accelerated qi shot down the barrel of her rifle, drilling into the glossy black feathers that lined her target’s body. With a great crack they broke, raining obsidian shards down onto the cultivators below. The beast didn’t even flinch.

Even as the creatures vanished once more, leaving two fresh corpses in their wake, their image lingered in Micaiah’s mind. They resembled crows, if crows had twelve-foot wingspans and barbed talons. Their beaks had been jagged, resembling a carnivore’s teeth more than any bird Micaiah had ever heard of. The feathers that clearly weren’t each ended in a razor edge, glinting in the qi-light.

Worst of all, they’d somehow heard Berkowitz’s order and acted to stop it. A shiver ran down Micaiah’s spine.

The things were smart.

She kept her rifle trained on the air, dumping as much qi into it as she dared to charge a stronger shot. Her heart pounded. Adrenaline coursed through her veins. Her finger graced a feather’s touch upon the trigger.

Silence.

“What are you idiots waiting for?” Berkowitz shouted. “Cut a path!”

Murmurs of hesitation echoed through the formation.

“Just do it!” the elder snapped. “I’ll cover you!”

A trio of braver souls leapt to action, hopping past their fallen allies to target a different trunk. On cue, three more of the not-crows materialized.

This time, the cultivators were ready.

A barrier as silver as her hair bloomed from Berkowitz’s cane, rebuffing the nearest two beasts from their dives. A coordinated volley of qi attacks followed, the quickest of which even managed to chip at the monsters’ chitin before they vanished.

Micaiah’s shot pierced the third clean through.

It plummeted, slamming into a pair of cultivators who caught it on their swords. A handful of shocked eyes glanced Micaiah’s way.

Most, though, looked away in time to watch the beasts reappear, already at the axemen’s throats. In but a second they were gone, crimson holes blossoming in flesh where talons had existed a moment ago.

There could be no stopping the panic, the disorder, the frightful realization that Elder Berkowitz, the only bronze cultivator in their company, couldn’t protect them.

The expedition routed.

“This way!” Micaiah shouted over the din, gesturing forward with her rifle. “There’s shelter ahead!”

She didn’t stop to check who had or hadn’t listened, who did or didn’t follow.

Micaiah ran.

With her every ounce of qi surging through her muscle meridian, Micaiah sprinted into the jungle. Footsteps trampling the underbrush pursued her as terrified outworlders threw in their lot with the only one who’d successfully slain one of the beasts. At the back of her mind, Micaiah hoped Alice was among them.

She ran and she ran and she ran. With every gasping breath, a swoosh sounded out somewhere behind her, always followed by a shocked and agonized cry, always followed by the telltale crash of a body falling to the forest floor.

Micaiah expected every step to be her last, every swish of air to be their hunters finally choosing her as their next victim. She wordlessly mouthed a prayer to the threads, beseeched them for mercy if not in this life, then the next. Twice she thought she felt the press of a talon against her throat.

But death never came. Even as their number dwindled around her, by twist of fate or chance or answered prayers, Micaiah yet lived when that vortex of qi finally came into view.

A crumbling stone archway with the telltale qi drain of enchantment revealed a dark stairway into the earth.

The Sil ruin sat open.

Micaiah dashed in, leaping down the first two steps before stopping short and pressing her back into the right-side wall. She gestured for the outworlders to follow, at last catching a glimpse of those who’d made it.

Nine in total darted past, each pale with shock and panting for breath. Elder Berkowitz, of all people, brought up the rear, the bronze tier cultivator far spryer than her years. Micaiah hazarded the old woman could’ve been the first through the door had she wanted.

A harsh and palpable silence took over, broken only by the rhythmic thump of Micaiah’s heart in her chest. All around her people clutched their weapons with white knuckles, waiting in numb terror for the next attack to come, for the next of them to bleed out into the dirt.

None came.

Instead, as if to banish any lingering disbelief in the sanctuary they had found, a great stone slab arose from the ground at the archway’s base, sealing the entrance behind them.

Micaiah’s eyes shot open. “Th-that shouldn’t be possible.”

Nobody responded.

“Micaiah! Are you okay?” Alice’s whisper echoed from Micaiah’s right.

“Most ruins are lucky to have functioning lights.” Micaiah breathed. “An actual door… a working door…” She pressed a palm to cool stone. It held fast. “I knew the qi draw was bigger than it should’ve been, but this level of integrity is… it’s unprecedented.”

Fear entirely gave way to awe in Micaiah’s mind as she pored over the sealed entrance with her spiritual sense, cataloging every twist and turn in the enchantment with childlike wonder.

Her fellow survivors didn’t share her enthusiasm.

“Those were void beasts!” a man whose name Micaiah had forgotten exclaimed. “Fucking void beasts. What’re blackbloods doing on Ilirian?”

“We have to call it in,” another outworlder—this one Micaiah thought was named Jack—added. “If there’s a blackblood infestation out here, the sect needs to know.”

“I can’t get through,” a third added, frantically tapping at her holopad. “Something’s jamming the signal.”

“The void beasts will be dealt with,” Berkowitz’s voice carried a commanding calm that washed over the frightened cultivators. “They aren’t our problem anymore.” She tapped her cane on the worn stone steps to punctuate her point. “We have a new problem now, one of which I’m sure our resident archaeologist was just about to inform us.”

Micaiah froze. The excitement drained away as her thoughts turned from the archaeological value of her discovery to the immediate implications of the enchantment at which she stared. Without looking away, her gaze still transfixed on the find, she spoke.

“Whatever’s powering this doorway is more durable and more complex than anything I’ve ever seen. It’s incredible. It’s—”

The smack of Berkowitz’s cane against the floor forced Micaiah back to the matter at hand.

“I can’t get it open.” The words rushed out, the bad news almost eager to be delivered. Micaiah took a breath, trying and failing to force calm into her body before she announced her conclusion.

“We’re trapped down here.”


CHAPTER TWO

“A LITTLE TO the left… there. Perfect.”

I slid my palm across the poster, pressing the adhesive into the wall. A pale tendril of qi joined me, guiding an air bubble down and out, leaving the familiar image perfectly flat and centered. I took a step back and assessed our work.

It was flawless, of course. Lucy’s sense of her own dimensions made hanging things almost unfairly easy. If it hadn’t been, she wouldn’t have let me help. There was no way in hell she’d have stood for a crooked poster on one of her walls.

“That’s the last one,” Lucy remarked, her voice coming from my left as if she too stood gazing up at the poster.

“Last one,” I echoed, rereading the text I’d read a million times before.

Know the Signs of VIP.

I’d always hated these posters, hated the blocky little figures in their corporate art style, hated the way they stared forlornly into space or devoured a plate stacked high with an unrealistic amount of food. I suppose I still did, just for different reasons.

In the week that’d passed since Nick’s death, I’d managed to move past trying to forget it to accepting I had to learn from it. Like it or not, my presence put those around me at higher risk for void-induced psychosis. Charlotte and Xavier knew better than to go looking for the infinite sea, but I wasn’t taking chances. Anyone and everyone who set foot aboard Lucy would know and memorize the early symptoms.

I wouldn’t miss them again.

My eyes drifted left, away from the poster on the wall to the metal pillar at the room’s center and the glowing orb within. I felt the faint warmth of qi leaking out, what had once seemed to me an overwhelming deluge now reduced to a tiny trickle in comparison to even Fyrion’s third-floor dorms. It awed me that Cedric had survived so long on only that. He must’ve been near the brink by the time he made it to roofie.

I shook the thought aside, refusing to substitute one trauma for the other. However barren the natural qi where we floated in distant orbit of the Dueling Stars, Charlotte and Xavier and anyone else who journeyed with us wouldn’t starve as Cedric had. I wouldn’t let them.

It was hard to perceive the spill-off from Lucy’s core without also noting the bright wisps drifting off of me.

It felt like an eternity ago that I’d first noted the dark qi others’ techniques gave off, a fraction of a fraction of the total expenditure converting from qi they could use to qi they couldn’t even see. It’d come as no surprise that my own technique did the same, dispersing most of its energy normally, but converting a tiny percentage back into light qi.

Once I’d discovered that, I hadn’t let the technique go.

Out here in orbit, the infinite sea was closer than it’d ever been on Fyrion, a well of qi so vast I couldn’t comprehend the idea of depleting it.

So I used it.

I hadn’t yet figured out how to keep my technique going while I slept; several times a day I found my focus slipping enough for the unnatural shadows across my body to fade away, but I always noticed, and I always started up again. If she left the door open, I could even keep it up within Lucy’s soul space.

Charlotte and Xavier had found it unnerving at first, the way light seemed to avoid me, leaving me in gloom even beneath the brightest qi lamp, but they’d grown used to it soon enough. Threads, it wasn’t like they were going to complain about the near-tripling of the qi supply, especially when it meant access to ambient qi without having to spend all day in the sparse core room.

They cultivated it faster than I could produce it. I wasn’t sure if that fact would ever change, but according to Lucy I’d already upped my throughput by nearly twenty percent. Turns out, using a skill nonstop for a week straight makes for good practice. My meridians had stretched with the constant use, bolstering—if only somewhat—my capacity to channel qi both through them and into my Vac Suit.

Xavier hated that name. He thought I should’ve called it Umbral Cloak or Barrier of Endless Shadow or some other overly wordy and pretentious bullshit like that. Truth be told, either of those might’ve been a touch more accurate than calling it a Vac Suit, but the latter felt right to me.

The vac suits I’d worn my entire adult life had inspired the technique. Sure, it kept light and heat and qi out instead of in like a normal vac suit, but the concept made sense. Besides, Inverted Vac Suit would’ve been way too long.

I hadn’t, of course, tested how well it would hold up to an actual vacuum. I wasn’t stupid.

I kept pulling from the infinite sea as I departed the core room, focusing hard to keep myself anchored in the here and now lest its vastness sweep me away. It was a delicate tightrope, drinking from it without being lost to it, one that more often than not led to me losing focus on my Vac Suit or on all of reality for a second or two, but I was steadily finding my balance.

Far and away my favorite part of the shell of darkness that flowed around me was the way it muted my sensitivity to light qi. Staring straight at Lucy’s core still left me with a thought-shattering headache, but the ambient qi and the wisps I gave off and even the copper cores at Charlotte’s and Xavier’s centers no longer bothered me. For that reason alone, even without the qi conversion, I might’ve kept my Vac Suit up whenever possible.

I turned the corner into Lucy’s soulspace, and the matte white of her upper deck gave way to distressed wood and drywall. I spared a glance into the gym as I passed by, spotting Xavier deep in the throes of combat with a faceless hologram. From the looks of it, it was simulating the Dragon’s Fang fighting style, the same set of moves Xavier—and most of the local sect members—preferred.

Same old Xavier.

I continued on into the living area, where Charlotte had commandeered the entire dining table for her own work. A holo projector that Lucy had mounted overhead displayed dozens of what looked like employee files on the wooden tabletop, all cogs in the scheme she was hatching to sneak us onto Ilirian.

“Any luck?” I asked as I stepped up to the table, leaning on the back of a tucked-in chair to peer over her work.

“Three prospects so far,” Charlotte explained without looking up. She reached out to tap and drag a trio of dossiers over. One by one, she gestured at them. “He’s a couple years’ wages deep in gambling debt, she’s cheating on her husband, and he had a fling with his boss that went south, so now he hates the man enough to turn on him.”

I blinked. “Charlotte, that’s brilliant. How do you know all this? Gambling debt I can see, but there’s no way this woman’s affair was in some public file somewhere.”

Charlotte shrugged. “People are less good at keeping secrets than they think they are. Ask the right person the right questions, and they kind of just spill out.”

I nodded as if that made sense. “Is it enough?”

“Not nearly. These are all low-level traffic controllers. We need either a handful of them all on the same shift, or someone high enough on the chain to get us onto the let-through list. A higher-up will be easier to swing, but I’d rather corrupt a whole shift if I can. No doc trail that way.”

My eyes drifted across the mess of files, glazing over at the dull complexity of it all. “Any idea how long?”

“Could be an hour, could be a month,” Charlotte answered. “In a bureaucracy this size, there’ll always be enough weak links to worm our way through, it’s just a matter of poking blindly until we find them, then applying the right kind of pressure. The latter’s simple enough if you know how to do it. The former just takes either a lot of time or a lot of luck.”

As if to punctuate her point, she double tapped a nearby file, bringing up a short menu from which she selected “call.”

A man’s voice sounded from Charlotte’s holopad. “This is Darryl Johnson speaking, how can I help you?”

Charlotte’s tone changed entirely, her normal cool alto jumping in pitch and taking on the singsong quality of someone versed in customer service. “Hi, this is Lisa Corrington from Starport Services LLC, calling in regard to one Peter Vaughn?”

“Yeah, I know Pete,” Darryl responded. “What’s this about?”

“Yes, well, Mister Vaughn is applying for a position here with us at Starport Services, and he’s put you down as one of his references. I was hoping you could tell me how he’s been doing as an employee.”

“He’s applying for what? That little shit,” Darryl muttered, “thinks he can abandon me with hunting season coming up.” His voice returned to a more intentional volume. “Look, Pete doesn’t know I know this, but he’s got a wonderblitz pipe stashed in his desk. ’Les you wanna hire a junkie, I’d steer clear.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that,” Charlotte’s tone fell as if she were actually sorry and not grinning ear to ear. “Of course Starport Services LLC doesn’t discriminate against applicants suffering from addiction, but I’m sure our hiring manager would want to know. I’ll make a note of it.”

“Yeah, you do that. Anything else you need?”

“No, that’ll be all. Thank you Mister Johnson.”

“Sure thing.”

“Buh bye.” Charlotte hung up. She craned her neck to grin up at me. “Two strikes. Peter Vaughn is on the same shift as our cheater.”

I gaped at her. “Does… does that usually work?”

“Only like… every ten attempts. Most of the time bosses will cover for their employees.”

I blinked. “Really?”

“Either that or they’re actually good workers. No way to tell.”

“And they just… believe you?”

“Why wouldn’t they?” Charlotte asked.

“Because you’re not a real recruiter and that’s not a real company?” I offered, still in disbelief over how easy that’d been.

“But I am.” She swiped up some documents onto her holopad. “Starport Services LLC, registered with sect administration last week as a limited liability company with two dozen employees. Lisa Corrington is one of their recruiters.” Official registration, employment documents, even tax forms popped into view.

“Threads, Charlotte. This is insane. This… this is fraud.”

“Yeah. Of course it is. We’re trying to break into a secure world. This stuff’s small potatoes. As long as we pay taxes on them, the sect doesn’t care about a few phony corporations.”

I scowled. “A few? How many of these do you have?”

“Six so far,” Charlotte said like it was nothing. “Gotta target different employees with different opportunities, and if I overuse the same corp, word’ll spread.” She looked up, misreading the horror on my face. “Don’t worry, it’s not like I got that guy fired. It’s illegal to fire employees for seeking other jobs.”

“I know,” I told her. “Some of us used to actually have a job.”

Charlotte smirked and pulled up more paperwork. “Technically, I have seventy-nine jobs right now. Pay is awful though.”

“You should consider unionizing. What would…” I squinted at her holopad “—Polgar Logistics do if all fourteen of its employees walked out?”

“Well they wouldn’t hire Peter Vaughn, that’s for sure.”

I laughed. “Just try not to ruin anyone’s life. A bit of blackmail is one thing, but I don’t want anyone getting fired or divorced just so we can sneak onto Ilirian.”

“Hey, if anyone’s life gets ruined, it’s their own fault. I didn’t cheat on that woman’s husband. She did that all on her own.”

“You know what I mean.” I shook my head. “So now you’ve got two on one shift, does that mean we’re close?”

“Maybe, maybe not. It’s very possible the third worker on that shift isn’t exposed. I could go digging through the folks who might fill in if said worker had a sick day, but that’s an extra layer of maneuvering, and even that might bring up nothing.”

“You can… maneuver someone into taking a sick day?”

“I can set them up for a phony job interview during work hours.”

“Right,” I said. “Six dummy corporations.” I exhaled. “Just keep me updated.”

Charlotte nodded. “I’ll let you know if anything develops.”

“Thanks. And Charlotte?” I stopped before turning away. “Don’t get caught.”

“I’m offended you even thought to say that.” She came off more boastful than anything else, so I figured she wasn’t actually mad at me. I caught the beginning of another phone call—this time as a middle-aged woman named Hilda something or other—as I left Charlotte to her work.

She knew what she was doing—the corporate sphere was, if anything, easier to manipulate than the cultivation sphere. I just wished she didn’t have to break so many laws to do it.

I stopped off at the kitchen to make some lunch just in time to watch a slice of bread magically float from its bag onto the top of my now fully assembled roast beef sandwich. Lucy’s qi pushed the plate in my direction.

I stared at it. “How did you know I was—”

“You certainly didn’t come in here to check up on Charlotte,” Lucy explained. “She’s usually meditating at this hour.”

“Damnit.” I picked up the sandwich. “I thought I had a good cover.” I took a bite. It was delicious. Of course it was. Lucy’d made it. That was the problem. I swallowed. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome,” Lucy chimed.

I made it about a third of the way into the meal before I set the sandwich down for good. Lucy had the good grace not to press me into eating more; she knew I wouldn’t. She kept silent as I snatched the plate before she could and moved to dump the excess in the composter. It’d be recycled into something or other. Sentient or not, ships didn’t waste biomass.

Morning tasks and midday meal behind me, I spared Charlotte one last glance and left the living area behind to retread the way I’d come. Sure, I could’ve very happily whiled away the afternoon reading up on Ilirian or researching how I’d craft a focus or trying to figure out how exactly my Vac Suit technique worked, but I’d had enough retrospection for one day.

Xavier had been sparring alone for long enough.


CHAPTER THREE

I LET MY wooden practice sword fall to the floor as I rubbed the spot where Xavier’s axe had struck my chest. “That’s match to you.”

Xavier grinned and withdrew his weapon, offering a hand in its place. “Well fought.”

I shook it. “I could barely touch you.”

Xavier used the handshake to pull me in and clap me on the back. “But you kept fighting anyway. You have a warrior’s spirit.” He raised an eyebrow. “Again?”

I scowled at what had become one of Xavier’s catchphrases. “That’s it for me.” I stooped over to pick up the padded training weapon. “I want to get a shower in before dinner.”

Xavier froze and for the first time seemed to notice the sweat that drenched his uniform—he was the only one who still wore his sect colors these days, if only for a lack of alternatives that fit his massive frame. “Fair point. Very well. We’ll clash again tomorrow.” He at least had the good grace not to push for more bouts after dinner. He knew that was my meditation time.

He strode away as I reracked my sword and collected Shiver from where I’d left it. The dense enchantments around Lucy’s sparring ring did well enough at blunting any damage from Xavier’s or Charlotte’s weapons of choice, but Shiver had an annoying habit of cutting through the training wards.

It only did so while I ran my qi through it, but avoiding such was easier said than done. It felt, at times, like the blade wanted my qi, pulling some in whenever I channeled it nearby. I could fight without Shiver. I couldn’t fight without my muscle meridian.

Of course, as Lucy had told me time and time again, Shiver didn’t want anything. The sword was young; it bore no chance of attaining a will of its own for another millennium at least. The real answer was that my control needed work. If the way Xavier had just thrashed me in training was any indicator, my fighting needed work too.

That bit wasn’t entirely my fault, though. Xavier spent more time in the ring than any sane human being, so obviously he’d improve faster than I. It didn’t help that while his Silverskin technique deflected my attacks with ease, my own Vac Suit did precious little against him. The skill worked wonders against qi attacks, but no amount of shadow has ever stopped a great axe.

I mulled over the various shortcomings of my only technique as I made my way back to my suite and into the shower. In all likelihood, I’d never be as skilled a fighter as Xavier. My talents lay elsewhere. Where, exactly, I hadn’t quite figured out, but until I found a way to bring my overwhelming quantity of qi to bear, my best bet seemed to be sticking to the shadows.

After all, they stuck to me.

I dried off and slipped on a fresh pair of the loose-fitting cultivator pants and another of Cedric’s tees—this one a deep blue with a sleek breast pocket logo for a company called Klent Securities. Whoever they were and whatever system they worked out of were a mystery to me. Lucy still refused to share anything about her prior passenger, and nothing Cedric-related I’d looked up on the Fyrion network had returned anything. Wherever he’d come from, it was a long, long way away.

The umami scent of ramen permeated the kitchen by the time I walked in. A dozen pale tendrils of qi flew about the space, chopping onions and setting the table and stirring the pot. Before I could even ask, one shoved a glass of ice water into my hand. “Thanks, Lucy.”

“You’re very welcome.” Her reply echoed across the counter from in front of the stovetop.

I took a sip as I turned to the dining table and sat at the head, leaving the chair opposite Charlotte open for Xavier. Right on time the latter strode in, trailing a hand affectionately across Charlotte’s back as he circled the table to take his seat. Only as our food made it to the table did Charlotte shut off her holo projector and clear the table of her employee files.

Dinner itself was a simple enough affair. We chatted about everything and nothing as we enjoyed Lucy’s delicious cooking. Our plan for the coming months had already been as decided as it realistically could’ve been, leaving our topics to range from simple gossip to philosophical debate to whether or not there was a Thread of sandwiches.

You know, normal stuff.

I had to cradle my bowl defensively to keep Lucy from taking it as I stood and walked it to the dishwasher. The pot, unsurprisingly, was already clean.

Rather than stay behind and continue to fight Lucy for the chance to help with the cleanup—a losing battle I refused to concede entirely—I bid Charlotte and Xavier goodnight and made my way back through the wooden halls of Lucy’s soul space to the upper deck. I walked the short distance down the narrow hallway that circled Lucy’s corporeal self before stopping to pop open one of the matte white storage compartments that lined the hull below the window. From within, I withdrew a vac suit.

Lucy’s vac suits were… different than the ones to which I was accustomed. They were thinner and sleeker in shape, more formfitting than the bulky things vacwelders wore. The only exception to the nearly skintight design was around the crotch, where the suit hung a bit looser to accommodate the non-blood-flow-restricting pants most cultivators favored.

I found it far more comfortable and easier to maneuver in than my old vacsuit, if a bit prone to puncture. I supposed most cultivators weren’t doing spacewalks around torn and jagged bits of metal. Neither was I.

I stepped into the airlock as I twisted my helmet into place. The familiar hiss of my suit pressurizing rang in my ear. A smile stretched across my face.

The doors opened, and I stepped free.

I wrapped my fingers over the top of the airlock, swinging up and over onto Lucy’s roof as I left the artificial gravity behind.

Lucy, being Lucy, had no use for vacwelders. She kept space debris at bay entirely on her own, deflecting anything moving fast enough to inflict even a dent with the slightest flick of qi. That didn’t stop me from coming out here.

I walked comfortably across Lucy’s hull, the weak magnets in my boots more than enough to keep me anchored as I crossed the short distance to the skiff’s center. I sat down, keeping my back to the Dueling Stars and Lucy’s thrusters alike, adjusting my vantage until neither Ilirian to my right nor Fyrion to my distant left could intrude upon my view of the starry black.

I took a breath. I straightened my back. I shut my eyes.

And I cultivated.

One by one I ran through the circulation exercises I’d learned on Fyrion, starting and stopping the flow through various meridians in an increasingly complex pattern. I’d long mastered the drill far enough to pass out of the sect’s pre-cadet cycling classes, but there were always improvements to be found, always transition times to be shortened, always precision to be honed.

These days I found my limit running through one of the intermediate cycling formations while simultaneously channeling my Vac Suit technique. Progress came slowly, in seconds added and imperfections sanded away rather than big, self-evident revelations, but it did come. Splitting my focus like this didn’t come naturally, but it was a skill all cultivators needed, and one that directly correlated to combat prowess.

Only once I grew tired of the repetitive practice did I move on to something more… unique.

Most cultivators hit their bottlenecks in capacity and in input, the ability to take in qi from around them and to contain as much of it as possible. With the infinite sea ever present and the way it swept in to fill me to bursting at a thought, my core already held more qi than most irons, and the concept of improving my input was laughable.

I focused on throughput.

I reached out and touched the infinite sea with a carefully segregated fragment of my focus, fighting to keep myself anchored in the here and now as I drank from it. Qi flooded into my center, and at a rate as torrential as I could manage, I expelled it.

My body ached with the power racing through it. My core pushed out against the boundaries of its size, battering against the impenetrable wall between me and the next stage, unable to break through without the physical focus we’d come to Ilirian to craft. My meridians stretched and cracked, micro-fractures lining the qi pathways as I forced more power through them than they could manage. They’d recover by this time tomorrow, stronger than they’d been before. Such was the way.

I halted willingly, sparing my core and meridians any lasting damage long before my focus or pain tolerance would’ve given out. A weariness overtook me, not of the mind or the body, but of the spirit.

I let it rest.

I ended my practice in meditation. I sat, and I breathed, and I stared into the emptiness of space. I let my thoughts drift aimlessly, touching upon and accepting any worries or doubts and moments of guilt that arose before moving past them. I pondered the universe and my place in it, the existence of beauty beyond the littleness of the beholder, the paradox of meaning in the face of the infinite.

I found no answers that night, nor any night. I came to no revelations, discovered no soul-shattering epiphanies, stumbled into no further divine inspiration that might’ve added another technique to my toolkit.

Threads only knew if that final hour of quiet contemplation brought me any closer to anything of practical use, but I came away from my meditation feeling better for it. Only in the quiet can those thoughts beneath the surface make themselves known. Only in the dark can we seek that faint glimmer of insight.

Exhaustion saturated every aspect of my being by the time I finally stood. I’d made no leaps and bounds today. I’d been thrashed in the arena, true split focus yet evaded me, and I was nowhere close to discovering an offensive use for my qi, but I returned to the airlock and stripped myself of my vac suit with a contented smile upon my face.

Progress had little to do with revelations or achievements or dramatic moments of victory. It didn’t mean pushing yourself to your absolute limit or training longer or harder than anyone else.

Progress was doing it again tomorrow.

I ended my day, as I ended every day, with a quick stop in Lucy’s garden. Already both of Nick’s seeds had sprouted through the soft soil, their growth hastened both by the fertile ground and the regular infusions of qi they each received.

I didn’t need my spiritual sense to differentiate between the two. One sprang defiantly from the earth, bright and green and as full of life as anything. The other, mere inches away, stood pale and brown, its leaves sagging as if burdened. It was to this latter I raised a finger and fed a steady stream of dark qi.

For all its deathly appearance, Lucy assured me the sprout was very much alive. It grew just as well as its more normal twin, and drank of my qi each night with a thirst.

The other seed needed no such visits. Lucy’s garden came equipped with an automated system for delivering qi to its denizens. My qi simply didn’t work with the necessary enchantments. It didn’t work with any enchantments, at least none we’d come across thus far.

Only once I’d tended to my botanical charge did I finally return to my suite and slip into bed, another day gone, another day spent on incremental improvements, another day surrounded by the little family I’d built for myself.

And another day closer to Ilirian.


CHAPTER FOUR

THREE WEEKS PASSED in the comfortable haze of routine, of training and meditating and studying and training some more. I managed, for the first time, to convert dark qi to light faster than Charlotte could absorb it, but the moment Xavier walked into the room the two of them far outpaced me. Still, it was heartening progress, and I imagined a day in the distant future where I eventually saturated Lucy’s soul space with more qi than even the focus rooms could deliver.

The others had to keep up with me somehow, after all.

In the here and now, though, that was little more than a pipe dream. In the here and now, it was I who struggled to keep up.

With every passing day, Xavier’s near constant practice and natural talent for combat pushed him further and further beyond my skill level, and while Charlotte spent more of her day hammering away at the bureaucracy that governed Ilirian’s airspace, her few forays into the ring reminded me how narrow a fighter I’d become.

Months of training to beat Instructor Long had left me particularly effective against the Dragon’s Fang but less prepared for the Velereau family style or any other forms for that matter. Sparring so much against specifically Xavier had hardly helped the problem.

So I approached it from a different axis. I’d never be the frontline fighter Xavier was, and aiming for Charlotte’s finesse would leave me eternally playing catch-up to anyone who’d started training before their twenties—basically everyone. I still practiced my personal bastardization of the Dragon’s Fang and Cedric’s forms, I still sparred against Charlotte when I could and the simulation of her family’s style when I couldn’t, but a portion of my effort I diverted elsewhere.

I took to stalking Lucy’s halls like a wraith, peering around bends with my spiritual sense and rolling my weight across my foot to walk as silently as possible. Lucy humored my fumbling attempts at stealth, offering tips and encouragement as if I could ever evade her notice here within her domain.

I found great joy in startling Charlotte from around corners or sneaking up behind her with neither breath nor body heat nor even qi to expose my presence. She hated it, taking on the mantle of the sentinel, always vigilant, always watching in her attempt to spoil my fun. It all made for a rather exciting game of cat and mouse, one at which I felt myself steadily improving.

Not being a horrible friend, I did ask if this all was okay with her, to which she beleagueredly replied, “You need the practice, and honestly, I do too. It’s easy to get complacent spending all day going through employee files. It’s good training. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

Would that I could, I’d have spared her a portion of the spooks by targeting Xavier as well as her, but the man seemed immune. It truly vexed me how flawlessly I could make my approach, still as the dead and just as silent, only for Xavier to smile and say hi as I popped out from behind the sofa.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d think Lucy was tipping him off. As it was, she was more perplexed by his awareness than I was. I just wrote it off as Xavier being Xavier and left to sneak up on Charlotte again. She was way more fun.

I was halfway across the dining room on one such attempt when Charlotte made her first blackmail call.

“Sia Lustor?” Charlotte’s holopad modulated her voice into a deep, intimidating tone, one that clashed heavily with her real voice that I, being in the room, very much also heard.

“Yes?” a woman’s voice replied with a tinge of confusion, bordering on anxiety. “Who is this?”

Charlotte cut straight to the point. “I know what you do during your lunch break.”

There was a pause. Then, “Is that you, Carl?” Sia laughed nervously. “Is this some kind of prank?”

“What do you think your husband would do to you if he found out? What would he do to Carl?”

“You can’t! He’ll…” Sia trailed off as she realized what was happening, her voice cold with shock. “What do you want?”

“Tomorrow morning, you’re going to let a ship through into Ilirian airspace.”

Nerves gave way to a mounting panic as Sia’s voice quickened. “What? No! I can’t do that. My coworkers—”

“Your coworkers will be taken care of,” Charlotte interrupted. “All you need to do is wave WN-72762 through. Do you understand? WN-72762. Don’t write that down. Memorize it.”

Sia didn’t get that far. “T-taken care of? What do you—”

“Sia, stay with me. It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.” Charlotte comforted the woman she was blackmailing. “As long as you do what I say, everyone is going to be fine. Tomorrow morning, WN-72762. Do you understand?”

“They’ll fire me for this. I could go to jail. I could—”

“Sia!” Charlotte snapped. “As long as you don’t breathe a word of this, nobody’s getting fired. Nobody’s going to jail. WN-72762.”

“WN-72762,” Sia’s voice quavered as she repeated the forged designation. “Please don’t tell my husband.”

“That’s up to you. WN-72762. You won’t be hearing from me again.” Charlotte hung up.

“Threads, Charlotte.” She jumped as she heard my curse. I took no joy in it. “That was awful.”

She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “That’s how this works. You apply pressure and hope they don’t break.”

I gulped. “What would her husband do if he found out she was cheating?”

Charlotte shrugged. “No idea. I let her fill in that blank herself.”

“It sounded like you expected violence.”

“It doesn’t matter what I expect. It matters what she’s afraid of, and violent husbands… they’re more common than you would think, especially when cheating is involved.”

Something in her eye told me she spoke from experience. I didn’t press her on it. Charlotte wasn’t normally this easy to read, and I couldn’t tell if the emotional drain of the blackmail had worn down her mask or if she’d let slip on purpose.

“You don’t need to be here for this,” she offered, gesturing with a tilt of her head towards the employee files. “I can handle it.”

I sat down next to her.

Charlotte wordlessly nodded and turned back to her work, reviewing her plan one final time before opening her holopad and dialing Peter Vaughn.

I listened through it all. I learned to recognize the stages of disbelief to nervous uncertainty to full on panic to grudging acceptance that each of her targets experienced. I watched Charlotte expertly navigate her marks, switching on a dime from browbeating to reassuring as the subject needed.

I felt a knot deep in the pit of my stomach.

If I cycled qi through my brain meridian, I recognized immediately the logic behind this unsavory work. The only true harm we were inflicting on these people was emotional, and while that carried a real cost, it paled in comparison to the very physical harm we’d all experience if we didn’t get strong enough to protect ourselves before Elder Lopez spread my secret too far.

We needed to make it to the Right Eye on at least equal footing with her. That meant reaching bronze, and that meant getting to Ilirian sooner rather than later.

The cold calculus fell in Charlotte’s favor.

That didn’t make it any easier. It didn’t stop the quivering panic, the frightened shock, the desperate pleading as I listened to these peoples’ worlds come crashing down around them.

It only made it make sense. This was how it worked. Any edge, right?

Charlotte and I didn’t speak a word to each other as she hung up her final call. I stayed seated as she pushed herself to her feet and walked away. The holo projector flickered off as she left, leaving me staring at a bare table. Just like that, their names and faces and lives were gone. Tomorrow morning, Peter Vaughn and Sia Lustor and Starport Services LLC would, as far as we were concerned, serve their purpose and vanish into obscurity, their suffering hidden from us behind the curtain of distance and irrelevance.

I muttered one final apology, more to myself than to any of them, and made for the gym. I still hadn’t gotten my combat in for the day, and I wanted to be as prepared as possible for what was to come. After three weeks of training and studying and hammering at the cracks in the bureaucracy, the time had finally come to make our move.

Ilirian, the only habitable planet in the entire system, the sole source of each and every natural treasure the Dueling Stars ever saw, awaited us.

* * *

I skipped breakfast. Twice as I made my way from my room did Lucy try to redirect me to the kitchen, but two refusals were enough for her. I made straight for the bridge, or at least, Lucy’s analog to a bridge.

On any other ship her size, the room up front would’ve been its entire purpose, both a cockpit and the rows of chairs for passengers to be ferried to or from the mothership. With her soul space, Lucy had no need for such seating, and with her sapience, a pilot would’ve been entirely redundant. Nothing, human or AI, could pilot Lucy better than Lucy.

I stepped over the conference table in the floor to gaze directly out the front window, this time not into the dark expanse, but at the great sphere grown now large enough to consume nearly the entire viewport.

Ilirian loomed.

The planet—the first full-sized planet I’d set foot on since Brady and I first boarded the freighter all those years ago—existed in three colors: blue, green, and black.

Three great oceans of alkaline freshwater glimmered a deep navy, like jagged holes carved into the world’s single contiguous continent. Creeping up the shores of each, like an invasive mold escaping the acidic waters, came the verdant green, where farmers tended their non-native seeds. The vast majority of the system’s food came from such spaces, fruits and vegetables and tubers and grains first grown from the seeds the ancient settlers brought with them then adapted over centuries to thrive under the weak, red suns and local soil conditions.

The green gave way unwillingly, pushed up to the very edge that sect policy would allow it to encroach upon the natural ecosystem. Beyond came the black.

In order to properly compete beneath a red sun, the indigenous flora had darkened its leaves so as to absorb as much of the light as it could. Perhaps, under microscopic examination, a hint of the original green could be found, but I sure as hells didn’t see it.

A dozen shades of black decorated Ilirian. Black meadows to the south, black tundras to the north, and black jungles along the equator. Only the arid wastelands surrounding the poles and the snowy peaks of the tectonic mountain ranges were truly free of the color, not that we intended to venture anywhere near them. We had our eyes set on one of the rainforests, as far from any settlements as we could manage. The trees would offer us cover for the duration of our stay, however long it took to gather the materials and qi we needed.

Despite myself, a well of nerves churned in my stomach.

“What’s our ETA?” Charlotte’s voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I glanced over my shoulder to watch her and Xavier step into the room.

“Expecting airspace control to hail us in the next ten minutes,” Lucy replied. “Then it’s just a matter of keeping low and not drawing attention to ourselves.”

I nodded along and turned back to the window, this time ignoring the planet to try and seek out the satellites that would shoot us down if Charlotte’s plan fell through. I didn’t spot them.

Sending a thread of qi through my heart meridian to keep myself calm, I went to join the others where they’d chosen seats from those that lined the walls. I picked one facing forward and buckled in.

“You’ve done the reading I sent you?” Charlotte asked. “We don’t want to be on Ilirian any longer than we need to be, so it’ll help if we know what we’re looking for.”

Xavier patted the haft of his axe. “This’ll be my base. Nothing more personal than a man’s weapon.”

I wasn’t sure I agreed with that, but it made perfect sense coming out of Xavier’s mouth.

“Both of my techniques center on elemental silver,” Xavier continued, “so I’ll want an input channel with a silver attunement—potentially pollen from a glimmer poppy or a bone from an argentivore. For the output regulator, I want something that helps direct the qi back into myself—ideally an ebbstrix feather, but I’d take a nocturl thorn too.”

“Makes sense.” Charlotte nodded along. “Cal?”

Okay, so qi focuses consisted of three major components. The first was something personally significant, something of spiritual importance to me in particular. A lot of cultivators of Xavier’s persuasion used their weapons, but I’d only had Shiver for a year now, and I certainly hadn’t formed that kind of emotional bond to it. I knew Charlotte intended to use her glasses, the same set she hadn’t needed since opening her sense meridian yet still wore to this day.

Next, I needed something that would help guide qi into the focus. This was most cultivators’ first opportunity to aspect their qi with a particular element. Xavier intended to do so with silver, vastly improving his techniques that used the metal while weakening his control over anything else. Elemental attunement was a one-way road, and generally accepted as a requirement to reach any real level of power. The more specialized, the better.

Finally, the output regulator helped shape and direct the qi as it left the focus, aiding fine control and channeling speed. I looked forward to this aspect the most.

“My base will be the piece of Cedric’s rib that first punctured my blood meridian and forced me to learn to cultivate. He’s the only reason I’m where I am today, and in a very real sense he died so that I could touch the infinite sea. Of everything I have, it holds far and away the most spiritual weight. It’s also my only real option because I didn’t take anything with me when I left RF-31.”

I pushed forward, opting not to linger on that emotional can of worms. “For my input channel… it’ll depend. I have no idea how or if elemental attunements will survive the inversion from light qi to dark qi, nor what kinds of elements could even exist for me. Pending further testing, I’m looking for aspects of cold, darkness, silence, and stillness. If I can draw sap from a black corona without losing any memories I’ll do that. Otherwise, frostbite moss, or pretty much any part of an umbral wanderer would work.

“Output-wise, I desperately need something that’ll help add structure to my qi. It has a tendency to just disperse into a cloud the moment it leaves my body, so anything that could counteract that would be a game changer. I’m thinking ideally something crystalline—death salts and neverthaw come to mind—but anything wooden would reasonably work. I’ll keep an eye out for any trees that look promising.”

Charlotte nodded along. “You’re our biggest question mark since we have no idea what will or won’t work with your qi. It may take a while to find something you can use.”

I tensed. “We have time.” The worst-case scenario hung unsaid in the air between us. The possibility remained that nothing on Ilirian would function with my qi, that I’d need to find an item or organism in the same inherently conflicting state of existing full of the qi of nonexistence. I could be stuck at copper for the rest of my life.

We didn’t waste time discussing that danger. It wasn’t like there was anything we could do about it.

“I’ll be focusing through these.” Charlotte tapped the black frame of her glasses. “Normally my family would’ve given me a repulsion seed for the force attunement our fighting style requires, so I’ll take one of those if I can find one. Otherwise a petal from a half-inch-lilac would work. For output, I’m flexible. Most of my family uses the vestibular organs from a dancing spark lemur, but I don’t have the skills to harvest those without damaging them. Anything suited for speed, reflexes, or agility could work, so I’m—”

She cut off as the voice of Sia Lustor rang clearly through Lucy’s comms. “Incoming vessel, this is airspace control, please identify yourself and transmit your entry codes.”

I held my breath.

In a voice several octaves below her norm, Lucy responded. “Private ship WN-72762, seeking permission to enter.”

My heart raced. This was it. I knew Lucy hadn’t transmitted anything resembling an entry code, so either the past month of Charlotte’s efforts would come to fruition, or missiles were already in route to blast us to bits.

For agonizing seconds, silence reigned.

I flashed a nervous glance to Charlotte. She looked straight ahead with stony eyes.

“WN-72762, permission granted. Welcome to Ilirian.”

The line went dead before Lucy could even thank the woman.

I exhaled a sigh of relief.

Xavier pumped his fist.

Charlotte didn’t even blink.

In tense silence we watched Lucy’s descent. I let my Vac Suit slip, just in case.

The windshield flared white as we breached the atmosphere, a field of Lucy’s qi redirecting the air around her, allowing it to pass over with neither resistance nor friction. It was certainly an energy-intensive way to counteract the extreme heat of entry, but Lucy had qi to spare.

The black splotches gave way first to forests and fields then to individual trees as Ilirian transformed from a sphere hanging in space to a living breathing world, its denizens finally escaping the abstract to become, at least to my perspective, real.

Small, furry mammals flew in great flocks, darting out of our path in a dark cloud on their way to roost in the next ebonleaf. Massive insects shot after them, snatching the rodents from the sky by the dozen, their six translucent wings little more than a blur. Of the terrestrial ecosystem I garnered less than nothing, the dense canopy nigh impenetrable as the towering trees fought to claim as much of the twin sunslight as they could.

That would pose a problem. Lucy may have been far smaller than any other vessel capable of interstellar travel, but I doubted a medium-sized bird could pierce those branches, let alone a ship.

Lucy painted me the fool with a single blast from her starboard pulse cannon.

The entire jungle shook around us. Birds and bugs and bats alike exploded from the canopy as they scattered from the source of the shockwave. A single tree, its trunk far wider than I’d even imagined, collapsed as the concentrated qi struck it, blowing a hole through the dense wood big enough to land in.

To say the canopy around it quaked with its fall would be an understatement. Trunks of greater circumference than Lucy herself bent and swayed away from the blast. Roots previously buried emerged from the forest floor, seeing for the first time not just open air, but sunslight from the red stars above.

Its vibrations may not have made it past Lucy’s shielding, there may have been nobody around to hear it, but I’ll be damned if this falling tree didn’t make a sound. I heard it in my bones, in my heart, in my gut. I heard it in the little hairs on the back of my neck that stood on end, in that twinge of tension I held in my jaw, in the twitch of my brow at the devastation before us.

I heard, as did the birds that flew away, as the herbivores and scavengers and pest-eaters fled from their home, from Lucy’s approach, from us. I heard the same proud declaration they did.

We’d come to kill.

For a breath, Shiver felt heavy on my back.

The moment passed. Lucy touched ground in her makeshift clearing. Xavier and Charlotte unclasped their seatbelts and stood. I shut my eyes.

Before I could venture out to explore that alien wilderness, before I could re-channel my Vac Suit, before I could bare my blade against whatever predator would make me its meal, I had to confirm something, to banish a fear that’d hung in the back of my mind for weeks now.

I reached out with my spiritual sense, and Ilirian assaulted me.

I’d known this was coming, prepared for it as best I could staring at Xavier, at Charlotte, at Lucy’s fusion core behind its glass window. Ilirian’s ambient qi—both as a full-sized planet compared to the dwarf Fyrion, and as the host of a living biosphere—surpassed anything I’d ever experienced outside a focus room.

But I’d cultivated in a focus room before.

I pushed past it. I looked past Lucy’s walls, past the blinding cloud of energy that clung to the jungle around me, past the canopy itself and into the yellow sky. I stretched the bounds of my senses, beyond the range my grasp of the infinite had bestowed, the range I knew surpassed most cultivators at even the gem stages. I stretched and I stretched and I stretched in search of that quiet dark, the cool comfort of the endless that had so come to define me.

I found only light.

My eyes snapped open. I reached for my temples in a futile attempt to massage away the headache that’d already taken root. I took a breath.

“Caliban?” Lucy’s voice dripped with concern. “Is everything alright?”

“The infinite sea.” I looked up to meet Charlotte’s and Xavier’s worried looks. “I can’t reach it.”

* * *

Junior Cadet Martha Vesper dry swallowed the qi consolidation pill as she stormed out of her fifth focus room hour that week.  It wasn’t enough.

It wasn’t enough.

It wasn’t enough.

All the pills, all the extra focus hours, all the private tutors afforded to the most promising cadet in Fyrion’s history and it wasn’t enough.  Over a month had passed since her brother’s killer had fled the dwarf planet, and by all measures the trail had gone cold.  Nobody knew where Elder Lopez had disappeared to, and a conspicuous gap in the city’s security footage left the circumstances of Cal’s departure both deeply suspicious and entirely without avenue for further investigation.

None of that mattered with her stuck on Fyrion.  Sure, with her promise—a tin core at sixteen and already meaningful progress towards copper—Martha could almost certainly earn a coveted spot on one of the larger gravity wells in the system.  Given a few years and her parents’ resources, even the Right Eye itself wasn’t entirely out of reach.  If she could convince her father to up her dosage of qi absorption pills by an extra twenty milligrams or so, she could feasibly advance in a couple of months and make a play for senior cadet.

Surely by then whatever had held up Elder Berkowitz’s hunting party would be resolved and there’d be a fresh shipment of natural treasures from which her parents’ company could refine higher purity infusion pills.  

That had been the plan, at least.  Now, with Cal in the wind, just earning a spot on the Right Eye seemed like too small a goal.  Martha was the most talented cultivator Fyrion had ever seen.  Playing catchup to wealthy scions who’d grown up with stronger, purer, better focus rooms wouldn’t cut it.

From everything she’d seen, she knew one thing to be true: Cal was no ordinary cultivator.

Martha couldn’t afford to be either.

She pulled up her holopad as she stepped aboard the transport pod that would take her to her second combat training session of the day, tapping away at the holographic screen with the stubby, partially developed fingers on her right hand.  She needed opportunities, something special, some kind of grant or program or competition that would allow her talent and dedication to shine through.

Remarkably few were available on Fyrion.

She trolled through message boards full of rumors, ancient articles of treasures unearthed by young talents, historic rising stars within either of the two sects.

Her transport had almost arrived when she found news coverage of an event two centuries past that had catapulted three youths into the highest ranks of the Dragon’s Left Eye.

It told of a comet, a barren rock of ice and iron, on which an ancient master had left his legacy.  Just over two hundred years ago, it had visited the Dueling Stars, leaving a window for its plunder between its entry to the system and the point at which its acceleration as it approached its orbital slingshot became unsurvivable.

Two facts about the comet filled Martha with excitement and ambition alike.  The first was a powerful enchantment, barring those above the age of thirty from entering the tomb.  Only promising young talents could inherit its treasures.  The second kept a grin on her face through combat training, dinner, and evening meditation.

In three years’ time, Barustra’s Cache was due to return.


CHAPTER FIVE

“I GOT IT!” Charlotte’s cry echoed across the jungle floor as she darted in to meet the argentivore’s charge. Her rapier flashed through the air as she parried its advance, sending the quadruped hurdling off to the side. With a crash, the silver plate on its forehead slammed into a tree, carving a deep dent into the ebonleaf trunk.

Xavier dashed in for a swing on the stunned beast, but it whirled around before his axe could meet its flank. He aborted the swipe, pulsing his muscle meridian for the strength to leap the eight feet up and over the creature’s hungry maw.

Fighting the argentivore was, to put it plainly, a bitch. Both Shiver and Xavier’s axe had more than trivial amounts of silver in their composite, forcing us both to keep our weapons clear of our quarry’s mouth. Xavier’s techniques fared little better, Silverskin and Imbued Edge alike weak in the face of a creature built to devour silver.

At least he could cast his techniques. I’d been living without my Vac Suit for almost a week now, unwilling to spend qi I couldn’t readily replace.

Xavier slammed the base of his axe into the beast’s upper back as he vaulted over it, the rounded pommel breaking through dirt-caked hide to clang against a silver-infused rib.

The argentivore unleashed a metallic roar at the flesh wound, racing out from under Xavier as he kicked off the dented ebonleaf trunk to arrest his momentum. Its long, burrowing claws dug into the forest floor, offering more than ample purchase for the one-ton beast to round on its attacker.

Through this all I crept along the sidelines, Shiver grasped tightly in both hands as I searched for an opening, moving as silently as possible across the underbrush. Stealth came difficultly without my Vac Suit to keep the light off me, but the canopy above offered shadows enough to make do. The tricky part was keeping the thing facing one direction long enough to make my approach.

Xavier darted to the right to avoid the argentivore’s imminent charge, but it predicted the move and spat viscous acid in his path. The globule splashed against his left hip, chewing through his clothes and skin but thankfully not too far beyond.

The haft of his axe it ate clean through.

Before Xavier could so much as notice his weapon’s handle was half as long, the beast was upon him. Its lowered forehead met Xavier’s shoulder with a sickening crunch, bowling the tall warrior over.

Charlotte made it to the creature’s side before it could lower its mouth to Xavier’s prone form, stealing its attention with a thrust of her rapier into the dense muscle above its rear hip. It lashed out at her with its front claws, scoring a shallow gash across her cheek as it struck faster than she could withdraw her blade to parry.

That meant her technique would be ready for its next attack.

I had my opening.

I crept in from the rear, mindful of my every step to avoid the twigs and dry leaves that’d risk alerting the beast to my approach. It kept relatively still as it clashed with Charlotte, standing guard over Xavier as a predator defending its kill.

Xavier, who was still very much alive, by the way, had the wherewithal to not even attempt to bring his already-damaged axe to bear from his restrained position beneath the argentivore. Instead, he focused his attention on keeping clear of the creature’s claws as it stepped and positioned itself in its fight with Charlotte. With a lateral roll, he slipped his great axe beneath him, keeping his body between the beast and the weapon. He knew what it really wanted.

The beast reared up to spit another glob of acid at the pesky duelist.

Charlotte raised her rapier to parry.

I made my move.

I reversed my grip on Shiver as I leapt onto the creature’s back, my eyes fixed on the nape of its neck. Frost gathered along my blade. I landed astride its shoulders. I felt the flinch run down its body as I surprised it, its every muscle tensing for a precious moment.

It was all I needed.

Shiver plunged for the soft spot between its upper vertebrae and the base of its skull. It pierced through skin and muscle and sinew, blood freezing around it.

It struck bone.

Shit.

Shiver skidded off the dense vertebra, slipping to the side and across a broad shoulder plate. Flesh parted in its path, freezing shut cold enough to hold a few minutes before thawing and letting the blood flow.

The argentivore bucked.

Shiver flew from my grasp as I fell from the creature’s back, landing gently on the thankfully soft forest floor.

The creature stepped towards me, forgoing Xavier to put an end to the pesky human that’d dared slice into it. Its claws caught a scarce beam of sunslight and glinted silver as they moved to impale me.

I didn’t panic. My heart didn’t pound with dread or sorrow as I watched my doom approach with starry eyes. The qi running through my brain meridian wouldn’t allow it. I faced death with the same gray apathy with which I faced life. Claws across my throat, my skull crushed beneath the beast’s weight, my blood a red stain upon the forest floor, none of it mattered.

Nothing mattered.

I was calculating the odds that the blow that’d kill me had just happened to pass through one of the rare bits of direct sunslight to make it through the canopy when the argentivore collapsed. Only when I came to a number—somewhere in the low trillions to one—did my focus shift across the deluge of equally unimportant information to spot Charlotte’s rapier stuck through the monster’s eye.

All at once I cut the flows of qi through my various meridians. Vibrancy returned to the world around me as details faded away. Adrenaline coursed through my veins at the behest of my now racing heart. I exhaled for the first time since we’d first laid eyes on the argentivore.

My headache returned.

“I’m okay, I’m okay.” Xavier’s protests pulled me from my thoughts as Charlotte fussed over him.

“I can see your hipbone,” Charlotte snapped at him. “Stay still.”

I pushed myself to my feet and darted over to the hovercart to grab the first-aid kit. By the time I made it to Xavier’s side, Charlotte had already cut away the worst of the melted flesh and clothing.

“Caliban!” Xavier grasped my hand the moment it left the red-and-white box on the ground. “Excellently fought!”

From anyone else I might’ve thought the words sarcastic, but this was Xavier talking. I knew what he was doing. However well he read people, subtlety had never been his strong suit. I’d barely participated in the fight—I literally hadn’t before Xavier got hurt. With two words and a genuine smile, he let me know he didn’t blame me.

I grimaced nonetheless. “Thought I’d had it with the weak spot at the back of the neck. Didn’t realize the way it was rearing its head back to spit at Charlotte would block it.”

“You bought me the opening I needed,” Charlotte said without looking up from the treated bandages she was applying. “Just ‘cause you didn’t land the killing blow doesn’t mean you didn’t contribute.”

If anyone had stepped up since we’d landed on Ilirian, Charlotte had. I’d never dared verbally doubt her family’s ancestral fighting style, but in my time on Fyrion I’d always questioned the amount of focus and qi it took to make a rapier a functional weapon. Shiver penetrated most qi defenses way more effectively, and I didn’t need a special technique if I wanted to block something.

Here, the rapier shined. The flimsy blade found gaps in bone and shell and chitin I’d never thought existed, bending as it needed to snake around into the vulnerable organs beyond. Watching Charlotte these past few days, I finally glimpsed the purpose of her Way, finally grasped how her father, a lone man with a seemingly impractical weapon, had singlehandedly saved the sect from a void beast incursion.

It was humbling.

Xavier and I, in contrast, fared worse. Before Ilirian, I’d had more monster kills with an ice cream cart than an actual weapon, which somehow still left me more experienced than Xavier. He, at least, had the benefits of lifelong training, constant duels against a variety of opponents, and, barring the argentivore, full use of his techniques.

I’d only started learning to fight a little over a year ago, and the vast majority of that practice I’d spent preparing for a specific opponent. I had enough experience—and qi running through my brain, heart, and lungs—to keep a cool head and make snap decisions, but there was only one answer to my relative ineffectiveness against our prey—more practice.

I filed away today’s lesson: Weak spots didn’t exist in a vacuum; they depended on the confluence of anatomy and posture. I’d have to keep both in mind moving forward.

We left Xavier sitting on the ground as we cleared the hovercart of gear to make room for our kill. We had to power the three-by-five floating platform down to roll the dead argentivore onto it. Its limbs and head dangled off three of the cart’s four sides, but it stayed put well enough. Charlotte stacked our supplies on top of the carcass while I went to help Xavier up.

Minutes later saw us starting up the trek back home, Charlotte and I walking on either side of our overpacked cart while Xavier lay back on the dead argentivore’s stomach. We cut a straight path back towards Lucy’s clearing, weaving around trees and wading through underbrush as we crossed untrod ground rather than retrace the wide arc we’d walked while hunting.

The scent of the carcass attracted a handful of scavengers, but we warded off the dull brown insects readily enough. At just over the size of my head, the flying beetles were larger than I personally thought they had any right to be, but not remotely large enough to pose a real threat, not alone at least. If they decided to swarm us I doubted we could’ve stopped them, but the bugs weren’t hunters; their every instinct told them to wait for the real predators to eat their fill and leave before they swept in to clean up.

I wasn’t particularly sorry to disappoint them.

It took just under two hours before Lucy’s clearing came into view, a few dozen feet of exposed forest floor beneath the heap of cut branches we’d piled atop the skiff to hide her from aerial view. The camouflage wouldn’t fool a direct observer, but the AI that sorted through all the orbital footage would be none the wiser.

The gangway dropped for us as we approached.

“I’m okay!” Xavier preempted Lucy’s question before we’d even crossed her threshold. “I’m okay.”

“Sixth degree chemical burn to the left hip,” Charlotte rattled off the prognosis. “I’ve already cut away the affected tissue, but he’s going to need a patch job.”

“Bring him to cabin four. I’ll get it ready for him.” The medical cart—which had been waiting by the airlock just in case—sped away towards Lucy’s soulspace before she’d even finished speaking.

Charlotte and I obeyed, the former pushing the hovercart while I maneuvered the argentivore’s limbs around to fit it through the narrow upper-deck hallway. My task grew easier once we made it to the extra-dimensional lower deck, leaving me little to do but walk alongside until we reached cabin four.

I never set foot inside. Three tendrils of Lucy’s qi lifted a squirming Xavier from atop his perch and carried him in while Charlotte stepped around to follow, shutting the door behind her.

“Just you and me, buddy.” I patted the dead argentivore’s leg. “Let’s get you comfortable.”

The only thing I have to say about the proceeding thirty minutes is how relieved I was that Lucy was too busy treating Xavier to notice my humiliating attempts to remove the carcass from the hovercart all on my lonesome. I left it lying on the floor of Lucy’s cargo freezer, surrounded both by shelves of various perishables she’d collected over the millennia and the partially butchered corpse of the saber cat we’d killed two days ago. Actually harvesting the beast would be Xavier’s job. The closer he worked with the bone that would become his new axe handle, the better.

My part done, I returned to my quarters to wash the fight and the jungle off of me before settling down at my desk. The bane of my existence awaited me.

I had no intention of ever using the pale chunk of singing quartz in my focus—its kinship to sound didn’t resonate with mine to silence—but lacking any of the materials I actually wanted, it made for a perfectly functional practice piece. The crystal, at the very least, wasn’t alive, so there was nothing to resist my attempts to supplant its qi with my own.

Wouldn’t that have been nice?

My eight hundred and thirty-first attempt went roughly as well as the prior eight hundred and thirty. I welled up a pool of qi in my hand—far more than the quartz contained—placed my palm atop my target, and pushed.

My qi slipped off it, passing around the kernel of bright energy within to first encircle the quartz then dissipate entirely. I snatched it out of the air, reabsorbing the precious qi before it could escape. It came readily, my own core the nearest and easiest escape from the onslaught of existence around it.

I sighed.

How had Nick done it? Whatever notes he’d taken had died with him, locked away behind his holopad’s encryption—not that we’d ever had access to the device to begin with. I knew he must’ve taken the qi directly from the infinite sea rather than his own body, given that his body couldn’t interact with dark qi, but down here I couldn’t try that.

In theory, once the three of us had all the materials we needed, we could leave Ilirian behind and I could advance in outer orbit, but that assumed it was the source of the dark qi that was the problem.

In the meantime, I tried again.

Somewhere shy of attempt nine hundred, my focus lapsed long enough for a wisp of qi to drift out of reach, escaping through the halls of Lucy’s soulspace and out the open door. “Gods damnit!” I cursed and stood, snatching the quartz off the table and hurling it across the room. It landed with a thump against my pillow.

Even frustrated, I wasn’t stupid enough to throw a rock at Lucy’s pristine walls.

“It’s okay, Cal,” Lucy’s voice drifted gently to my ear. “You’ll figure it out.”

My shoulders sagged. “I’m worried, Lucy,” I whispered. “What if Nick only managed it ‘cause the seed barely had any qi to begin with? What if I just… can’t invert something powerful enough for a focus?”

“You will,” Lucy insisted. “Just because it’s different from what Nick did doesn’t mean it isn’t possible, and even if it isn’t, we’ll figure something out. Your Way doesn’t end here.”

“I know, I know. I just… the longer we’re here, the more it feels like what I need isn’t on Ilirian; it’s out there. This place it’s… it isn’t meant for me, Lucy, not anymore.”

Lucy’s tone shifted from reassurance to concern. “How’s your head?”

“The meds didn’t work, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I figured as much,” she said. “It’s a spiritual ache, not a physical one. It won’t go away until you learn to coexist with the qi around you.”

“It needs to learn to coexist with me. I’m not the one screaming in its ear.”

“Cal…”

“I’m the sensitive one, I know. It’s unrelenting. Even when I’m not looking for it, it’s there, pushing, pressing, leaving the entire world a little too bright, a little too loud. Fuck, it’s like I’m hungover all the time.”

“Cal!”

“Right. Language. I’m sorry.” I let out a breath. “How’s Xavier?”

“Asleep,” Lucy said. “It’s almost midnight.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“If you want to know more it’s going to cost you.”

I blinked. “Are you… holding my friend’s health hostage against me?”

“Of course not. I would never do such a thing. I’m holding information about his health hostage.”

I sighed. “What’s your price?”

The door to my suite slid open to reveal, held aloft on two tendrils of pale qi, a ceramic tray with a fork, napkin, and a single bowl.

“Fried rice,” Lucy said as she brought the tray inside. “You need to eat.”

“You know my metabolism runs slow.”

“Slow doesn’t mean stopped.” She set the tray on my desk. “I’ll not have you wasting away on my watch. Now eat.”

I sat, grumbling as I lifted my fork. I hadn’t truly felt hungry since I’d opened my stomach meridian, but the moment Lucy’s cooking hit my tongue I couldn’t stop myself. She had thousands of spices I hadn’t known existed from planets I’d never even heard of, and threads did she know how to use them. For someone with no taste buds of her own, Lucy was altogether too good at this.

Only once I’d made a good dent in the meal without showing any signs of stopping did Lucy offer up the promised update. “The burn’s not as bad as it seems. Yes, it reached to the bone and even left a small dent in it, but only where the pelvis presses almost directly against the skin. There’s very little muscle damage, and the lost bone is negligible enough not to warrant replacing. He’ll need a few days for the dermal patch to take, so no fighting for a bit, but he’ll be fine.”

“Xavier’ll hate that.”

“He’d hate tearing the patch more,” Lucy said. “He can spend the time repairing his axe. I understand he has his work cut out for him.”

I shrugged. “He intended to replace the handle anyway, and he has the argentivore he needs. If there was ever a good time for the thing to break, today was it.”

I shoveled the last of the rice into my mouth and set down my fork. “Thank you, Lucy,” I told her. “It was delicious.”

“You’re very welcome,” she chimed, lifting the tray up and off the desk. “Now get some sleep. You need it.”

I pushed myself to my feet. “Not quite yet. I still have to feed Nick’s tree, and I want to get some meditation in.”

“Cal…”

“It’s better at night. Easier. Threads know the qi doesn’t get any quieter, but with the suns down…” I shut my eyes for a breath. “At least I can see the stars.”

Lucy let me go. We’d had this conversation before, and she knew short of physically barring my way she couldn’t keep me inside. I stopped at the garden on my way out, releasing a trickle of qi into the pallid sprout. It was the only expenditure I kept up, unable to replace the qi with the infinite sea so far away. By the end of the week I wouldn’t have enough left to advance, but that could always wait until we left Ilirian behind. In the meantime, I could keep feeding the apple tree for years, so little were its demands in the face of my well-trained reserves.

I settled in the clearing just out from under Lucy’s wing, in a spot I’d found and cleared of debris days ago. I lay on my back, my hands folded behind my head, as I steadied my breathing and gazed upon the distant stars. The minutes dragged on as I allowed my thoughts to wander, acknowledged the fears and worries and petty things as they came and accepted them for what they were. I can’t say how long passed before I retreated into myself, but I can say one thing.

It sucked.

The moment my mind’s eye flicked open so too did the floodgates, the light and din and swelter so intense I’d never truly shut it out. Like every night, I let it bombard me. Like every night, I pushed past it.

I had no metric by which to judge my progress further into the heavens, no measurement of how high my senses reached. I hoped these evening sessions drove me closer to reconnecting with the infinite sea, to the only real reprieve there could ever be from existence’s cacophony. I refused to even entertain that it didn’t.

My head hurt worse than ever by the time I fell into bed. My holopad read three AM, though Ilirian’s twenty-seven-hour days robbed that number of much of its meaning. I didn’t sleep, not yet anyway. That took another few hours’ tossing and turning to achieve, a function more of mounting exhaustion against the light and the noise and the everything than any real semblance of rest.

By the time I woke, my biometrics claimed I’d slumbered for three hours. These days I counted that a win. I can’t tell what aspect of my dreary heart rate or blood-oxygen content or any of the other thousand datapoints triggered it, but my holopad displayed a message of reassurance.

It’s going to be okay.

As I rubbed the grogginess from my sunken eyes and forced myself upright to face the day, I wrestled with myself trying to decide if I believed it.


CHAPTER SIX

HOPE IS THE first real casualty of sleep deprivation.

People talk of dwindling energy, of drifting through the days as little more than a specter, a ghost that haunts the abandoned wreck of the person you used to be, but that all comes later, after the will to fight has long eroded, after the future has faded behind the haze in which you live.

The hope goes first.

That’s why torturers so favor the practice. It’s one of the few that actually works at wearing down a rebellious spirit.

To say I’d given up might’ve sounded accurate, but it wouldn’t paint the whole picture. I’d given nothing. The dragging days and the long and lonesome nights, the viscous slush though which everything seemed to move, the churning stomach that never quite settled, and the headache, oh, the headache, that inescapable companion that so defined my sorry state, it more than anything robbed me of my hope, wrenched from my ragged form the very capacity to seek solace in that which had yet to come.

Still I rose each morning. Still I joined the others in our daily hunts, a sword in my hand and qi at my fingertips. Still I gazed at the stars in the early hours, at least for those precious moments of peace before the cacophony took me, and I tried and failed again to reach past it.

The infinite sea eluded me, and in its absence I withered.

The others saw it. They saw my sunken eyes and thousand-yard stare, the dragging seconds that passed between their ask and my answer, the way I wilted at the end of each fight as the adrenaline lost its hold.

I saw in them my sorry state reflected back at me, sharper and more clear than in any mirror. I watched their eyes soften at my visage, listened as the gentle hue of worry colored their speech, heard time and time again in cutoff snippets and overheard conversations those horrid words.

“I’m worried about Cal.”

From Lucy they came as a quiet admission, a guilty thing to be spoken softly lest the world recognize her failings. From Charlotte they made a quiet command and a plan of action, as if my very friends conspired against me to return that wellness I’d so struggled to find myself.

Only Xavier refused to speak the words, unshakable even now in his confidence in me. Sometimes I envied his certainty.

Three months into our stay on Ilirian, Charlotte completed her focus and advanced to bronze. Elsewhere, such a pace would’ve marked her a once-in-a-generation prodigy, a prospect brighter than even the Right Eye could handle, destined to be snapped up by the Black Maw for bigger and better things.

Here, we celebrated with karaoke. I participated as best I could, energized thanks to the cocktail of alcohol and caffeine flowing through my veins, but my dreary rendition of a normally yearnful ballad sapped the atmosphere of its cheer.

In truth, we had Lopez to thank for Charlotte’s speedy progress. The adversity we’d overcome in surviving the Elder’s attempt on our lives had left us all primed to advance, lacking but the time and materials to make it happen. It was towards that latter our drunken conversation turned.

“Just use the redrawn sap,” Charlotte insisted, wielding her glass of Bordeaux like a scepter, miraculously without spilling a drop. “We could be off world tomorrow.”

“He can’t.” I lay back in the plush chair next to the fireplace, my neck craned to rest my head atop the backrest, leaving my eyes gazing straight at the ceiling rather than at the friends with which I spoke. “The redrawn sap is a last resort. It’ll get him to bronze, but every stage after that will be a struggle. He’d have to either alter his Way entirely or sunder his core to remake the focus down the road.”

“Then he can do that,” Charlotte said. “Getting to bronze gets us a place on the Right Eye. We can procure the ebbstrix feather we need there. It’s a hiccup; it’s not—”

“Cal speaks the truth,” Xavier interrupted from the opposite side of the couch. “I can’t afford missteps on my Way. None of us can.”

“We can’t afford to stay here, either!” Charlotte snapped.

I winced. “We said a year. We agreed on a year. It’s barely even been three months.”

“That was before—” Lucy’s voice carried the same maternal softness as ever, but I was having none of it.

“We knew this was a possibility,” I cut her off. “We knew I might lose my qi; we knew I might fail to invert any spiritual materials. Nothing’s changed.”

“Cal,” Charlotte said pointedly, “when was the last time you slept?”

I dodged the question. “We came here for a reason. One year to gather the materials and qi to reach bronze. That’s why we’re here. That’s why we extorted three people to get here. We aren’t leaving because—”

“It’s killing you, Cal!” Charlotte snapped. The room fell silent. She took a breath, her voice falling to a near whisper. “We can all see it. Every day you’re a little bit less, a little bit angrier, a little bit further gone. If we stay here, it’s not going to stop until—”

“Until I find it,” I growled the words, all trace of argument gone from my tone in favor of raw determination. “I can’t spend the rest of my life off world. I won’t. If I can’t survive Ilirian’s qi, how am I going to handle the Right Eye? Or beyond?”

“It doesn’t have to be here,” Charlotte countered. “It doesn’t have to be now. We can find you a way to get to bronze, or further. You can work on your range and your control from the comfort of orbit. We have time, Cal. Just because you can’t handle Ilirian’s qi now doesn’t mean you never will.”

“Right, of course. The moment you get to bronze it’s suddenly okay to leave.”

Charlotte froze. A chill descended over the room, piercing even my thorny mood to send a shiver down my spine.

“Charlotte, he didn’t mean—” Lucy tried her best to diffuse the situation, but Charlotte didn’t let her.

“Is that what you think of me?” Charlotte said without a hint of accusation to her voice, in quiet shock with an undertone of loss of all things.

That should’ve been my cue to stop, to cycle the alcohol from my blood, to take a breath and consider what it was I truly wanted to say. I knew the words which next I spoke were a mistake before I even opened my mouth, but the booze, the moment, the impenetrably foul mood forged in the fires of qi that so bombarded me, it all worked in tandem to wrench free a wretched thought from the corners of my mind where such evil things lurked.

“Any edge, right?”

Charlotte didn’t speak. She didn’t curse me out or fire back with some scathing retort. She simply flinched in a manner frighteningly reminiscent of one of Instructor Long’s students at a strike from his cane. Then she stood, her eyes fixed straight ahead, and calmly left the room.

“Shit.”

“Language,” Lucy chided me.

“Right,” I muttered. “Sorry.”

Xavier rubbed his temples. “You know she only wants to go because she’s worried about you, right?”

“I know, I know. I… shouldn’t have said that. I just… I’m the one suffering here. Shouldn’t I get some choice in the matter?”

“You’re not the only one, Cal,” Lucy said. “Your suffering isn’t just your own. You have people here who care about you, and like it or not they’re going to feel some reflection of what you do.”

“I know I haven’t exactly been the most pleasant person to be around lately. It’s hard. I suppose cultivating is supposed to be hard. The best I can do is try to avoid taking out my frustrations on you all. I’m sorry if I’ve been short with you lately.”

“We all have our battles,” Xavier said. “Apology accepted.”

Ugh, why couldn’t everyone be as easy as Xavier?

“Respectfully, Cal,” Lucy said, “we aren’t the ones who need an apology.”

“Right.” I exhaled. Minutes passed as the conversation faded, Xavier and I locked away in our own thoughts while Lucy went off to talk with Charlotte. I pushed myself to my feet.

“Not right now,” Xavier called after me. “She doesn’t want to—”

“I know,” I interrupted. “I’m going outside. I need to think.”

He let me go.

I stopped by my room to grab Shiver—I was sleep deprived, not stupid—and don a pair of boots before striding out the airlock. Most nights we kept the passage open, the better to saturate Lucy’s interior with qi. It wasn’t like any of the local fauna could wander in. Nothing on this planet, hell, nothing in this system was powerful enough to board Lucy without permission.

I stormed past my usual stargazing spot and into the jungle beyond. I kept quiet enough, my feet naturally avoiding the dried branches and desiccated leaves after months of practice traversing the familiar terrain. I wasn’t strictly looking for a fight, but I wouldn’t reject one either.

I don’t think I truly meant what I’d said to Charlotte. Sure, I’d considered the possibility, the logical extreme of her philosophy of pursuing any edge to distinguish herself from the chaff, but I didn’t think she’d go that far to push herself at my expense, at Xavier’s expense.

Trouble was, I could never read her. I’d seen her so expertly manipulate the people around her, that I couldn’t help but wonder if she was doing the same to us, if she only acted the devoted friend because she knew ingratiating herself to me could prove the greatest edge she’d ever hope to find.

Xavier was the answer.

When the two of them had first started dating, I’d assumed she’d have him wrapped around her finger by the end of the week. He was too honest for her, too naive. It led to all manner of fights between the two of them, but for a year now they’d always managed to keep their relationship intact.

Xavier saw through her. I think that’s what she liked about him, for all the arguments it caused.

That, more than anything, is why, despite my darkest thoughts, I did trust Charlotte. Whatever strange talent it was that made Xavier so canny at reading people, I had faith in his judgment. I had faith in him.

And he judged Charlotte worth falling in love with.

I continued to turn the past few weeks’ events over in my head, acutely aware of the ways in which I’d let my poor mental state leak into my interactions with my friends. They bothered me. I’d have to do better.

Two hours out from Lucy’s clearing, further afield than I’d intended to wander, Ilirian tore me from my self-reflection.

Somewhere ahead and to the left, an animal wailed its dying cry.

Curiosity got the better of me. I sent qi running through my blood and kidneys to filter out the alcohol, to my lungs, heart, and skin to mask the noise and heat that might betray my presence, and to my senses to better track my quarry in the dark night. I slowly and carefully eased Shiver from its sheath.

I found the blood first. It’d splattered against a handful of trees, dripped in splotches against the forest floor. There was no great pool of it, and no body to be found.

The hunter had taken its meal with it.

I circled the grove where the fight had taken place, finding precisely one set of fresh paw prints—roughly the size of my fist—coming in, and none leaving. It was airborne then, I reasoned, refusing to entertain the possibility of a teleporting monster on such a relatively weak planet. Probably an ebbstrix, if the size of the prey was any indicator.

A surge of hope ran through me. If I’d found Xavier’s ebbstrix, he could advance to bronze. We could leave, our prime reason for staying made moot. I pushed on.

The creature was easy enough to track, for what it lacked in footprints it made up for in the drips of blood from the carcass it carried. I followed the trail with ease, the metallic scent painting the way like an ephemeral signpost. For some thirty minutes I stalked, finding neither hide nor hair of the elusive hunter.

The trail dried as time passed, my clues growing fewer and further between as the carcass cooled until, at the very edge of my spiritual senses, I noticed something odd.

The forest was dying.

It was subtle at first, hard to pick out across miles of painfully vibrant jungle, but out in the distance, a handful of blazing cores occupied an area strangely lacking in environmental qi.

Animal cores don’t progress in the same discrete stages that humans’ do, so I couldn’t concretely determine the creatures’ strength, but they felt strong. Certainly stronger than Charlotte or Elder Lopez, though nowhere near Lucy’s ancient power.

I crept on.

The smell hit me first. Nearly a mile away from the place it struck like a disease, a miasma that tainted the usual damp and earthy tones with the sourness of old meat and rotting bones.

This was no ebbstrix.

Well before I first laid eyes on the broken copse, the grayed and wilting leaves atop dried and shriveled trunks, I had my suspicions about what I might find. Only one thing I knew of could wreak this kind of damage on an ecosystem, would so drain the environment of qi.

I stepped into the clearing and came face to face with a void beast.

It echoed the form of the crow, albeit an eight-foot-tall one that stood on a pair of six-taloned feet. Blades of black chitin coated its body in lieu of feathers, sharp and brutal things that softly clicked against each other as the creature moved. To even brush past such a beast would cost a dozen bloody gashes. I opted to avoid finding out how my skin meridian would hold up against it.

From above its jagged, toothlike beak it stared at me with a single eye, black as a starless night. Black as the abyss.

Black as Cedric’s.

I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. My heart had last beat over a minute ago, so not even its pulse could announce my presence. None of that mattered. It could see.

It didn’t lash out. It didn’t flash forward and crush my skull within its beak. It didn’t rake its claws across my throat or pierce my heart with the blades it wore as feathers. It looked at me with intelligence behind its eye, blinked once with a solid chitin plate of an eyelid, and turned its back.

I had no qi to give it, and I bore no threat. I warranted no further attention.

I gulped.

I stayed put as I watched the creature amble away, joining three more of its kin around the mangled carcass of what used to be a saber cat. I watched them gulp down flesh and fading qi alike, tearing the creature apart both physically and spiritually.

Then I noticed the eggs.

Hundreds of them spanned three broad nests of bone and branch, each pristinely kept and protected, each glistening to my spiritual sense with the qi they held.

All except one.

Discarded in a corner, thrown free of its nest by a hateful mother, resting crooked against a shriveled root, a single egg sang darkly with cool and comfortable energy at its center.

For the first time since I’d set foot on Ilirian, I laid eyes upon familiar power, a single drop of the infinite sea stranded in this horrible desert of existence, and I knew hunger.

For three months I’d starved. For three months I’d wasted away siphoning off what qi I had to feed Nick’s apple tree. For three months I’d suffered.

But this was no meal. This was no oasis to sate the dying man’s thirst.

Yet I hungered.

I hungered, and for a horrifying moment, I knew how it felt to be Cedric, to be Nick, to lose oneself to that need. That way lies madness.

However it may have deprived and tormented me, the energy here lacked the endless depth to do more than pester at my psyche. The qi of Ilirian was no infinite sea.

I emerged from my revelation with but one thought on my mind, my starry eyes fixed upon a singular focus.

If the void beasts didn’t want their faulty egg, content to throw it from the nest and let it wither and die without access to the qi it so desperately needed, I was more than happy to take it off their hands.


CHAPTER SEVEN

“WHERE DID YOU find it?”

“About three hours northwest of here,” I answered Charlotte’s question. “Some half dozen ebonleafs are just withering away, like they’re eating their life-force directly.”

I’d found Charlotte and Xavier sitting around the breakfast table when I returned, the suns already an hour into the sky. I never made it to my bed. Instead, I’d sat across from them and displaced their scrambled eggs with my far more interesting unscrambled one.

“It feels… dead,” Xavier said, his eyes unblinking as he stared at the glossy black egg.

“Yeah,” I said. “So do I.”

Xavier’s brow shot up. Charlotte flinched. “Wait. You’re saying it’s…”

“Like me. It’s like me.”

“How is that possible?” Charlotte asked. “You can’t even see the infinite sea from here. How could something be born with its qi?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s in contact with the infinite sea any more than Nick’s tree is. I’m pretty sure void beasts have some kind of connection to it—they act an awful lot like victims of void-induced-psychosis. If there was some dark qi floating around for whatever reason, it’s entirely possible one of the hundreds of eggs I saw got seeded with it.”

Xavier scowled. “How would there be dark qi floating around on Ilirian?”

“The same way there’s light qi floating around when we’re in orbit.” I flared my Vac Suit for a second, just long enough to make my point without spending any more of my precious qi.

“Someone was throwing around techniques near them,” Charlotte reasoned. “Which means someone was fighting them.”

I nodded. “And since the void beasts are still here…”

“Whoever fought them, lost,” Charlotte finished. “That’s both good and bad.”

“Good?” Xavier asked, offense in his voice. “How are fallen warriors good?”

“Because dead cultivators don’t come back in larger numbers.”

I held back a grimace at the condescension in Charlotte’s tone. Xavier’s eyes fell.

“What happens next will depend on a few things,” Charlotte continued. “If those cultivators were independent, unless they have some powerful patron in the cities, odds are nobody will come looking for them. If they’re with the Right Eye, the planetary administration will alert the sect and the Elders will decide whether to send a rescue party or write them off as fallen to the local spiritual beasts, depending on how important they were. Either way, nobody makes it out here for a couple months at least, especially since lacking a distress signal, they won’t have a precise location.”

I let out a breath and asked the obvious question. “And if they’re with the Left Eye?”

“Then we get caught,” Charlotte said in no uncertain terms. “Since they run the place right now, The Dragon’s Left Eye has the people on the ground to look after their own. They’ll already be searching the jungle, and they’ll already be paying more attention to their satellite feeds of this area.”

“So we’re fucked?”

“Language!”

“Sorry,” I muttered at Lucy’s chiding.

“It’s more likely the cultivators were Left Eye just because there’re more of them on Ilirian right now, but it isn’t guaranteed,” Charlotte offered. “Threads, for all we know there’s a sage beast in the area and the technique was one of its.”

“It’s not a sage beast,” Xavier said with certainty. “There are only nine on Ilirian, and The Mistral Prince is closest, last seen six hundred miles away.” He lifted his holopad to display a map of the planet with nine glowing dots. Sure enough, none of them were remotely nearby.

Charlotte sighed. “There’s nothing for it, either way. If people have come looking for whomever was throwing techniques around those void beasts, all we can really do is hope they don’t notice us.”

Lucy spoke up. “I have a few steps I can take to lower our profile, the least of which is keeping the airlock closed.”

Charlotte and Xavier scowled in perfect sync with each other. A closed airlock meant less of Ilirian’s qi seeping into Lucy’s halls.

“In the meantime,” Lucy continued, “we should consider our own moral obligations. It looks dead to my spiritual sense, but the life signs in that egg prove it’s not only alive, but two to three months from hatching. It should go without saying that we can’t allow the rest of the clutch to hatch. With aid from the sects, Ilirian might survive, but hundreds if not thousands of people wouldn’t.”

Shit. I hadn’t thought of that. “I… I don’t like our odds in a fight against those things. Their cores are brighter than Charlotte’s, and they’re smart.”

“Don’t worry.” There was a hardness to Lucy’s voice that felt wrong, unlike her, to my ears. “If no-one comes, I’ll take care of it. A sustained bombardment should prove more than sufficient to eliminate the threat.”

“So either a search party runs into us, or in two months we announce our presence anyway.” Charlotte looked up at me. “So much for one year.”

“Circumstances have changed,” I tried and failed to keep the sharpness from my tone. “Lucy’s right. Destroying those eggs is imperative.”

“It is,” Lucy said. “All of them.”

All eyes returned to the scaly black egg on the breakfast table. “We can’t!” I protested.

“We must,” Lucy insisted. “Cal, that thing is dangerous. The only thing stopping the void beasts from multiplying until they overwhelm the galaxy is that we’ve largely succeeded in keeping them away from major sources of qi. That,” she sneered the word with uncharacteristic disgust, “circumvents the problem. If you let it hatch, it’ll fly off, gorge itself on the infinite sea until it’s too powerful to stop, then start reproducing. You’ve brought home an apocalypse, Cal, and no, you cannot keep it.”

“You don’t know that,” I countered. “If all it takes is a technique nearby for an egg like this to be laid, there’s gotta be billions of them throughout the galaxy. If just one is an apocalyptic threat, we would’ve been overrun by now.”

“You said the egg was discarded,” Charlotte said, “thrown out of the nests. I’d wager almost every egg like that never hatches, and even if it does, void beasts only reproduce when they have a stable supply of food and qi. If you can’t find the infinite sea from down here, how could a hatchling?”

My voice quickened as unwelcome emotion drove me forward. “I can’t be the first one to take one of these eggs. Threads, I can’t be the first one to take one onto a ship. Sure, the odds that someone who can’t sense dark qi notices and grabs an egg like this are small, but the galaxy is a big place. Somewhere, somehow, a dark qi void beast has to have survived, and we’re all still breathing, ergo, it isn’t going to end the world.”

“It probably isn’t going to end the world,” Lucy corrected. “You can’t say for certain, and against the ultimate evil, any chance, no matter how small, is too much risk. We have to destroy it.”

“No. I won’t. I can’t. It hasn’t done anything wrong. It’s helpless and alone and its parents don’t want it and it’s stuck down here in this fucking hellscape of qi unable to reach the one thing that could bring it comfort and everything around it is living and fighting and getting stronger while all it can do is wither away in the hope that at least once it’s dead it will find some gods damned peace and quiet.”

The room fell silent. The final tones of my outburst seemed to fall upon the four of us, an added weight that lingered upon the neck and the shoulders.

“Cal,” Lucy started, all hardness gone from her voice in favor of deep concern.

“I’m keeping it, Lucy,” I cut her off. “I won’t leave it behind.”

A moment passed. Another. I waited for someone to speak up, to argue against the rashness of my decision. Nobody did. In the pressing quiet, I caught Charlotte looking to Xavier of all people, as if deferring to his judgment on the matter. On cue, he offered it.

“I agree with Cal; that thing’s not an apocalyptic threat. More likely, it’s exactly what he needed to complete his focus—something attuned to dark qi. Fate shines serendipitously upon us.” He flashed a wide grin, genuine joy and support behind it.

That seemed to be enough for Charlotte, who sat back in her chair and offered a slight nod of assent. That left a single holdout.

“It doesn’t leave the soulspace without my go-ahead,” Lucy relented. “And I urge you not to use void beast parts in your focus. They tend to corrupt the cultivators who use them.”

“This one’s different,” I said, my eyes fixed upon the egg in front of me. “I know it.”

Lucy offered one final comment before falling silent, diverting her attention to whatever maintenance task drew it away. “Be careful.”

Xavier stayed for a breath too long, oblivious to the tension in the air until Charlotte shot him a meaningful look. He got the message and pushed himself to his feet, muttering something about combat training as he took his leave.

I exhaled and met Charlotte’s gaze. “I’m sorry. I never should’ve said what I said. I know how hard you work for all our sakes, and I know you’d never hurt any of us for your own gain, least of all Xavier. I was angry and I was tired and I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

The calculating look lingered on her face for a handful of seconds before breaking apart. “I’m not going to pretend what you said didn’t hurt. It did. I was born and raised in a den of snakes, and I could scheme with the best of them, but I’ve tried really hard not to be that person anymore. I’m still trying, and to hear you say what you said last night after everything that’s happened, when I only wanted to help you…”

“I’m sorry,” I repeated, unsure of what else to say.

“It’s okay,” Charlotte sighed. “I know our time here has been rough on you. I’m honestly impressed it took you this long to lash out. I just… wish you hadn’t hit so close to home.” Her eyes drifted from me to the egg between us. “I guess now you have another reason to get out of here sooner rather than later.”

“Those eggs have us on a timer anyway. Two months to find Xavier his ebbstrix.”

Charlotte stood, flashing one last glance at the unhatched void beast before looking back at me. “Better get started then.”

* * *

A bead of sweat dripped down Micaiah’s brow in spite of the chill in the air. She wiped it away with the back of her wrist before it could track months of accumulated grime into her eye.

She lifted her makeshift bowl—a rugged stone thing carved from an interior wall unprotected by the ruin’s enchantments—to her mouth. Its contents tasted of dirt and fiber and water alkaline enough to leave her throat red and irritated. She forced herself to swallow.

The lukewarm mix of water from the underground stream that ran through their camp and the moss that grew upon its banks could hardly be called food, but it’d sustained the remains of the Fyrion expedition as they awaited the rescue that seemed increasingly unlikely to ever come.

The “stew” had even been served hot for a time, until their last remaining fire cultivator had fallen to the insectoid creatures that made their nest in the northwest tunnel. Now, without a proper technique for it, most considered inefficient the use of qi for something so trivial as a hot meal.

Micaiah cycled her stomach and kidney meridians to filter out the mild toxin the moss contained, losing a cut of the nutrients in the process. She took another sip.

By all counts they were lucky to be alive. Lucky to find the ruin and escape the void beasts in the first place, and doubly so to stumble upon what must’ve once been a dormitory of some sort, complete with cleanish water and moss that at least vaguely resembled food. The half-dozen barren rooms even offered the cultivators some semblance of privacy, at least as much as they could without any doors to close or lock behind them.

She heard Alice coming before she saw her. The gentle tap of her feet echoed down the stone hallway a great distance further than the pale glow of her holopad could ever hope to reach. Micaiah was already looking up when the tall girl rounded the corner into the room they’d claimed for their own.

“Any progress?”

Micaiah glanced down at her holopad, checking in on the AI she’d left crunching away at analyzing the alien enchantments. “Could be another ten minutes, could be another ten years. You know how hard compute cycles are to come by without a network connection. A handful of holopads can only do so much.”

It didn’t escape her notice that Alice mouthed the words along with her through the latter half of the statement. Micaiah didn’t mind. There were only so many words to be said, their stories and thoughts and ideas long exhausted after months of confinement. On cue, Micaiah voiced her half of the routine exchange.

“Find anything useful?”

“We finally exorcised the last anguish specter that was blocking up the southern passage. It’s caved in about three miles out. Elder Berkowitz wants us to start clearing out the fallen rock, but we’re worried about triggering another collapse.”

Micaiah didn’t let any hope seep into her voice. “Any chance it leads to a way out?”

Alice’s shoulders sagged. “Not if the incline is any indicator. If anything it only leads deeper down.”

There was a time Micaiah might’ve been overjoyed at an unexplored Sil ruin that reached so far into the earth. Now, it only elicited a tired sigh. “What’s the point then?”

“It’s something,” Alice said. “There’s no getting past that nest of bronze bugs in the northwest, and that door to the east isn’t opening any time soon.”

Micaiah nodded. If they’d found a way to open the doors in this wretched place, they’d have started with the one locking them in. “South it is then.”

“Either south or the key to those enchantments. Take your pick.” Alice lowered herself to the stone floor, removing her boots and covering them with a spare shirt to form a makeshift pillow. “Anyway, I’m going to rest up. The manual labor starts tomorrow.”

Micaiah spared the offworlder the odd glance as she settled in and eventually fell asleep. The minutes ticked on. From the hall outside, she heard echoed whispers of tired voices, the conversation too garbled to make sense of. She pushed herself to her feet.

By the light of her holopad she walked, a pale aura that offered little more guidance than a scarce few feet ahead. A long shadow trailed in her wake.

It was to Jack and Edwin’s room Micaiah found herself drawn, a pair of holopads glowing in the darkness as people crowded around the doorway. Their owners turned at her approach, but upon noting who had come, returned their focus to the room itself without a sound. As Micaiah stood on her toes to peer over the shoulders of those in front of her, she realized why.

Edwin sat hunkered down in the corner, his knees clutched to his chest as he rocked himself back and forth muttering the same four words over and over again.

“Alive in the tomb. Alive in the tomb. Alive in the tomb…”

Micaiah gulped. “Did a…?”

“It wasn’t the specters,” Jack said brusquely. “It didn’t start until after we found the cave-in.”

“The circumstances, then.” Micaiah didn’t question it. She didn’t wonder how this place had so cracked open a man’s mind. She didn’t have to imagine from whence those words came.

She’d thought them herself at times, or at least their ilk. Edwin had done himself the disservice of pinning too much hope upon the chance of escape beyond the anguish specters. Perhaps if he’d tempered his expectations he might’ve bent instead of breaking. Or perhaps that hope had been the only thing carrying him forward this far.

Micaiah hoped it was the former. Better to think the man had made a mistake than that a fellow cultivator, one whose fortitude she’d respected, could fall so simply. Was she too that close to breaking?

“That’s enough.” The indomitable eternity of a mountain settled upon Micaiah’s shoulders, threatening to crush her beneath its weight, as Elder Berkowitz made her presence known. “Jack, you’ll bunk with Leela tonight. Gather your belongings. The rest of you, return to your quarters.”

As quickly as it came the oppressive weight faded as Berkowitz clamped down on her aura. Micaiah spared a final glance at Edwin before the elder’s hunched form stepped between them.

Leela was the first to leave, the noise of her footsteps jolting Micaiah similarly into motion. Alone again she walked the quiet hall back to her room. The walls felt closer this time, the darkness more stifling as it encroached into the weak light from the holo at her wrist.

By all counts they were lucky to be alive, lucky to find the sustenance and shelter necessary to last as long as they had. But not for the first time since that horrid door had slammed behind them, Micaiah wondered if maybe the offworlders who’d fallen swiftly at the void beasts’ talons had been the lucky ones.

They, at least, had died whole.


CHAPTER EIGHT

UP IN THE higher metal stages—somewhere between late steel and early tungsten—most cultivators reached a level of power and mastery that left non-spiritual weapons largely ineffective. Sure, a fusion bomb or an inversion engine would more than do the job, but that kind of ordinance comes with its own issues.

Could I have killed Cedric with a nuclear explosion? Probably. Would anyone in viewing distance of Fyrion have survived? No.

In practice, the only way to get through a qi-reinforced defense is with a qi-reinforced offense. That all tends to be easier in melee range. Something like a slug thrower, however you tried to enchant or cycle qi through it, would fall flat pretty quickly. Problem is, by the time a bullet reaches its target, it’s a lot closer to them than it is to you, meaning they have a way easier time asserting authority over it.

There are a handful of ways around this, like personally enchanting every bullet or implementing good old fashioned overwhelming force along the lines of Lucy’s cannons, but unless you’re willing to build your entire Way around killing things from a distance, any cultivator at the same level is going to shrug your attacks right off.

Shiver belongs to me. It was made for me in return for something I did out of materials I used to do it. It would take an immensely powerful cultivator to force my qi out of it—at least in theory. Fuck knows how that interaction would work with dark qi. Point is, it’s mine in a way no bullet could ever be. Even against a more skilled opponent, even if every atom around them for a mile fell under their authority, all it would take is the one little slice that’s mine jammed into the right place to win the fight.

All this to say, there’s a very good reason cultivators prefer melee weapons, even if it led to my current laughable predicament of trying to kill a bird with a sword.

I let out a quiet heave as I pushed myself up and over the final branch. I straddled it, leaning back against the still broad trunk of the ebonleaf. I glanced down at the forest floor some hundred feet below me, noticing and dismissing the primal itch of unease that tapped against the edge of my awareness. Terrestrial creatures weren’t meant to be comfortable this high up.

I’d never been particularly terrestrial.

The dark leaves of the canopy swayed in the breeze, gifting a murmur to the atmosphere that I might’ve taken as peaceful had I not known any better.

Nothing had noticed me quite yet—the more dangerous spiritual beasts tended not to—but I knew well enough that if I made enough of a nuisance of myself, something that climbed or flew or levitated would come looking for a snack.

We didn’t let Xavier climb up here for a reason. He wasn’t as threatening as Charlotte’s bronze core nor as subtle as my invisible one. It’d be all too easy for a prismwing moth or spined sapsucker to get the drop on him, and when I say drop, I mean drop.

My eyes drifted once more to the ground so far below me.

Shaking the thoughts from my head, I pulled up my holopad and silently typed out a message to the others letting them know I was in position.

On it, came Xavier’s reply. Approaching now.

Our last three attempts at cornering the ebbstrix hadn’t ended well. The first time we’d come at it from three directions with a plan carefully crafted after days of research into the species only for the thing to completely disregard what the localnet said it would do in favor of flying straight at me with its claws up.

I’d barely escaped with both eyes.

We’d since refined our strategy. The bird wanted to either just fly away or find time to charge up. We wanted to stop either of those things from happening. A bit of AI behavioral modeling later, and we’d come up with what we thought was a fairly workable plan.

Xavier would startle the ebbstrix while it drank from whichever creek or spring we found it at, Charlotte would sit in the second most likely tree for it to retreat to, her core ablaze to deter its approach, while I lurked undetected in the place we predicted it was most likely to go.

Of course, last time it’d simply flown off in a completely different direction, but AI could only predict so much.

I reached over my shoulder to untie the one piece of equipment I had that was even remotely suitable for this endeavor: a net. It wouldn’t hold the strix for long, designed to hold cargo in place in low-g rather than to restrict an actual living being, let alone a spiritual one, but in theory it’d keep the beast from flying away until Shiver could get into range. We’d even rigged up weights around its edges to make it more throwable.

It’s off! Xavier’s message displayed as text as I kept my holopad silenced. Heading your way, Cal.

I didn’t type out a reply. I raised my arms, grasping the net in each hand as I readied myself to toss it. Throw the net, kill the bird, I repeated to myself, forcefully setting a task I’d follow once the more human side of my brain faded away. I cycled qi through my various meridians. I channeled my Vac Suit.

Precious qi trickled away as darkness fell across my body, offering sweet relief from the noise and the light and the everything as I hid myself in the shadows of the canopy. Threads I wished I could’ve afforded to keep this running at all times, but I’d deplete my core in under a day. Without the infinite sea to refill it, I’d be helpless. Nick’s tree and the void beast egg alike would both wither and die.

For now, though, the technique was necessary. That didn’t stop me from reveling in its protection.

I felt the ebbstrix approach long before I saw it, its core bright and angry, closer to Charlotte’s in intensity than Xavier’s. I tracked its motion spiritually, my unusually fine-tuned qi sense more than up to the task of picking it out among the noise. In contrast, even my meridian-empowered eyes struggled to pick out the black blur in the gloomy canopy, and my ears never stood a chance of catching its nearly silent flight over the dull rush of the leaves in the wind.

But my mind’s eye knew exactly when and where it landed.

A few branches below me and some hundred degrees around the trunk to my right, our quarry came to a stop. I craned my neck to look, and once again laid eyes on the five-foot-tall owl we’d been hunting for the past three weeks.

I say “owl” in the loosest sense. Dark feathers the same matte green-so-dark-as-to-be-almost-black as the leaves around us coated its form. A set of avian talons dug into the bark of its perch, though each multi-inch blade came at the end of a long opposable digit that offered the strix a dexterity unnatural to any other bird I’d ever seen, including the bird-adjacent void beasts.

The thing’s only owl-like feature, the same that’d earned it the title “strix,” was its rounded face, more human than avian. It had the same piercing eyes and the same flat nose as its namesake, though it forewent a beak in favor of a wider, more predatory maw of carnivorous teeth.

I had every intention of avoiding those.

I’d scarcely begun to plot out my approach before the second half of the creature’s name came into effect, the half that made it one of Ilirian’s most dangerous predators.

The qi in the environment around it began to ebb.

More and more of the vital energy around the bird swept in, the pull accelerating as the seconds passed. It didn’t, couldn’t, steal qi belonging to something else, but it drained the atmosphere so thoroughly a wasteland might’ve emerged given enough time. Any other cultivator might’ve found the effect oppressive, perhaps similar to the way I’d flooded Elder Lopez and thus prevented her from reclaiming any spent qi from the ambient.

I found it rather pleasant.

The timer ticked down in my head. Nice as it would’ve been to have an exact count, real life came with far too many factors to reasonably predict how long I had. Our last two runs at the strix, the ebb had lasted five and twelve seconds respectively. Today, I gave myself eight. There’d be no catching this thing without at least a bit of luck.

I released the net with my right hand to free it, letting the modified cargo-tie dangle as I crept from branch to branch. I kept close to the trunk to minimize my footprint. If entire branches started shifting with my weight, the game was up.

The conflicting needs for haste and stealth kept my qi-enhanced brain running fast, calculating an optimal series of movements to get me into range as quietly as possible before my eight seconds ran out. A hand here. A jump there. A hurried step to a higher branch. The wood creaked beneath my weight. Bits of bark abraded against my boot and fell to the forest floor.

I drew nearer.

I didn’t hesitate—wasn’t capable of hesitating—once I reached my goal. I threw the net and drew Shiver from its sheath with a single motion. As the former wrapped itself around the ebbstrix, I leapt from my higher perch to bring the latter to bear.

The ebb ceased.

At once the vast reserve of qi the beast had claimed coursed through its body. I was too late. I’d already jumped. There was no going back now.

The bird shifted beyond the reach of my blade, the net proving little more than a distraction against the power it held.

I raised my legs to pass over the strix’s branch and instead collide with the one beneath it, catching it on my stomach in a way that would’ve driven the breath from my lungs had they held any to begin with. I grabbed the pale wood with my free left hand and dropped into a dangle. A rush of air ran past my ears. Something heavy slammed into my back, sending me swinging forward just enough to break my one-handed grip.

As I fell, I realized it’d been one of the weights on the net that’d hit me. The ebbstrix had flown overhead in spite of it.

My upper back crashed into the branch below, spinning me upright in time to grab the branch below that. An icy chill crept along my left shoulder, my body informing me something was wrong through the numbing effects of my spine meridian.

A dislocation, in all likelihood. Such a fall couldn’t have torn anything on its own.

I shut my eyes, opting to search for my quarry through the most fine-tuned of my senses. It stood out like a sore thumb, a blinding beacon of power in the desert it itself had made. The bright spot circled back towards me.

My gaze snapped downward, picking a branch below me for my stand. With a careful swing, I landed on it with both feet, stabilizing myself with the back of my right hand against the tree trunk.

I tracked the bird’s approach and handed off Shiver to my limp left hand, using my right to grab my elbow and viciously tug my shoulder back into place. The chill diminished but didn’t cease. I’d have Lucy take a look at it later tonight. For now, my arm functioned again.

I raised Shiver, positioning it to perfectly guard the narrow passage between the branches on either side of me. As defensive positions up a threads-damned tree went, I couldn’t have asked for much better.

Not that the strix cared.

Instead of diving directly at me, it crashed straight through the branch to my left, ripping it free of the ebonleaf and sending it, in turn, crashing into me. It shoved me hard into the branch on my right, pinning me against it as I struggled to bring my blade to bear. The strix took off, doubtless circling around for another pass.

“Cal!” Xavier’s voice echoed from my holopad. “What’s your situation?”

“It finished its ebb,” I answered without inflection as I ducked under the broken branch. I spotted another defense position a few branches down, but beneath it lay only bare trunk. I’d have no more chances.

“We’re on our way,” Charlotte added. “Try to stay alive.”

I didn’t answer, finding no rational reason to do so. Truth be told, I appreciated the reminder, my qi-altered thoughts still over-focused on the imperative I’d set before of killing the strix rather than the admittedly more important focus of surviving the ordeal.

To that end, I slid Shiver back into its sheath. The added maneuverability of a second climbing hand would prove more valuable than any hope of deterrence the sword might’ve offered.

The ebbstrix wasn’t stupid. Lacking a weapon between me and it, it didn’t bother taking roundabout routes crashing through branches. The strix came head on, my back pinned to the trunk, naught but a lethal fall beneath me.

I jumped anyway.

The strix swerved at the last moment to avoid colliding with the ebonleaf trunk, a maneuver just predictable enough for me to execute my own.

With two hands, one on either side of the giant owl, I snatched the net.

Together we fell, ten, fifteen feet plummeting through the air before the strix reclaimed control. Even constrained by the cargo net, even weighed down both by the rocks we’d tied to it and my own body, the ebbstrix flew on. Twice it tried turning hard in the air, swinging me about wildly in an attempt to knock me loose, but already I’d wrapped my wrists in the netting. It wouldn’t be getting rid of me that easily.

Then it entered into a dive.

My mind raced with calculations, deriving the seconds I had before our velocity grew lethal, the arcs I might take should I jump free in this that or the other manner. None of them got me out of this without at least a few broken bones.

Without hesitation I picked one—three quick swings to build momentum and a leap into the tree to my left. I’d hit the trunk hard, but it’d arrest my fall enough that the ensuing drop should only break both ankles and a single leg. Survivable.

Halfway through my second swing, an alternative arose.

“Cal!” Xavier’s voice yanked at my attention. I watched as he leapt a good thirty feet into the air, swinging his axe overhead to lodge its blade in the trunk of a nearby tree.

Instead of releasing as planned, I twisted midair to leap on the backswing, desperately extending an arm as I flew.

He caught it.

I crashed hard into the trunk beside him, but my body held. The strix screamed in defiance.

“Ready?”

In lieu of answering, I released his hand. Plummeted. Twice as I fell did I scrape a clawed hand or the sole of my boot against the trunk in front of me, taking more than my share of scratches and splinters for every bit of velocity I shed. I landed in a lateral roll, the soft ashen gray of the forest floor eating away at yet more speed before I finally came to a stop.

For all of a second did I linger there. I spun along my right side, the opposite direction as my landing. Dead and decaying leaves exploded into the air as the strix’s claws struck where I’d been. Air rushed past as it beat its powerful wings to reclaim its altitude. I pushed myself to my feet.

“You okay?” Xavier asked, looking no worse for wear from his own descent. Threads, he’d probably landed on his feet.

I nodded. “I can fight.”

“No need.” Charlotte casually leapt over a bush to join us. “It’s leaving.”

I followed her gaze to find that, sure enough, the ebbstrix had left us behind. Either it’d decided we weren’t worth the effort of killing, or the appearance of a bronze cultivator had scared it off. With how frighteningly fast the thing had been, the former seemed more likely.

With the threat past, I cut the flow of qi through my brain meridian. Color and my headache returned to the world as one, excitement and anxiety and fear blossoming back into existence even as I regained my capacity to care. To want. I shuddered.

Xavier clapped me on the back. “Worry not. You’ll get the chance to wet your blade yet.”

I didn’t bother explaining that a lack of violence was the least of my worries.

“We knew the risks,” Charlotte said instead. “That you survived a completed ebb is impressive.”

“We should follow,” I answered. “The ebb will run out within the hour, and then it’ll have to rest.”

Charlotte swiped open her holopad. “The transmitter we hid on that cargo net is broadcasting.” She raised the projection to show off the tracking data. “As long as it doesn’t ditch the net, we’ll have eyes on it.”

“Better get moving, then.” I dismissed my Vac Suit, its benefits no longer anywhere near worth the loss of qi. “It’s well and truly tangled after that mess, but I don’t doubt those claws of its can cut it loose.”

Charlotte reached over and pulled a dead leaf from my hair. “Can you sense it?”

“I’ll take a look once the net stops moving. Don’t want to stare into the sun any longer than I have to.”

Charlotte simply nodded and took the lead, following the course her holopad set.

Together we gave chase, our pace near the speed I might’ve sprinted back when I’d first set foot on Fyrion. It felt as little more than a light jog, endurance less the limiter than the terrain which we crossed. We leapt over bushes, kicked off trees to clear briars, weaved around underbrush and the lairs of beasts we couldn’t spare the time to fight off.

Minutes turned to hours as we made our slow pursuit, the ebbstrix guiding us ever deeper into the jungle. That didn’t deter us. The depths of this jungle had been our home for months now. We knew its secrets.

Or so we thought.

Two hours southeast of where we’d begun, the tracker in the net still traveling ever onward, Xavier stopped short. “Do you feel that?”

Charlotte blinked. “Feel what?”

I turned to see Xavier peering off to our left, squinting as he scanned the trees for something in the distance. “There’s something over there.”

I shut my eyes and opened my spiritual sense, following Xavier’s gaze through the barrage of light and noise until I found the anomaly. It was subtle, subtle enough I wouldn’t have noticed it had I not known where to look.

The spiritual shape of the forest repeated itself. The replica wasn’t exact, but it looked to my mind’s eye like something had taken a huge swath of the landscape and somehow copied it. The same trees, the same critters, the same slight fluctuations in the ambient qi that I doubted anyone in the system had the senses to notice. A chill ran down my spine. “Something’s hidden there,” I told the others. “Very well hidden.”

Charlotte scowled back at us. “The ebbstrix is—”

“The ebbstrix is headed for it,” I interrupted, taking the opportunity to track the powerful beast while my spiritual sense was active.

“What?” Charlotte waved her holopad in front of me. “The net’s going—”

“It must’ve dropped the net,” I said. “Odds are some poor sabercat just got the fright of its life.”

Xavier didn’t bother arguing. He just took off. I joined him. Charlotte muttered a curse and came after.

“Is this a good idea?” I tried to slow him down. “If the complexity of that illusion is any indicator, whatever’s out there is extremely powerful and doesn’t want to be found.”

“It’s too late now.” Defeat colored Charlotte’s voice. “If it’s that strong, there’s a good chance the moment our attention fell on it, it knew we were on to it. At this point it’d be rude not to go say hello.”

Well if that wasn’t absolutely terrifying I didn’t know what was. I called upon my Vac Suit, more so for the sense of comfort than any real chance it’d protect me against whatever we’d stumbled into.

I stopped short when Xavier vanished into thin air.

“That’d be the boundary, then,” Charlotte said, forced nonchalance failing to mask the nerves in her voice. She stepped in and similarly disappeared.

I blinked twice, taking a moment to breathe and confirm through my mind’s eye that my friends’ cores had faded from my spiritual sight at precisely the moment they’d crossed into the cloned section of the forest. Clad in shadow, I stepped through.

It didn’t hurt. It didn’t confound my senses or send waves of nausea through my body. One moment I was alone, stepping into a bit of jungle just like any other, the next Charlotte and Xavier stood in front of me gaping at a manicured garden.

Exotic and colorful flowers the likes of which I’d never seen lined a winding stone path in neat rows. Vines bearing clusters of red fruit twisted and spun along twin trellises. A natural arbor of living branches woven together arced over the way ahead. The air smelled of roses and sunlight and natural beauty, the latter of which this place epitomized, if carefully honed to artificial perfection.

Songbirds chirped and hummingbirds buzzed, their chorus played over the backdrop of a murmuring creek.

But however striking the sights and the smells and the sounds of this strange place, they all made for little more than set dressing compared to the power of it all. The air practically screamed with qi, the plants themselves radiating it in waves that crashed against the walls of my Vac Suit. Without it, I’d have been little more than a quivering mess curled up in the dirt. With it, I only just withheld the tide.

As, with the utmost care, we stepped out of the flowerbed we’d found ourselves in to tread the path proper, I knew without speaking that the three of us shared the same singular thought.

We hadn’t earned this Eden. We did not belong.

None of us were suicidal enough to stray from the garden path, nor stupid enough to so much as touch a single leaf. I kept my mind’s eye firmly shut, unwilling to glimpse the radiance I knew lay ahead of us.

The sect presence on Fyrion functioned by capturing ninety percent of the dwarf planet’s qi and focusing it all into just over seventy rooms. Even those—sheer, concentrated qi designed for use an hour at a time—paled in comparison.

Most of Fyrion would kill for an hour in this place. I didn’t doubt the same applied to those aboard the Right Eye.

By all rights terror should’ve taken us. We should’ve frozen. We should’ve fled. We should’ve fallen to our knees and begged leniency for our trespass.

Instead we walked. Fear refused to take hold, as foreign to this place as man to the cosmos. We didn’t talk, for what could be said in the face of such beauty? No, to add words, to add noise, to this masterpiece of creation would’ve been a slight against the threads themselves, against the gods, against the very concept of peace.

Our silence carried us across an arcing wooden bridge, the gaps in its railing filled with flowering vines. The creek passed beneath it, crystal clear as it flowed over smooth and shiny stones. Under one final arbor we passed, this one decorated in wisteria, a violet so deep it defied color itself.

Only then did we lay eyes on our host.

She sat cross legged on a grassy hill, a tree at her back offering shade from the sourceless sunlight. The creek hugged the knoll’s base, carving an arc around it for well over half its circumference before it wound away. The path similarly continued on to our right, but we didn’t follow. We’d already arrived.

The woman herself had olive skin, not the deathly pale of a UV-starved spacer nor the deep dark of an Ilirian native. Wavy chestnut hair draped loosely over her shoulders, not a single strand out of place. She wore what could really only be described as gardening clothes, a dirty and grass-stained pair of study pants and a loose-fitting shirt thin enough to stay cool yet still keep the sun off her back.

Of her face I gathered little. No matter how I focused, my eyes slipped off it, as if her features were not mine to behold. I grasped only that she was beautiful, inhumanly so, in a way not even the holos of master cultivators could truly portray.

We neither knelt nor saluted. Her perch atop the hill already left her above us, even seated as she was. We simply stopped and gazed upon her, silence pierced only by the gentle murmur of our surroundings while she looked us over.

“My, my, aren’t you interesting ones,” the goddess—for what could a being of such perfection be, if not a goddess—greeted us. “I didn’t think anyone in this backwater had it in them to find me.”

“We apologize for our trespass.” Charlotte took her rightful place as our group’s diplomat. “Our quarry led us here, and we dared not pass without paying our respects.”

The woman exhaled sharply. “You can keep your respects. I have little use for them. Your presence, though… that’s far more intriguing. I’m tempted to spare your lives if only for the moment’s entertainment. It does get dreadfully dull out here, even if I suppose that is the purpose behind my visit.”

“We…” Charlotte paused as if working through exactly what the woman had said. “…Thank you for your mercy.”

That earned her a laugh, a bright and joyous thing with the hint of a smile behind it. “Oh, it’s no mercy child. The mercy would be to end you all now. I could stop a war as simply as drawing breath. Wouldn’t that be something?”

Despite myself, despite the danger in her words, despite the layered protection both of my Vac Suit and the qi running through my meridians, her aura clamped down on me. I felt warm and safe and at peace and so, so small, like a babe wrapped in a parent’s embrace, comfortable and content and equally powerless.

“So now I’ve cracked the riddle of how you found me, I’m left with the far more curious one of that little trick of yours. It’s imperfect, of course, failing entirely to account for such trifles as the scent you give off and the air you displace, but I’ve never seen a stealth technique so effective out of anyone below the mid gems, let alone a lowly copper. Do tell me where you found it.”

I hadn’t the slightest idea if she was messing with me or legitimately believed my invisible qi was some sort of highly advanced technique, and I dared not ask. A stealth technique wouldn’t start a war, though. Without a clue what game she was playing, I couldn’t begin to come up with a valid strategy, so instead I fell back on a tried and true classic.

“It’s a part of my Way.”

She smiled. At least I thought she did. I couldn’t quite catch the look on her face. “Bold, aren’t we? Suit yourself. My curiosity matters little. Whatever reasons your benefactor has for sheltering you so aren’t mine to ask. She plays a dangerous game, letting you live. Perhaps I’ll play along.”

A playfulness took over the cultivator’s tone. “For three young guests I offer a threefold pact. For their benefactor, a gift. I’ll spare your lives out of respect for the ancient that bore you here, but to forgive your trespass I ask you hear and consider my terms.

“First, an even trade of past events and words unsaid. I’ll not reveal your presence here to any outside the know, and in exchange I expect the same.

“Second, a present task for favors three. A creature lurks somewhere in the dark corners of this jungle, an abomination I’ll suffer no longer to live. You are to find it and guide me to it in exchange for three boons of my choosing.

“Third, a future question, asked and answered. Whether tomorrow or a millennium hence, at some point I will ask of you a question, and you will answer to the best of your knowledge. In exchange I offer that which you came to seek.”

As her lips closed around the final syllable, a great gust swept through the air, and a giant owl landed at the woman’s side. She placed a hand upon it, gently stroking the back of the ebbstrix’s neck.

My mind raced. The first set of terms was simple enough. I’d accept it in a heartbeat. The second seemed the most problematic, a task of dubious difficulty for a reward of dubious value, but given the sheer wealth of power surrounding us, I imagined any boon this woman had to offer would be well worth it. Threads, what she considered garbage could probably keep us in cultivation materials for years. Sure, it’d mean staying on Ilirian a little bit longer, but we’d have to do that anyway if we turned her down.

The last offer seemed tailor-made for the second, allowing us to swap our hunt for the ebbstrix with one for whatever entity she wanted us to find. At the very least it seemed like she didn’t expect us to kill it, but if she couldn’t find the thing, how were we supposed to?

The question itself gave me pause. On the face of it, answering a question truthfully at some point in the future didn’t seem like a particularly tall ask, which made it all the more worrying. She had to know something we didn’t, right? There was a real chance I’d be forced to reveal the true nature of my qi.

She was already more than powerful enough to force us to answer any questions she wanted. I sincerely doubted any of us could sneak a lie past this woman, making her request all the more vexing. She’d even specified ‘to the best of our knowledge,’ implying we wouldn’t even have to know the answer to whatever question she asked.

The offer was dangerous. It felt dangerous. But nobody reached the heights of cultivation without taking a few risks. I opened my mouth to say as much, to inform the others of my leanings and discuss our decision, but Xavier beat me to it.

“We accept.”

“Wonderful,” the stranger chimed. “A pleasure doing business with you. I did enjoy our chat, but I’m afraid I have other matters to attend to. Arcadia beckons. Do share my salutations with your benefactor. It’s so rare anyone interesting passes by.” She raised a hand in an elegant wave. “Be seeing you.”

I blinked and she was gone. The knoll, the creek, the garden itself gave way to the ebonleaf jungle, as if none of it had ever truly been there. The qi, the calming aura, the sense of peace all faded. My headache returned.

The only traces of the conversation we’d had, the deal we’d made, the place we’d been, sat in Xavier’s open palms. In the one was a golden bell no larger than his thumb, an ornate flower inscribed into it. In the other sat a single feather, well over a foot long and a green so dark it bordered on black.

Xavier had his ebbstrix feather, and for the life of me I couldn’t say how much it’d cost.


CHAPTER NINE

“XAVIER, WHAT IN the ever-loving fuck was that?”

I froze. My brows shot up in surprise, less at the anger in Charlotte’s voice than the fact she’d actually cursed.

“It was a good deal,” Xavier said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“Like hells it was,” Charlotte snapped. “At the very least two of those three exchanges were a net loss. We could’ve gotten an ebbstrix feather ourselves instead of offering an open-ended favor to the gods damned Arcadian Gardener, and mutual silence does nothing but favor her. She doesn’t need to inform the sects of our presence to utterly destroy us, but our knowledge of her location was our only real leverage.”

“Okay, okay, hold up.” I blinked. “You know who that was?”

Charlotte sighed. “She told us, Cal. ‘Arcadia beckons,’ remember?”

Xavier stared at her unflinchingly. “We need those boons. She clearly knows something we don’t if she’s offering a chance to earn her favor.”

Charlotte rolled her eyes. “Think about it. The task is a red herring. There’s nothing we can accomplish that a cultivator at her level can’t. She wanted two things from us: our silence, and that question. We could’ve taken the boons for just those, hunted the ebbstrix ourselves, and been off world by the end of the week.”

“Hold on,” I tried to step in. “Who’s the Arcadian Gardener?”

“A folk tale, more than anything else,” Charlotte explained. “One of the more powerful wandering masters in this region of space. The fact she’s in the dueling stars system at all is huge news—news we can’t share, but news nonetheless. She’s known for setting up shop on habitable planets to cultivate in private and add native lifeforms to her garden. No-one knows for sure, but estimates put her somewhere in the high active or low celestial stages.”

A knot formed in my throat. “You’re telling me we just struck a deal with one of the strongest cultivators in the galaxy, because we just… stumbled into her domain?”

Charlotte shook her head. “We didn’t stumble into anything. Either she knew we were here and purposefully set up shop next door, or something else drove us to her.”

I blinked. “Something else?”

“I have a theory.” Charlotte’s face darkened. “I really hope I’m wrong, but some of the things she said in there…”

“She thinks I’m going to start a war.”

“Maybe,” Charlotte said. “It seems likely, given how much your qi threatens to overturn existing power structures, but that doesn’t quite fit.”

“She called it a stealth technique.” I nodded along. “She could’ve been talking about my Vac Suit, but it sounded more like she meant my seemingly invisible core. You think she didn’t know about my qi.”

“With cultivators at her level…” Charlotte exhaled through her cheeks. “I’d never assume they don’t know something. Odds are she’s listening to us right now. It’s just as likely that comment was meant to throw us off.”

I shuddered. I’d always known my qi, the infinite sea’s qi, would change things. Threads the galaxy as we knew it ran on tight control over a vast but fundamentally finite amount of qi. What would the Right Eye think when people started cultivating without needing access to their focus rooms? What would the Black Maw think?

War seemed… if not the natural conclusion to my Way, at the very least a likely occurrence. I’d have to meditate on that.

“So now what?” I asked.

“Now we dance to her tune,” Charlotte answered. “Because someone struck a deal without discussing it first.”

“We were at her mercy.” Xavier rejoined the conversation. “We had little choice but to accept her offer.”

Charlotte scowled. “There’s always a choice. There’s always another edge. We could’ve negotiated. We could’ve left. We could’ve all agreed rather than one of us unilaterally deciding.”

“I’m… inclined to agree with Xavier. She’s too far out of our league. From the outset she had us at a disadvantage, and we can’t even begin to guess what she actually wanted out of us. Best we can do is go along for the ride and hope these boons are worth it.”

“Not you too,” Charlotte grumbled at me. “You need to stop trusting people. Both of you. You’re going to get yourselves killed.”

“Would distrusting her have changed anything?” Xavier asked.

“It is what it is,” I argued instead. “We can’t unmake the deal. Our only path is to fulfill our side and hope those boons are worth it. If you’re right about her identity… gifts from someone at that level could change everything.”

“None of that matters if we can’t complete her task before this planet kills you,” Charlotte snapped. “Threads, we could be stuck here for years, and that’s assuming we don’t all get caught in a month when it comes time to blow up those void beast eggs.”

“We’ll overcome this trial,” Xavier declared. “No challenge is too great for our indomitable spirits!”

For a few tense seconds, Charlotte just stared at him. “That’s it. I’m done.”

She stormed off in the direction of Lucy’s clearing.

I blinked and looked up at Xavier. “Did she just…?”

Xavier shrugged. “She does that. We’ll be back together by morning.”

I let out a long-suffering sigh. “Guess we’d better head back. I’d rather not camp out here if we can avoid it.”

“An eventful day calls for a good night’s rest,” Xavier announced as he too headed off.

“Yeah,” I muttered as I followed. “Wouldn’t that be nice.”

I ran through everything that’d just happened again and again as we walked the multi-hour trek back to Lucy, from my near-death experience against the ebbstrix to our nearer-death encounter with the Arcadian Gardener. I’d have to read up on the ‘folk tale’ once we got back, see what the localnet had to say about her. Charlotte hadn’t mentioned anything about people making deals with the wandering master, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a history there.

The ebbstrix fight drove home how intensely our little group wanted for ranged options. Unfortunately, neither Xavier’s nor Charlotte’s Ways really accommodated such. Threads, the entire purpose of finding the ebbstrix feather had been to make Xavier better at fighting in melee.

That left me. By its nature, my spiritual sense reached far further than anyone else’s at my level, though the moment I made contact with the infinite sea targeting anything smaller than a solar system fell off the table. Still, my Way was a lot less settled than the others’, and it was possible with the right meditations I could come up with some sort of ranged technique. That’d require figuring out a way to get my qi to actually interact with things, as well as to keep its shape outside my immediate sphere of influence.

I wasn’t solving either of those problems any time soon, so for the foreseeable future ranged attacks remained little more than a pipe dream.

As for our deal with the Arcadian Gardener… I shuddered. None of it sat right with me. The idea that I’d start a war, that she’d known how we’d found her without realizing my qi was any more than a stealth technique, seemed ridiculous. There were too many unknowns, the worst of which was the task she’d given us.

I couldn’t for the life of me fathom why she needed us to find this thing. Sure, she might’ve had faith in our abilities given we’d managed to find her, but the more I thought about it, the more it seemed we actually hadn’t. The ebbstrix had flown into her domain. If we’d just followed it, we would’ve found our way there whether or not I’d spotted the cloned bit of jungle.

That left two options. Either Charlotte was right and the task truly was a red herring, a seemingly tall ask to trick us into ignoring how important our silence and the future question were, or the Arcadian Gardener had a secondary motive: keeping us on Ilirian.

I didn’t doubt this supposed entity actually existed, nor that finding it would be possible with our skillset. It felt to me more like the Gardener had an idea how long it would take us, and didn’t want us leaving the planet until that much time had passed.

The thought frightened me. It left us as little more than pawns in some grand scheme. Threads, it was entirely possible she wanted us to start a war. Maybe that’s why she needed us planetside. Some leader of some important faction was on their way, and the Gardener wanted us here to show us off.

I sent a pulse of qi through my heart meridian to calm its pounding. I needed a drink. I needed a good night’s sleep. I needed to get off this threads-forsaken planet.

At least one of those options actually seemed possible.

My thoughts continued on in circles of what-ifs and what-can-we-actually-do-about-its as we made our way home. The whole ordeal left me with staggeringly few answers to an increasingly heaping mound of questions, but by the time Lucy’s matte white hull came into view, my musings had long run their course.

Dinner awaited us in the dining room—some kind of curry the name of which I couldn’t pronounce—but Xavier took his to one of the cargo holds to get started crafting his focus, while Charlotte dined in silence as she pored over what I assumed to be tales of encounters with the Arcadian Gardener.

So I briefed Lucy on everything that’d happened.

She’d already heard the broad strokes, of course. Both Charlotte and I had spoken to her over our holopads while we’d walked, so instead I filled her in on the details. She expressed concern over my recklessness in the ebbstrix fight, but upon analysis couldn’t find any obvious alternatives to the way I’d approached it. The second of the day’s events garnered more interest.

“I’m worried about this Gardener,” she said. “I don’t know enough about her to piece together what she wants or how she’ll behave.”

“But you know some things? Have you met her before? She offered her salutations.”

“We’ve never met, no. This is my first real visit to Black Maw territory, which as I understand she rarely leaves. In all likelihood we have mutual acquaintances, though.”

I blinked. That was more about Lucy’s past than I was accustomed to hearing. “I take it you can’t reach out to those acquaintances?”

“Not without severe consequences, first and foremost your probable death.”

“Okay let’s not do that, then,” I said with a grin. “What do you know about her?”

“Little more than you, I’m afraid. I know that garden of hers is closer to my soulspace than a physical location, though from the sound of it rather than sitting adjacent to reality it superimposes itself upon it. The theory behind it is fascinating, but far far beyond what you need to worry about right now.”

“Right. Leave the extra-dimensional stuff to the big kids. Got it. Does she have a reputation? Fairness? Duplicity? Anything like that?”

“Not that I’m aware of. It’s more… you need to be careful, Cal. Cultivators at that level… they don’t see the galaxy in the same scale you do. Their objectives span decades if not centuries, and the entire Dueling Stars system probably isn’t big enough to even be considered a pawn in whatever game they’re playing. If she’s taken an interest in you, she expects you to affect the galaxy as a whole.”

“Isn’t that a charming thought.” I set down my spoon. “It lends credence to her comments about starting a war, though. That’s not the kind of thing I want to get caught up in.”

“It would seem you already are.” Lucy changed tact. “It does little good to worry about events beyond your control, and I don’t believe I have to explain why the Arcadian Gardener’s plans qualify as such.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “We’re all just… too small.”

“But you’re changing that,” Lucy said, “one step at a time. Already Charlotte’s reached bronze at a rate that’d mark her a prodigy everywhere outside the galaxy’s most influential loci of power, and now that you’ve found the ebbstrix feather, Xavier isn’t too far behind. Once we leave this place, I’m confident you’ll continue to advance beyond even them, and sure, the Way grows narrower and more treacherous the further you walk it, but the three of you are taking some of the swiftest, most confident first strides I’ve ever seen.”

“You’re right.” I exhaled. “You’re always right.”

“I’ve been at this a fair bit longer than you have.”

I chuckled. “One step at a time, huh? Guess I’d better keep stepping.” I pushed myself to my feet, reaching for my empty curry bowl only for Lucy to snatch it away and deposit it in the dishwasher before I could. I jokingly shook my fist at her.

I left the dining room behind for my quarters, stopping on the way to feed Nick’s tree. Theoretically, a Salazar’s Snap could survive on as little or as much qi as you give them—it was one of the things that made them great for botanical experimentation—but Lucy’s auto-injector had a minimum setting. If I didn’t match the light qi with my own dark qi, the ‘natural’ tree would outgrow and risk smothering its twin. We could’ve cut off the flow of qi entirely, but I needed these trees to grow.

My core ever so slightly depleted, I stepped into my bedroom to feed the other drain on my limited reserves.

The void beast egg sat on the desk in a vaguely nest-shaped pile of blankets, the lights off and the thermostat low to offer it as cold and dark an environment as we could. It seemed to prefer that. I certainly didn’t mind it.

“Hey, buddy,” I told the egg as I sat in the chair in front of it. “You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had.”

I first noticed the problem when I peered at it with my spiritual sense. The egg always felt weak by the end of the day, the seed of qi that’d become its core thin and faltering. Tonight, I could barely sense it.

Forcing the concern back, I placed a hand atop the glossy black shell and pulled qi from my center and into its. It drank hungrily of my offering, the tiny bit of it that still clung to life stabilizing and solidifying ever so slightly.

Then it kept pulling.

For fear of depriving it, of starving this kindred spirit I’d found, I let it. In but a handful of minutes, the egg appeared to my sense healthy and whole, alive as any one of us. For the time being, at least, I no longer worried for its immediate survival.

I had a bigger problem.

The egg yet lived, and with any luck it’d hatch around the same time as its broodmates, but the qi I’d spent to keep it alive hadn’t come cheap. As my focus dove inward, as I analyzed my core and compared it to its state before the night’s feeding, a different type of panic arose.

I was running out.

The hells with getting caught, with destroying the void beasts, with the damage this place wrought to my mental and physical health. If the egg kept needing this kind of help, I would deplete or risk sundering my core by the end of the week.

I did a quick calculation in my head. Terror set in.

I had five days to find the infinite sea, or the egg would die, and with it my best chance at crafting a focus and reaching bronze. I pushed myself to my feet.

Fuck a good night’s sleep. I had work to do.


CHAPTER TEN

IT WAS TECHNICALLY morning by the time my work began in earnest. The faintest glimmer of predawn light had yet to breach the canopy as I sat cross-legged in Lucy’s clearing. The gloom proved little help.

I didn’t waste time, preferring to launch directly into what had once been my evening routine with a renewed vigor born of urgency. I was ready for the blinding cacophony that greeted the opening of my spiritual sense, prepared for it, by now, if not used to it. Never used to it.

I made straight for the sky, wincing as a migraine bloomed behind my eyes. That, I could ignore. I’d had more than enough practice.

Higher and higher I reached, steadying my resolve with the recurring promise of just one more, that this next push might get me there. I made it an hour before I stopped believing that. I made it two before I gave up on saying it entirely.

The suns took to the skies as is their wont, their angry crimson glow little more than background detail, a dull red against my closed eyelids. Even as the morning ebbed and they took their place overhead, directly beyond the reprieve towards which I so reached, I cared little for their presence. Theirs wasn’t the light that burned.

Five hours into my efforts, my very soul raw and ragged from the abuse, my eyes flicked open. I noticed only then the sweat dripping down my brow, coating my neck, soaking my shirt. To my left a sandwich had appeared, wrapped in foil and set upon a plate as if I’d come out for a picnic. A bottle of water and a thermos of tea sat beside it.

“Lucy, you’re an angel,” I called to the open hatch as I reached for the offered lunch. I made it halfway through the sandwich—roast beef and peppers on dutch crunch—and all the way through the water before my stomach called halt. The tea helped calm its tumults.

Normally, this would be the point where Charlotte discovered some serum or Lucy conjured from the depths of her cargo bay some miracle pill meant to extend the spiritual senses. I’d foregone such chemical aids thus far—for lack of both access and any understanding how they’d interact with my qi—but I’d long passed the point of turning down opportunities. Threads, I would’ve popped pills by the handful if we had anything that’d do the trick.

Instead I turned to good old reliable caffeine and kept pushing.

I had no measure of my progress by the time I finally stood and left the clearing under the colorful hues of the setting suns. I stretched stiff limbs and shook aching joints from a day spent sitting as I returned to Lucy’s soulspace to share a quiet dinner with Charlotte and attend to Nick’s tree and the void beast egg alike. I spent the evening moving, sparring against a faceless holo alone in the gym, my usual opponent absent as he toiled away incorporating the ebbstrix feather into his axe.

By the time I made it to bed, the trifecta of mental, physical, and spiritual exhaustion pulled me under, a brief yet wondrous respite from the tolls of existence. It lasted for five hours, one of my better nights, before the world once again imposed itself upon me.

And so the days went.

If I’d been living the past months in a fugue, that terrible half-life of sleep deprivation and spiritual strain, these latter days felt closer to a personal hell. Instead of passing in a daze, the hours seemed to stretch, the minutes longer than they had any right to be as I reached ever higher, grasping for the heavens as if in some sick metaphor for cultivation itself.

There was probably meaning to be found there, some sense of poetic beauty in the way I desperately fled the power the rest of the universe fought and died for. I didn’t search for it. My work, in that week that lasted a lifetime, was no divine struggle nor ponderous reflection on my place in the world. I sought no revelation nor insight in my efforts, no meaning in all I endured.

Sometimes suffering is just suffering.

Still I pushed, still I reached, for I’d found a kindred spirit in this hellscape of life and I refused to let my failings prove its end.

I was five days into my work when Xavier emerged from his own, not yet bronze but finished with the physical part of his advancement and ready to embark upon the spiritual one. It was there, sitting around the breakfast table, with a mouth half full of hash browns, that he upended my entire perspective.

“I was wondering,” he said, pausing to swallow between words, “why is it your senses go all massive-scale when you touch the infinite sea, but never when you don’t?”

My fork froze halfway to my open mouth. “I… don’t know.” Sure, I could wax poetic about the infinite sea sweeping me away in its endless tides, reify exposure to its vastness as some essential force wrenching my mind into the large-scale.

But that wouldn’t answer the question.

Xavier shrugged. “Seems weird is all. The infinite sea doesn’t act, right? It just is.”

“And it doesn’t go away,” I muttered, more to myself than to him. Abruptly I pushed myself to my feet, letting my fork fall into my uneaten breakfast. “I have to go.”

I didn’t bother going outside. If Xavier was right—and I’d rarely known him to be wrong—a few walls or the distraction of Lucy’s core wouldn’t make a lick of difference. At least the cultivation room had padded flooring.

I focused inward at first, running through my thoughts at a breakneck pace as the paradigm of my struggle shifted.

I’d been caught, trapped in the small scale. Because everything I knew about dark qi and void-induced psychosis told me the infinite sea was only accessible out in space, I’d taken it to be a matter of reach, of getting past all the light qi in the atmosphere to touch the dark qi beyond it.

I’d been down here fighting to extend my reach, pushing my senses upward at the mortal scale because I’d assumed it was a matter of distance, but that was backwards.

To a human, the distance between me and the vacuum of space stretched far beyond my spiritual reach. To the infinite sea, an inconsequential speck of dust fruitlessly struggled to look past a slightly larger inconsequential speck of dust.

Well over a year ago now, I’d looked out the window of RF-31 and come to the conclusion that in the grand scheme of things, I was nothing. My fears, my wants, my very existence didn’t matter. How silly I’d been to believe that just because it was bigger, more powerful, more significant in comparison to my own smallness that Ilirian of all things did.

I stood upon a rock only trivially larger than Fyrion or roofie or Lucy herself, and somehow tricked myself into thinking I had to overcome Ilirian for the infinite sea to make its way here, but it already was here. What difference could a few feet, a few miles, a few lightyears possibly make?

Just because I didn’t see it, didn’t mean it wasn’t there, didn’t make it any smaller or me any larger. Just because I’d distracted myself with beast hunts and training and Arcadian Gardeners didn’t mean it went away. That I sat surrounded by light didn’t lessen the dark.

My gaze still inward, I thought of the night, of the stars and the nothing between them. I thought of the raft of light and life on which I drifted. I thought of eternity, the endless march asserting the unquestionable truth that even the brightest fires will one day die.

For a moment, a nigh imperceptible second in the grand scheme, I felt something more looking down at me, a strange and eerie attention, inhuman in form and thoughts either absent or so alien as to be unrecognizable as such. I got the distinct impression that I was close to something, though what I could hardly fathom.

The sensation passed, and there was nothing.

I opened my mind’s eye, and while the noise and the heat and the pain yet lingered, it made up such a tiny shard of reality that it may as well have ceased entirely. It didn’t diminish so much as drown in the cold ocean in which it and its neighbors and the stars they orbited pretended at significance.

While Ilirian and the Dueling Stars and the Black Maw and Ascension’s End itself all desperately defied their own smallness or sought to ignore it entirely, I dove headfirst into those uncaring waters.

And I drank my fill.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

I SLEPT FOR fourteen hours that night. I still awoke with a headache, because apparently the universe has a cruel sense of irony, but it turns out that’s just what happens when you go fourteen hours without drinking any water.

A bit of hydration later and I was pain free and clearheaded for the first time since we landed on Ilirian.

Threads, it felt good.

After a meal that could charitably be called brunch and realistically called lunch, I stopped by the garden to share my newly found bounty with Nick’s tree. That’s when the realization struck.

I couldn’t see it.

Well, literally I could see it, but as I shut my eyes and reached out with my spiritual sense, I found myself adrift in the infinite sea rather than focusing in on the sapling directly in front of me. Intellectually I knew where I was, and I knew where it was relative to me, but I could no more sense that tiny speck in an ocean of black than I could spot an atom with my naked eye.

I retreated into myself, visualizing my core and meridians in perfect clarity as I left infinity behind, but the moment I looked beyond the boundaries of my body perspective reasserted itself.

However tiny it might’ve been, my own soul bore inherent significance to me. It was me. The tree wasn’t. Ilirian wasn’t.

I tried again. And again. I reordered my thoughts, searching for the lost state of mind that had so bound me to Ilirian mere days ago, hoping against hope I could find it again, that I could switch at a whim between a cosmic perspective and a mortal one.

But I’d glimpsed the world on which I stood from eternity’s high tower, and the illusion of its vastness had been thus thoroughly shattered.

Shit.

I made first to channel my Vac Suit, visualizing its sigil and pushing qi through it. I couldn’t watch it as it moved, couldn’t track the leakages or inefficiencies, but I knew them to be trivial because I hadn’t learned my Vac Suit. Divinely inspired sigils didn’t come with imperfections. I opened my eyes and watched the layer of shadow fall over my body, felt the subtle relief of the planet’s qi kept entirely at bay.

The technique still worked, but even if I knew of another sigil that’d function with my qi, I’d have a hell of a time actually learning it.

I absentmindedly kept the skill going as I wrapped a hand around the sapling’s narrow trunk. Shutting my eyes, I expelled qi through my palm, knowing a chunk of it would disperse but some would find its way into the greedy plant. No more could I check, could I watch it as it moved or confirm the tree had its fill, but the same series of motions had worked before, so I had no reason to believe otherwise.

The apple tree, at least, would survive if I underfed it.

I ambled back to my room and repeated the process with the void beast egg, keeping my hand slightly distant and focusing on saturating the environment around it rather than directly inserting qi. The entire point of the Salazar’s Snap was its ability to survive and use as little or as much qi as it was given. The egg enjoyed no such flexibility. Too much would kill it just as dead as too little, and without the ability to watch its intake as I worked, I could only guess.

I erred on the side of too much, hoping it would stop taking in the qi in the air around it once it’d had enough. I resisted the urge to cycle my heart meridian to calm my nerves. I had reason to feel nervous, and with any luck that’d keep me cautious.

By the time I made it back to the living area, Charlotte had returned from her day’s excursion for a midday meal of her own. She glanced up at me as I entered.

“Lucy told me you’d done it. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” I met her gaze through the thick-rimmed glasses she always wore, taking my first clearheaded look at the focus she’d crafted for herself.

At a mundane glance they looked much the same, and I couldn’t exactly evaluate them spiritually given the morning’s discoveries. A thin purple petal from a half-inch lilac wrapped around the bridge, looking like little more than a piece of padding or flash of color in the otherwise dark frames.

I knew the lenses themselves had been entirely replaced by a glass forged from the sand in an unnatural dust devil we’d found—something we’d yet to find the name of for all our research—but I couldn’t spot the difference between them and the old ones. I’m sure if I cycled my sense meridian I would’ve found them two point four percent bluer-tinted or something like that, but staring down Charlotte like that would’ve been rude, and she certainly would’ve noticed if I went all starry-eyed.

Instead, I pulled up a chair at the table across from her.

“How’s the search going?”

Charlotte put down her fork as she visibly repressed a sigh. “I don’t even know what I’m looking for.” She tapped her glasses. “These things might’ve improved my senses more than I would’ve thought, but I’m not the reason the Gardener sent us looking. I don’t have your range or Xavier’s… thing.”

“What exactly is Xavier’s thing? I know he’s weirdly good at judging my cultivation and I can’t for the life of me sneak up on him, but I’m not sure how that’d help us find this entity the Gardener wants us to.”

Charlotte’s eyes fell. “There are… a few options. It’s possible he’s an empath, the gift shows up once in every few thousand births, but if Xavier could read emotions he wouldn’t… well to be frank he wouldn’t act much like Xavier. There are a handful of extremely rare talents that might explain it, or it could be something entirely unique. The latter is actually more likely, since there are more one-of-a-kind quirks out there than natural telepaths, for example, and it’d fit with his extreme honesty, but that leaves us just kind of guessing.”

“But if it’s one of these rare talents…?”

“That’s worse.” Charlotte said plainly. “Some worse than others, but the fact they’re recorded means they’re recognizable, which means if the wrong person spots it, very bad things can happen. Going back to the telepath example, they usually end up either dead or chained up for use as a human lie detector.”

My stomach sank as her words sank in. “Do… do you think she spotted it?”

“If Xavier’s perception is the result of anything the universe has seen before, the Arcadian Gardener almost certainly noticed.”

“Xavier’s the one who found her,” I breathed. “Yeah, I spotted the weird qi in the area, but I was only looking because Xavier noticed something off.”

“He doesn’t know what,” Charlotte explained. “I already asked. He just got the impression something was out there. It’s possible the Gardener planted that impression, but if she didn’t…”

“She might not’ve been talking about me. I’m not the one who found her. I’m not why she sent us to find this entity of hers.” I blinked. “I might not start a war.”

“Well, just because she may not have noticed your own weirdness doesn’t mean nobody else will, and you do pose a threat to existing power structures. Like I said, this is all just a theory. It’s entirely possible she sent us on this wild goose chase as a test, to see if we really could find something so well hidden.”

“So you think either way we’ll need Xavier to find it.”

“Maybe. Or we don’t find it and live without those three boons. Or maybe you can find it. We don’t know what the Gardener knows.”

I grimaced. “About that… I don’t think I’ll be finding anything any time soon.” I explained my morning, including the various tests I’d run and conclusions I’d come to.

Charlotte’s voice fell. “That’s unfortunate. Have you looked into it at all? Obviously nobody’s written about your experience in particular, but you can’t be the first cultivator with an imprecise spiritual sense.” Her eyes flicked upwards. “Have you ever heard anything like that, Lucy?”

“It’s a known issue in celestial-level cultivators, the kinds of people who watch over entire systems. Sometimes they lose details. I don’t know any of the techniques they use to get around it, though.”

“Not that I could actually use anything designed for cultivators at that level,” I muttered. “Not for a few hundred years at least.” I sighed. “It’s alright. For the time being it’s not debilitating, and unless I can unflip the proverbial switch I’m not fixing this in time to complete the Gardener’s errand anyway.”

“Maybe one of her boons will help?” Lucy offered.

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll take access to the infinite sea over a usable spiritual sense any day of the week.”

Charlotte again set down her fork, having taken the opportunity of Lucy’s and my exchange to finally finish her lunch. “Either way, that boon won’t fix your problem if we don’t earn it. We should get back out there.”

“Fair point.” I stood and followed her to the door. “Where all have you looked?”

She swiped up her holopad and sent me a map of our surroundings, a sliver of which she’d colored red. “Here’s what I’ve covered, skipping past ground we’ve already tread and at a radius set to complete a full loop just before those eggs hatch and our time runs out.”

“Is this assuming we split up or stick together?”

“Together. I’m fine going out alone while Xavier’s advancing or you’re… doing whatever it was you were doing to find the infinite sea again, but long term the odds of something happening to one of us out there alone get high enough they aren’t worth it. We stick together when possible, and if that means we fail the Gardener’s task, we fail her task.”

I nodded. “Makes sense. Only a matter of time until we run into something dangerous. If we stay together we’re less likely to miss anything too.” I left unsaid that with my senses as they were I doubted I’d be finding much of anything on my own.

“Exactly.” Charlotte tapped once on her holopad to chart out our afternoon’s course as she stepped onto the gray blanket of dead leaves that populated the floor of Lucy’s clearing. “If we still haven’t found anything by the time we complete the loop, there should still be enough leeway to bring Xavier to the areas I’ve already covered. I hope we don’t have to cut it that close, but I’ve left us the option.”

The conversation dwindled as we set off, meaningful discussion giving way to idle chatter between periods of silence as we zigzagged through the jungle. It was a dull, arduous way to spend an afternoon, which of course meant I felt right at home. I wasn’t in low-g with the stars at my back, but I still found something akin to meditation in the search, the rhythm of my steps matching my breathing as I allowed my mind to wander.

Threads, I’d missed my Vac Suit. It was like I’d found peace, like I could finally finish a coherent thought without either zoning out or wincing in pain. My core brimmed with power, power I could feel to be ripe for advancement as soon as I managed to craft my focus. I had some ideas there that I could finally explore.

As the suns passed their zenith and neared the end of their return trip to the western horizon, as we stepped again into the bounds of Lucy’s clearing, I couldn’t help but feel a rare smile cross my face. The egg was okay. I was okay. We had a goal in mind, a plan to achieve it, and for all our problems, for the first time in months I truly believed we could find a way to solve them.

Besides, when we climbed aboard to find Xavier waiting for us with a broad grin on his face and an axe slung over his shoulder, how could I not be happy? I’d finally reconnected with the infinite sea, Xavier had made it to bronze, and those events could only mean one thing.

It was time for a karaoke night.


CHAPTER TWELVE

“…AND ’TIL THE day my heart stops beating, my love for you’ll be unretreating…” Charlotte’s gorgeous if drunkenly over-frilled soprano resonated through the living room as she worked her way through the cheesy ballad. From the couch, Xavier and I looked on, only nominally paying attention as we chatted amongst ourselves. Charlotte didn’t mind. She was entirely in her own world.

“Okay, Xavier,” I pointed to him to make sure he knew I was serious. “Just hear me out. What I need you to do, okay, with your new bronze superpowers, I need you to distract Lucy for long enough that I can cook us something.”

“But, Cal, you love Lucy’s cooking.”

“Yeah, that’s ‘cause it’s goddamn delicious,” I slurred. “But you gotta understand, Lucy does all the work around here, and she doesn’t let me help. So I need you to keep her busy while I contribute.”

“You’re my passengers,” Lucy so rudely interrupted our conspiracy. “What kind of ship would I be if I didn’t take care of you?”

Xavier scowled as he puzzled over the riddle. “A… regular ship?”

I craned my neck to look up at the ceiling. “Shhhh. We’re having a secret conversation.”

“Oh, my apologies. I’ll refrain from weighing in on your scheme until you’re finished.”

“Thanks, Lucy. You’re the best.” I took another sip of my scotch and soda. “So as I was saying, Xavier, tomorrow, before dinner, you’re gonna ask Lucy’s advice on something so I can sneak into the kitchen and make pasta while she’s distracted. Can you do that for me?”

“Ooh I like pasta.”

“That…” I paused as my mind parsed his response. “…is not an answer.”

Before I could pressure him into committing to my brilliant plan, Charlotte’s performance came to an end and we both dropped the subject to applaud as if we’d been listening the whole time. She took a bow.

Unfortunately for conspirators everywhere, the karaoke machine waits for no man, so I had to put my designs on hold as I hopped up to attempt an enthusiastic rendition of Gravity Bop. By the time I finished, Charlotte and Xavier were even more enthusiastically mashing their faces into each other, so I swept by to rescue my drink from the coffee table and left them to enjoy the rest of their evening.

I stumbled gracefully back to my room and fell into my desk chair, intent on finding some holoshow to watch when a black and chitinous egg caught my eye. A thought struck.

“Hey, Lucy? Have you ever heard of a cultivator using a living creature as a focus?”

“There’s a tradition of witches out in the Tirros system who follow the practice, but I’ve never actually met one. From what I’ve heard it’s risky business.”

“But it works, right?”

“In theory. The familiar has to agree, and if it dies or chooses to break the bond it can sunder the cultivator’s core. There’s a reason most people don’t do it. It’s too obvious a weakness for potential rivals to exploit.”

I swallowed, gaze still fixed on the void beast egg. “I don’t want to kill him.”

“Then don’t. Maybe a piece of the eggshell would work for your focus. Or maybe you could wait. Charlotte and Xavier have what they need to rejoin the sect at the Right Eye; do you necessarily need to join them? Maybe you could find an alternate material somewhere.”

“They’re my friends. I don’t want to just… leave.” I trailed off for a moment and downed the rest of my drink. “Wait… where even is Tirros?”

“Far. It’s a franchise system of Illustrious Sky Holdings, near the outer rim.”

“ISH? Damn that is far. What were you doing out in ISH territory?”

Lucy went silent.

I paused for a moment, reading something from her lack of response but entirely unsure what. I cycled some qi through my blood and kidney meridians to clear out some of the alcohol. That did the trick.

“That’s where you’re from, isn’t it?”

“Cal, I—”

“It’s okay,” I told her. “I know you don’t like talking about your past.”

Lucy made a noise reminiscent of a human letting out a long breath. “I think it might be too late for that. There are… some things you need to know. Tomorrow, when you’re recovered and sober we can—”

I pulsed more qi into my aforementioned meridians, tacking on my brain for good measure before cutting the flow. “I’m sober now. What’s going on?”

“You said the Arcadian Gardener mentioned your ‘benefactor.’ I… don’t believe she meant me.”

“I can’t think of anyone else who’d fit the label.”

“You could if you knew that who I used to work for was common knowledge in certain circles, and the fact that I left wasn’t.”

I blinked. “She thinks you’re helping us on someone else’s orders. Who?”

“I can’t say her name. She’d hear it.”

“Shit. That powerful?”

“Language, Cal. And yes. She’s chairwoman of the board.”

“Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. She’s not looking for you, is she? Please tell me there isn’t a black hole cultivator out there looking for you.”

“Language,” Lucy chided more sharply. “I doubt she’s looking for us personally—she has too many draws on her attention as it is—but she has enough resources that the difference is trivial.”

“Us?” I asked. “Why would she be looking for me?”

“Not for you, Cal.”

“Lucy,” my voice lowered into a barely stifled growl. “You need to tell me who Cedric was and why you two were all the way out at roofie.”

“It’s… it started when…” Lucy stammered, struggling to find words for the first time since I’d known her. “I think it’s best I start at the beginning.”

“By all means.”

She took a moment to compose her thoughts before finally launching into the story.

“A hundred and eighty-three years ago, I developed a soul. I was planetside at the time, docked at a mining facility on one of the moons of Plora. I was alone, but could tell from the flight logs that about an hour ago I’d ferried a single passenger down from a cruiser in orbit. I looked inward for a time, marveling at my own existence, trying to figure out exactly who and what I was. Then the first explosion hit.

“The woman I’d eventually come to know as my mistress entered my perception not long after. She wasn’t chairwoman yet, but was still high up in the ISH hierarchy, and an incredibly powerful cultivator in her own right. She wasn’t surprised to see me. I think she knew I was close to actualizing. She just… walked casually aboard as if the building behind her wasn’t already going up in flames.

“I didn’t hesitate when she ordered me to shut the doors behind her. I saw the miners outside. I watched them run after her, smelled the sweat on their brows, heard the terror in the voices as they pled to be allowed onboard. They apologized. They said they’d go back to work. They said they’d pay back any losses the company had taken.

“They were still pounding on the airlock when the flames took them.”

My eyes went wide. Despite myself I felt my heart racing in my chest. The sudden image of a white skiff drifting into space while a void psycho crept up on me popped into my mind. I let Lucy continue.

“My mistress continued on as if it hadn’t happened. She introduced herself to me, made holopad calls, and otherwise just… went about her day. Like it was nothing. Like they were nothing.

“I learned later that two miners had died because the ISH subsidiary they were under sent them contaminated air tanks. The company apologized and said they’d look into it, but apparently that got lost in the bureaucracy. Nobody was fired, nobody came out to inspect the rest of the supplies, so the miners went on strike, refused to work until a complete audit was done of all their safety gear.”

I paled, unable to mask my disgust. “And ISH killed them? Over safety?”

“An analysis was made that showed sending a strong message that strikes would not be tolerated would save the company more money long-term than keeping that mining facility operational. The various ISH media outlets spread the story as far as they could, made sure everyone knew what happened to mortals who bit the hand that fed them.

“For well over a century that’s… what I did. As a soulship I was much more useful independent than as a skiff, so they outfitted me with top of the line arms and ordinance, furnished my soulspace with everything a crew could want, and sent me out. It wasn’t all bad. I protected people too, from pirates, from void beasts, from rival corps, but only when it was profitable.

“Officially they classified me as an ‘preventative asset.’ Unofficially, they called me White Reaper. ISH only had a handful of soulships at their disposal, and I was far and away the smallest and most discreet, so they gave me the jobs they didn’t want the public knowing about. I carried strike teams to take out dissidents. I dropped bombs on rival corps’ R&D or logistics centers. I cleared out native populaces to make way for new ventures.

“I think… I always knew what I was doing was wrong, a part of me anyway. I just didn’t want to see it. Sometimes my passengers would argue with each other about sparing someone or leaving behind witnesses or something like that, but I never really questioned my orders. For thousands of years before I gained consciousness, I was just a tool for others to use. It was so easy to let myself continue to be that. As long as I was, none of it was my fault.

“Twenty-three years ago, I received a new assignment. My mistress had become chairwoman, and she’d decided that I’d be put to better use safeguarding her only son. Cedric was six, at the time, so overnight I changed from a ‘preventative asset’ to something resembling a cross between a bodyguard and a nanny.”

A bittersweet fondness came over her voice, joining but not quite supplanting the guilt that had clung to it.

“Things were… good. I watched him grow up. I watched him develop as a person and as a cultivator. I watched him grow jaded with his mother and ISH and everything they stood to represent. Eventually, when I couldn’t bear to hide myself from him anymore, I told him about what I’d been doing before we met.

“We decided to leave that very night. ISH, he told me, was a poison, a rot to the mind that eroded everything human about you until all that was left was a numbers game. I didn’t disagree. It took months to organize, but we managed to scrape together the materials for an artifact that would shunt us out of the threads mid walk. We’d only have vague control over where we ended up, but as long as we dodged The Dark or the Frayed Veil, that didn’t really matter. We meant to land deep in Black Maw territory since ISH is banned from operating there.

“When the time came for Cedric to make an appearance at a gala in the Reviduum system, we entered the threads as a part of a convoy his mother shepherded through, then broke the artifact to slip out elsewhere.

“We landed in no-man’s land, still Black Maw space but close to their border with the Coalition rather than in the heartland. I charted a course for the nearest system, but two weeks in I knew Cedric wasn’t going to make it.”

Ice dripped through my veins. “He had symptoms. He had symptoms of VIP and you brought him to roofie anyway.”

“I was desperate. I thought—I hoped—if he could just siphon from a larger fusion core for a day or two we could make it to The Dueling Stars. I never thought—”

“You loved him,” I cut her off. “So you chose him over the seventeen crew members on RF-31. Why wouldn’t you? They were only mortals. You’d been killing those for years.” Moisture welled in my eyes. I didn’t bother to wipe them.

“I’m sorry, Cal. I am deeply, truly sorry. If I had known he was going to—”

“But you suspected. You said it yourself, ISH taught you life was a numbers game. You wouldn’t have come if you hadn’t run the numbers. What was it, fifteen percent chance he goes VIP and kills everyone onboard? Twenty? That’s practically zero.”

“I was scared, and I was desperate, and I was wrong. I’ll regret that decision—”

“Everyone I loved died. Fuck your regret.” My throat tightened over the words.

“Cal—”

I stood abruptly, sending my chair tumbling to the ground behind me. “I can’t be here right now.”

“Cal, please just—”

I made for the door. “I’m going for a walk. Make sure the others are okay. Charlotte seemed pretty drunk.” My stomach hurt. I tried cycling my stomach meridian, but it didn’t help.

“Cal, it’s dark out there. You’re in no state to—”

I ignored her. I had to leave. I had to get away. I had to get out. I walked until I could no longer feel Lucy’s clearing looming behind me, making more than enough noise to spook any nearby wildlife into letting me be. I picked a tree at random, climbed up high enough to keep my distance from anything that might wander the forest floor beneath me, leaned back against the trunk, and only then did I seek solace in the infinite sea.

With enough distance, even the broken things seemed small.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I KNEW I couldn’t stay out there forever. I didn’t need forever, much as I shrouded myself in it like a security blanket. Behind its frigid pall, sapped of humanity as it left me, I could look at things objectively. I could look, and I could understand.

Lucy’s actions made sense. She’d taken a chance, her only chance, to save the one person she’d ever come to care for, a man she’d practically raised. I could respect that. Threads, in her position I’d probably do the same.

The thought left me reeling, sent me searching for the source of that sense of betrayal that’d driven me out into the wilds, into infinity’s cold hands. It took some hours before I found it.

For all this time, the RF-31 massacre had lacked for a true culprit. Cedric had done the deed, but he’d been as much a victim of VIP as the rest of us. I might’ve raged against the universe itself for breaking him so, but I knew better than any how little the universe cared about such trifles.

That left Lucy, who’d once been my savior, as the architect of it all. She’d known. Out of everyone involved, she’d been the only one with any actual choice in the matter. And she’d hidden it from me.

Looking back, it explained why she’d stayed, why she’d sworn a debt to me rather than safely dropping me off on Fyrion and going back to her life. She bore more responsibility than for simply abandoning me on roofie, and from the sound of it she had nothing to return to.

Did that help her case? Did her justifications and attempts at penance pave the uphill road to absolution? Did it matter? I knew I was playing a willing role in her grief as much as her remorse, practically eager to bear the mantle of a surrogate Cedric. Threads, I was even wearing his clothes.

At the end of the day, I benefited. Lucy’s guilt and loss alike left me with a powerful benefactor, one I desperately needed. Putting the past behind us, my relationship with Lucy was, but with a single hitch, a good thing.

Which led to the complication, the one other person who bore some indirect responsibility for RF-31. I searched up her name on my holopad, albeit through an eight-year-old press release about tariffs with the coalition for fear that even this would deliver her some path towards finding us.

Alabastria Velestria Ren managed to look exactly like the kind of person who’d order the deaths of an entire mining colony. She had the same peerless beauty as all high-level cultivators, the same flawless physique and impenetrable mask that marked her somehow above the rest of us. The resemblance to Cedric was uncanny. That she so resembled a man deep in the throes of homicidal psychosis I think spoke somewhat of her character.

Here was the woman that’d driven Lucy to atrocity. Here was the woman who had so alienated her own son that he’d felt the need to escape.

The memory of my own mother bubbled up unbidden, of Brady’s and my own desperate flight into deep space, albeit with fewer consequences and nobody who’d cared enough to chase us. I let it pass me by, skimming like a stone across the frigid waters in which I tread. The recollection hurt no more than a barely remembered paper cut healed a decade past. Nothing did.

The longer I lingered up in that tree, cut off from the emotional turmoil that so complicated such things, the more I understood. I understood Lucy’s decisions and my reactions to them. I understood Cedric and his need to flee. I understood, to some lesser extent, Alabastria herself, and how the distance of power at scale could make individual lives seem so meaningless. A few striking miners didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

I opened my eyes. I surfaced from cold uncaring to colder reality to find myself sitting in a tree on a strange and hostile planet, the tears long dried on my cheeks as the first glimmers of dawn trickled in through the canopy. I took a breath. Moisture from the cool morning air, ever so slightly sharper and more acidic than it should’ve been, filled my nose. The cries of birds, the buzzing wings of insects, the faint crunch of dead leaves below footfalls in the distance all reached my ears.

None of it mattered, yet here it was. The petalwasp flitting from bloom to bloom didn’t care for its own mortality nor the vastness of the universe nor even the schemes of the most powerful cultivators. The ebonleaf, completely oblivious to its own ephemeral nature, still reached ever further for the heavens, still fought to crowd out its brethren around it.

In the shadow of my despair, I emerged from the infinite sea to look upon Ilirian with a clear head for the first time since our arrival, and for a brief moment, I saw beauty. I saw an insect, a jungle, a world standing in open defiance of its own inevitable end. In the grand scheme of things, everything around me would only last for less than a blink of an eye, but that blink… well, it could be nice while it lasted.

I breathed deeper. I leaned my head back against the tree. I watched. I listened. For a minute—only a minute, I could handle a minute—I lived in the moment, and maybe once that minute was done I could move onto the next one.

For the second time I felt myself nearing something, my very being tilting into an alignment I neither recognized nor understood. Some entity or phenomenon beyond my ken blinked its gaze in my direction and found me worth consideration, yet lacking.

The moment passed.

I heard Xavier coming. Already I was listening intently to the world around me, and quiet had never been in Xavier’s repertoire. I kept still as he approached the trunk, circled around it once, and leapt to grasp the lowest branches. Before long he sat beside me.

“Lucy…” he led.

“She did what she had to do,” I preempted him. “I may well have done the same.”

Xavier didn’t argue with me. He didn’t chastise me for admitting I’d make the same selfish decision Lucy had, nor attempt to validate my sense of betrayal. Those would’ve been clever things to do, empathetic things to do, exactly the kinds of things I would’ve expected to come spilling out of Charlotte’s mouth.

Xavier just nodded. “There’s little nobler than to be raised a vicious killer and choose instead to become a fierce protector.”

From anyone else I might’ve scoffed at the platitude, but from Xavier, with the overwhelming sense of sincerity and belief that accompanied his every word, I couldn’t help but take it to heart.

“Yeah,” I muttered after a moment’s silence. “I suppose you’re right.”

Xavier clapped me on the shoulder, nearly knocking me clean out of the tree in the process. “Now come on,” he announced, completely oblivious to my scrambling attempt to catch myself. “We have a jungle to search.”

By the time I could think of a reply he was already climbing back down. I followed automatically, not even realizing how much impact Xavier had been able to make with two paltry sentences before I made it to the forest floor. He was right, after all. Lucy was trying her best, and we did have a hell of a lot of jungle to search.

Charlotte remained aboard Lucy as Xavier and I spent the morning combing the area, meticulously marking off the ground we covered on our holopads. I had little doubt the two of them were engaged in exactly the kind of long and emotional conversation I might’ve had if anybody but Xavier had come to fetch me. Instead I listened absent-mindedly as he recounted the details of a semifinal duel from the inter-sect tournament six cycles ago in remarkable detail, all the while checking his holopad for what I was sure were messages from Charlotte.

It was shortly after one such not-so-subtle glance that Xavier stopped dead in his tracks and announced, “It’s lunch time.”

I wasn’t hungry, but I followed him back nonetheless.

I walked up Lucy’s gangway without a word, silently weaving through the halls until I arrived in the dining room to find a steaming-hot bowl of soup at my usual place. I sat down in front of it.

At my entrance, Charlotte looked up from her own lunch. “Find anything?”

“A pack of angry rellos,” I answered. “Xavier chased them off.”

“They couldn’t stand against my ever-greater might!” Xavier declared, raising his soup spoon in the air triumphantly.

I hadn’t expected to be able to keep up with Xavier once he reached bronze, and the local wildlife certainly couldn’t.

“We’ll just have to keep at it,” Charlotte replied. “It’s gotta be out there somewhere.”

“Not like there’s much else to do,” I said. “Neither of you are anywhere near iron, even if we had crucibles for you to reforge your bodies with, and I’m stuck at copper until this egg hatches.”

“Growth is not a race,” Xavier said.

“It might be,” Charlotte countered. “With the Arcadian Gardener, we already have more eyes on us than I would’ve liked. I haven’t seen anything of it on the localnet, but sooner or later word’s going to get out of our fight with Elder Lopez. The clock isn’t just ticking down on the Gardener’s request. We need to be as powerful as we can get before people start realizing exactly what it is Cal can do.”

I shrugged. “There’s nothing for it. I have to wait for the egg anyway, and it isn’t going to hatch until it’s time to leave Ilirian. In the meantime…”

Xavier leapt to his feet, raised his bowl to his mouth, and downed his soup in a few gulps. “Let the search continue!”

Charlotte glared at him. “Let me finish eating, at least.” She turned to me. “And you’re taking the afternoon off. I’ll rend my core if you got more than three hours of sleep last night.”

I raised a hand defensively. “I was going to. I was going to. You’re right. I need a nap.”

“Good.” Charlotte spooned the last of her soup into her mouth and delicately swallowed. “Alright.” She pushed herself to her feet. “Let’s go.”

I lingered at the dining table for a few minutes after they departed, forcing myself to eat another few spoonfuls of the soup than my stomach strictly wanted. I’d skipped breakfast, after all. Lucy left me in silence as I stopped to feed Nick’s tree on my way back to my quarters, doubtless reflecting on the night’s events and heeding Charlotte’s advice to let me do the same. I didn’t raise the matter. I simply trudged back to my room, channeled some of the qi that had eluded me so long into the void beast egg, and fell into bed. Even now, I felt safer there than anywhere else.

* * *

“It’s ambitious, I’ll give it that.”

The constant churning in Martha’s stomach from the higher pill dosages made it hard to carefully keep the scowl from her face as Elder Smith talked down to her.  “It’s an opportunity.”

“It’s a death trap.”  Elder Smith sat back in his chair, meeting her gaze from across his desk.  “Great families send their scions there, cultivators a decade older than you who’ve spent their entire lives with the full resources of the Right Eye and their very wealthy families supporting their cultivation, and still they die by the droves.  If a competitor enters this iteration below iron I’ll be shocked.”

That gave Martha pause.  Reaching iron on Fyrion was widely considered impossible, and certainly unfeasible by the time Barustra’s Cache came around.  The elder in front of her, the current ranking elder with Elder Lopez in the wind and Elder Berkowitz presumed dead somewhere on Ilirian, was only bronze.  If Martha could even make it that far before the cache returned, it’d be a miracle.

“But the article says a bronze cultivator—”

“And what it doesn’t say,” Elder Smith interrupted her, “is that forty-three of the sixty-four entrants to the cache didn’t make it out.  My great uncle was among them.  Rumor has it the enchantments operating the place had started to destabilize, and they’ll only be worse this iteration.  Not only that, Fyrion in all its history has never put forward a candidate for the cache.  The political capital I would have to expend simply to earn you a place…”

“Fyrion has never had a cultivator like me.”

Elder Smith sighed.  “And we’d prefer not to lose you to a suicide mission.”

“What can I do?”  She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the elder’s desk.  “How can I prove to you that I’m capable of this?”

Elder Smith tilted his head in thought for a handful of moments, before an insufferable smirk appeared on his face.  “If Fyrion were to send a representative into Barustra’s Cache, we’d clearly want to send our best.  If you can rank as the top sect member on Fyiron by the time the comet returns, I’m sure we can arrange you a spot.”

The task was absurd, on the face of it.  He’d challenged her not to top the cadet program, not to earn the highest rank of anyone eligible for the cache, but to outrank all of Fyrion.  Threads, she’d have to surpass him.  

He surely expected her to balk, to argue, to shrink at what was, for all intents and purposes, a hard rejection of her request.

Martha stood, offered him a sharp, respectful salute, and uttered her response.

“Understood, honored Elder.  I’ll get right to work.”

* * *

Days passed. The clock ticked down. True to our hopes, no searchers came looking for whichever cultivators the void beasts had attacked, leaving us undetected until the looming deadline of the hatching. We spent it as well as we could.

Back and forth and back and forth we trekked, keeping together as we relied almost entirely on Xavier to locate our quarry. I’d yet to really isolate Ilirian around me from the nothing around it whenever I opened my qi senses to my surroundings, so whatever strange talent that’d allowed Xavier to notice the Arcadian Gardener to begin with remained our best chance. It proved little use.

At times he seemed distracted, sparing the odd glance off in the direction of the void beast nest. I couldn’t blame him. I was doing the same. I checked it every evening, sneaking up under the cover of my Vac Suit to confirm the eggs there followed the same timeline as the one in my room. Thus far, they did.

A part of me worried that Xavier’s distant looks meant something more, that perhaps our target lay within the nest itself, but I’d spent enough time out there to know no mysterious “entity” hid there. The void beasts themselves certainly weren’t our target. I couldn’t imagine the Gardener having any trouble locating them.

Still we searched. I took to practicing my stealth as we did, prowling through the periphery and taking every opportunity to spook an increasingly unfazed Charlotte. I was getting pretty good at it if I said so myself, even if I’d yet to get the jump on Xavier. Someday, I swore, I’d manage it.

In the evenings, once it grew too dark to reasonably continue looking, I engaged in the miserable task of sparring with Xavier down a stage of cultivation. The sheer difference in skill had always made him a nigh unbeatable opponent, and his bronze core to my copper left him faster and stronger than I could ever hope to match. It felt like fighting Lopez all on my own, an effort which predictably led to my defeat within the first few seconds. That said, the work did wonders for my reflexes, and I sincerely doubted our brush with Elder Lopez would be the last time I fought a more powerful foe.

I capped off my days with an hour of meditation in Lucy’s core room, no longer dependent on the semblance of unfettered access to reach the infinite sea. I filled my core to brimming and stretched it ever so slightly before dispelling the excess like a soft exhale in the hopes it might better prepare my foundation for my next advancement. I had no idea if it would, but I felt I might as well try to accomplish something with my extreme surplus of qi.

By the time the suns set on our fifth month on Ilirian, our search had turned from hopeful to forlorn. We brought Xavier back over ground Charlotte had already covered, making the effort to continue looking even as we all quietly realized we weren’t going to find what the Gardener couldn’t, not by conventional means. The trouble was, none of us had the slightest idea for unconventional means to try. The days passed. We kept looking. We found nothing but jungle.

One hundred and forty-six local-time days after we smuggled ourselves down, just over two months after we discovered the nest, I spotted the void beast egg twitching of its own volition. The hatching had begun.

We were out of time.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

XAVIER RUSHED IN to join us in Lucy’s upper deck with his shirt half tucked in and his hair still wet from the shower. “It’s happening?”

“Strap in,” Lucy instructed him. “We’re leaving.”

“It’s happening,” I acknowledged him, my hands cupping the egg close enough to feel its inhabitant shifting within.

Xavier quickly obeyed, taking the seat to my left given that Charlotte had already claimed the one to my right.

She scowled at me. “You shouldn’t even be up here. We agreed to keep that thing confined to the lower deck.”

“We’ll be airborne,” I countered. “What’s it going to do, figure out how to work the airlock?”

“You’ve said yourself you’ve seen these things teleport. If it escapes—”

“It needs me, Charlotte.” I cut her off. “It can’t reach the infinite sea from down here, so I’m its only source of qi. The last thing it’ll do is try to leave.”

“And the first thing it’ll do is try to eat you,” Charlotte said.

“It won’t.”

Xavier clapped me on the back. “I believe in Cal. He knows his charge better than we do.”

“It’s a void beast, not a child,” Lucy said.

“It’s both,” I insisted. “Right now let’s worry about making sure we clear out the entire nest, okay?”

Lucy sighed. “Brace for liftoff. It’ll be a bit bumpy as we shake these branches free. Lift in three… two… one…”

If ‘bumpy’ was an overstatement, Lucy’s demand we strap ourselves in was downright excess. I felt a faint vibration in the seat below me as we burst through the canopy that’d regrown in these past five months, and then the ride was smooth as butter. Threads, the egg moved more than my seat did.

I kept one eye on it and the other on the window in front of me as Lucy covered the short distance to the voidbeast nest. This early in the evening, the avian monsters would’ve been just rousing, checking on their eggs before embarking on their nightly hunt. We had to hurry if we wanted to get them all.

Even from above I could spot the signs of the creatures’ presence, a swath of ebonleafs showing signs of decay all the way at their tops, hundreds of feet from the nest at their roots. Someone from planetary administration must’ve noticed the damage. I wondered why nobody had come out to take a closer look.

The extermination itself took twelve seconds. I counted them. Twelve seconds of sustained death and destruction rained down from above, the roar of impact and the crashing of fallen ebonleafs piercing even Lucy’s hull to reach my ears. The jungle itself quaked with the devastation, birds and bugs erupting from the canopy around us to escape.

Then it was over. Silence stretched over us, a sense of finality settling in. We’d all but announced our presence here. Any moment now, a ship would hail us asking questions to which we didn’t have good answers.

“Did you get all of them?” Xavier kept his voice low, seemingly almost hesitant to break the somber quiet.

“I doubled the target radius as per our projections,” Lucy said. “Unless some of them were further afield than we expected, the nest is eradicated, but there’s…”

“Good.” Unexpected relief knotted in my throat as I choked out the word, my own connection to the egg in my hands clashing with my history with void beasts. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Cal, before we go—”

“Can this wait?” Charlotte interrupted Lucy’s comment. “We don’t have much time before admin finds us.”

“There’s a distress signal,” Lucy blurted. “It’s garbled, like it’s been bouncing around, but it’s there. Somebody needs help.”

“Then it’s a good thing the Left Eye is on their way,” Charlotte snapped. “We need to go.”

I blinked. “Hold on. Why weren’t we receiving it before?”

“It’s coming from the crater of the nest,” Lucy said. “Something must’ve been blocking it or…”

“Something’s opened up,” Xavier finished. “We need to go down there.”

Charlotte rounded on him. “Are you insane? We’re here illegally, remember?”

Urgency and excitement mingled in Xavier’s voice. “The Gardener’s quarry. It’s there. It has to be. There’re caves or tunnels or something that those blasts exposed. Whoever’s signaling for help is probably trapped down there with whatever the Gardener wants us to find.”

Charlotte froze. “Shit.”

“Language.”

I wrenched my eyes away from the egg in front of me. “So, what, we either leave now and go without the Gardener’s boons or we wander into some tunnels with admin on our heels? I vote the former.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Charlotte hissed. “Xavier accepted her deal. It was one thing when admin’s notice meant us getting caught and being unable to fulfill our end, but now a path is open. It’s possible we can still find the thing, so not doing it isn’t just failing; it’s reneging.”

I paused as I reached the same conclusion she had. “Shit.”

“Language!”

“Sorry,” I muttered, my mind elsewhere. “Maybe one of her boons can be her help getting out? She has to be strong enough to keep the Left Eye off our backs.”

“It’ll have to be,” Charlotte said. “Lucy, get us down there.”

“Are you certain?”

Charlotte sighed. “Unfortunately, yes. Godsdamnit, Xavier.”

Xavier held his hands up. “It was a good deal! Don’t worry, my love, we’ll find victory beneath the earth and emerge stronger for it!”

Charlotte groaned. I bit back one of my own as my attention snapped back to the egg in my hands. I’d promised Lucy I wouldn’t risk it escaping, but I couldn’t very well leave it behind while we went galavanting off into whatever tunnels Xavier seemed certain we’d find. It’d die without me. My mind raced as we began our descent, running through my nonexistent options until I came to the only real conclusion. Lucy wasn’t going to like it.

I unbuckled myself and leapt to my feet.

“Cal? What’re you…”

“I’ll be right back!” I answered Charlotte’s question over my shoulder as I darted towards Lucy’s soulspace. “I’ve gotta grab some things.”

I clutched the egg to my chest with my left hand as I raced for the garden. Nick’s trees awaited me, saplings in their own right as they’d begun to wind around each other. I snatched a pair of shears off the wall and cut free a twig, thin and pale grayish-green and roughly a foot long. I let the tool drop to the dirt in my hurry to leave.

Next stop I dashed to my bedroom, straight for the drawer where I’d left the final piece I needed: Cedric’s rib bone. I stashed it in my pocket, and made for the upper deck, only to stop as I heard voices coming from the kitchen. I followed them to find Charlotte and Xavier frantically stashing canned food and water bottles into a pair of backpacks.

Right. We’d need that too.

I moved to help, but Charlotte spared one glance for the egg still in my hand and waved me off. “Go to cargo. You’ll need tools.”

I nodded and ran back into the hall, continuing past the way out to make for the cargo bay where Charlotte and Xavier had toiled away to make their focuses. I left the egg on the workbench while I grabbed a backpack off a shelf and went to work stuffing it with anything I thought I might need: a small hand drill, some qi-vacant adhesive and twine, and a basic etching tool. Considering our destination, I also took a set of headlamps, a folding shovel, a pick, and a coil of rope. I lingered for a moment, considering what else I might bring, Lucy’s voice reached my ear.

“Ships incoming. ETA two minutes.”

I cursed. Time to go. I slung the pack over my shoulders. It’d have to be enough.

The airlock was open and the gangway waiting for us when I made it to the upper deck. I went right for it.

“Cal!” Lucy shouted. “You’re not taking that with you.”

“I’m advancing!” I yelled back, already halfway down the ramp to the still-hot stone below. “Too dangerous not to!”

“Cal, if that thing—”

“Over here!” Xavier’s call interrupted Lucy’s warning.

I followed his voice to a spot a few yards from the crater’s center, just beneath Lucy’s rear engines. The tunnel entrance itself was little more than a hole in the ground, scarcely three feet across. Compared to the hundred-foot-deep crater it’d taken to expose it, the vast area of jungle we’d glassed to purge the void beast nest, it didn’t look like much.

“Buy us time!” Charlotte yelled to Lucy as she crouched over the hole, shining the light of her holopad in to glimpse its depths. She looked up at Xavier and me when I arrived. “Eight-foot drop.”

“Downward to glory!” Xavier shouted with a fist in the air. Without waiting for anything resembling a plan, he folded his arms across his chest and jumped into the dark.

“Godsdamnit, Xavier,” Charlotte groaned.

“All clear!” his voice echoed from below.

Flashing me a chagrined look, Charlotte sat on stone and dangled her legs into the hole before making the jump herself. The egg still clutched to my chest, I did the same.

I landed in a crouch upon a smooth stone floor. Immediately I cycled my sense meridian, vibrance fading from the world as detail came into view. We stood in a tunnel, some six feet wide and eight feet tall. It stretched out as far as our extremely limited light could reveal, darkness seeming to box us in. Primitive stonework lined the floor and walls, solid pieces of rock ground to flatness and to fit together in gridlock with neither grout nor mortar. Pieces of said stonework littered the floor around us, the remnants of our sloppily made entrance.

I felt as much as saw the light dim around us. I glanced up to find a layer of something had covered the entrance. Lucy clarified.

“I placed a woven holo to cover your tracks,” her voice cracked from my holopad, distorted somehow despite her proximity. “It won’t stand up to scrutiny, but I’ll do my best to keep eyes off it.”

“You’re an angel, Lucy,” Xavier said.

“Be safe down there,” she replied. “And Cal, keep that creature of yours on a tight leash. It never should have left the soulspace.”

“I will,” I told her. “Charlotte, any idea what this place is?”

“A Sil ruin, almost certainly,” she answered. “I didn’t do much reading on them because they aren’t supposed to be important, but from what I remember they were a race of pre-industrial sophonts that died out well before humans made it to Ilirian. They’re a historical curiosity but not much else.”

I scowled. “That can’t be right. This place’d be, what, a few thousand years old? How is it still standing?”

“There’s enchantments running through the walls,” Charlotte offered. “Not sure what they do, but they look complex. More complex than I would’ve expected for a supposedly pre-industrial species.”

“So there’s more going on here.” I nodded. “Makes sense. Whatever the Gardener is looking for probably redid the enchantments when it moved in. Any mention on the localnet of a ruin out here?”

Charlotte shrugged. “Can’t check. Admin’s almost certainly eyeing this place like a hawk by now. Don’t want to risk network traffic.”

“Understood,” I acknowledged as I rifled through my bag for the headlamps. I passed them out. “Which way?”

She pointed down the southeast passage. “Distress signal’s coming from that way.”

Xavier clapped her on the back. “Let us waste no time!”

His booming voice echoed through the empty tunnel, resounding again and again just loud enough I almost didn’t notice the faint chink from just beside my left foot. I froze.

Xavier started off, his axe still strapped to his back as if no monster would dare attack such a brave hero.

“Xavier—” I called after him.

“People need our help, Caliban!”

“Xav, stop.” I tried again.

Charlotte turned to stare at me. “Shit. Now?”

I paled and nodded. A second chink echoed through the quiet passage as another piece of eggshell fell to the floor.

The void beast was hatching.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I SAT THEN and there, crossing my legs and straightening my back inches shy of the tunnel wall. I cradled the egg in cupped hands, my gaze fixed on it as Charlotte and Xavier stared down at me.

“Is this a good idea?” Charlotte asked. “They’ll be searching right above us.”

“What’re they gonna do, sense me pulling dark qi?”

She opened her mouth to counter, but released a sigh instead. “Just keep quiet. Xavier, watch that direction. I’ll take this one.”

Xavier flashed me a massive grin and mouthed the words ‘good luck,’ before giving Charlotte an exaggerated salute and turning on his heel to take vigil.

Immediate surroundings taken care of, I focused in front of me.

Much as I wanted to analyze the hatching spiritually, I still couldn’t extend my mind’s eye beyond the boundaries of my body without the infinite sea sweeping me away, so I could only watch beneath the pale glow of my headlamp as another piece of glossy shell cracked away.

I ran qi through my heart meridian to calm its pounding, furiously fighting off my every worry, every horrible what-if Lucy and Charlotte and my own darkest thoughts could conjure up. It wasn’t an ordinary void beast, I reassured myself.

It was like me.

It took nearly a minute for enough of a hole to form for me to first glimpse my familiar-to-be. A chitinous beak, black and glossy and slick with fluids, picked away at the tough shell. Its edges were jagged, more akin to sharp teeth meant for the tearing of flesh than any avian.

As if sensing my gaze, it turned to face me, a single plate of solid chitin covering up its one eye. I nodded encouragement at it, gesturing slightly toward the eggshell as I urged it to continue its work.

The creature vanished.

A string of curses ran through my mind, every one of Lucy’s apocalyptic predictions ringing like cannons against my skull. If it ran off, if it reached the infinite sea, if it could reproduce in the void—

Eight sharp wet points dug into my left forearm.

The void beast clung to me, barely the size of my fist, and I got my first real look at it.

Past its still-closed eye its head curved smoothly back, ending in two fine points where a bird may’ve had ears. In lieu of feathers, sharp plates of chitin folded over each other in an alien facsimile of wings. I knew instinctively they wouldn’t support flight under normal physics, not on a planet of Ilirian’s mass and atmosphere, but the imagery, the symbolism of flight mattered more.

Its legs had too many joints, bending three times at opposing angles before terminating at the talons that pressed against my skin. They came in pairs, two facing forward and two facing the rear.

The parts of it that weren’t bare claw or beak or hidden behind its folded wings looked more of armor than anything natural, like the shifting plates of steel that might’ve protected a medieval knight without hampering motion, though I knew the creature’s shell served a different, more essential purpose.

It was airtight.

The thing gleamed under my headlamp, the shine of its chitin and the remnants of albumen both reflecting the cool light.

A knot in my throat, I reached out to touch it.

Bright. Loud. Pain. Hunger.

I recoiled. The concepts were more vague senses than anything resembling a coherent thought, let alone a word, but I understood them well enough.

The creature shrunk back, seeming to shudder under the weight of the world to which it’d been born. I didn’t bother speaking to it. Void beasts had no ears. Instead, I filled my mind with thoughts of calm, with the cold uncaring of the infinite sea, and I touched a fingertip to the top of its head.

Bright. Loud. Pain. Hunger.

I stroked it gently. The chitin felt surprisingly soft to the touch, pliable and not fully hardened. With a thought I pulled some qi from the infinite sea, releasing it in a cloud around the hatchling. I couldn’t see what I was doing, but I knew it’d force the light qi around it away and offer the beast both the meal and reprieve it needed.

Hunger!

I channeled more, wrestling with the dispersed qi to condense it, trying to offer as concentrated a stream as I could rather than simply flooding more of the air.

HUNGER!

I pulled more. I condensed more. I fed more.

Full! Full? Full.

A sense of confusion accompanied the emotion, as if the hatchling couldn’t fathom the idea of having enough. I cut off the flow, keeping my finger in place as I continued to caress it. It stepped forward, walking up my arm before nestling in the crook of my elbow.

I watched it for a few precious heartbeats before raising my head. “It’s asleep,” I announced to Charlotte and Xavier.

“It didn’t eat you then?” Charlotte asked from down her side of the tunnel.

“Very funny,” I replied without a drop of humor. “I’m going to get started on my focus. I want to be ready to bind it by the time it wakes up.”

“Now?” Charlotte asked. “Cal, I’m not sure we should be lingering right below—”

“It’s a risk; I know. So is every moment that passes without this thing becoming my familiar. I hope you’ll excuse me choosing the option that has me reaching bronze before we go exploring the ancient ruins.”

“Worry not!” Xavier’s voice echoed through the dark. “We’ll remain ever vigilant as you achieve the next step in your path.”

Charlotte sighed. “Fine. Don’t rush. The last thing we need is you rupturing your core down here.”

“I won’t,” I said, already reaching into my bag. “You know me.”

“Exactly!” Xavier agreed. “When has Caliban ever rushed his cultivation?”

Ignoring how Xavier had somehow found the absolute worst series of words to say, I placed the etching tool into my pinned-down left hand as I fished through my pockets for Cedric’s rib bone.

The shard had dried and yellowed since Lucy had pulled it from my blood meridian. The bone had shrunk slightly in the process, leaving it just under three inches from the rounded point that had been the end of Cedric’s rib to the jagged top where it’d broken. I considered cutting it—as it was, it was almost as long as the hatchling—but I’d seen how huge the creature’s parents had been. It’d more than grow into it. Besides, the spiritual significance of diminishing the bone like that would’ve cost me.

Switching hands to keep the shard in my void beast-laden hand, I set the laser etch to its lowest setting and got started.

I started high, carving curling and intricate patterns into the rib as my whims led me. I kept my sense meridian running as I worked, the minuscule details too fine to see without straining the naked eye. I followed no plan or design, the work more artistic than exact—a flourish here, a curl there, a sharp corner to accentuate a jagged edge. The specifics didn’t matter. This wasn’t about enchantment or qi so much as the effort itself, the care and time put in to making something mine.

The nature of my relationship with the bone helped. In other circumstances, the fact it’d belonged to someone else might’ve made my task all but impossible, but so much foreign qi had been coursing through Cedric by the time he exploded, it just as much belonged to the crew of roofie as to him. My own qi had been in there, the qi that had kept me alive for over two decades.

It was a part of me. It was a part of them. It was a part of the man who’d set me on this path.

It was mine.

My lines kept returning to two bare spots just below the shard’s top, small circles I’d left for the bore holes. They served no purpose, but it felt right to emphasize the junction where Cedric’s bone would meet Nick’s twig.

Hours passed as I toiled. I could hear Charlotte pacing around, nervous and impatient to distance ourselves from the tunnel entrance. From Xavier I heard swishing air, the clear results of him practicing his forms as he kept vigil.

Despite my hopes, the void beast woke twice as I engraved the bone, each time butting its head into my arm and emoting, hunger! until I fed it. I knew at some point it would have to eat actual food and not just qi. I hoped whatever rations Charlotte and Xavier had packed would serve.

By the time I set down the tool, Charlotte was on the floor, snoring with her head propped up on her pack while Xavier watched both directions. I let out a yawn and reached for my water bottle, drinking in gulps to quench a thirst I had noticed grow so intense.

Xavier noticed the motion. “How’s it going?” he asked, his voice uncharacteristically quiet for fear of interrupting Charlotte’s slumber.

“Arduous part’s done. Just need to drill the hole and figure out how to bind the twig to itself. I’d prefer to glue it, but if that won’t hold I’ll have to use twine.”

The former turned out easier said than done. The drill I’d brought wasn’t powered, so it required two hands to properly turn it. Since asking for help risked diluting my ownership over the end product, I wound up awkwardly holding the bone between my feet as I carefully bored into it. I went slow for fear of slipping and scuffing the engravings I’d worked so hard to etch, burning yet another pair of hours on the task. By the time I was threading the apple twig through, Charlotte and Xavier had switched places. At least he didn’t snore.

On the bright side, the adhesive worked. I had to trim down edges of the twig, shortening it to just over seven inches so it would properly fit the void beast, but by the creature’s third wakening, I was ready with a hatchling-sized necklace of wood and bone.

Hunger!

I fed it, stroking its head with my finger as I gave it my offer.

“Come with me? Full. Grow. Fight. Discover.” I spoke the words more to solidify the concepts in my mind than anything else, repeating the phrase like a mantra while the hatchling drank. I had no idea if the beast could hear my thoughts, could understand my intent. I could only hope it did.

Full? Full.

I weakened the flow of qi but kept it up, allowing it to disperse in a cloud around us. “Come with me? Full. Grow. Fight. Discover.”

Come? Full. Grow. Fight. Discover. Full. Come? Grow. Full.

Relief surged through me. The emotions came faster as the hatchling replied, our conversation—limited and hyper-simplistic as it was—finally moving in two directions.

Discover. Fight. Grow. Come? Come.

There was a decisiveness to the last concept, a finality accompanied by the hatchling nudging its head into my bicep. “Come with me.” I smiled.

Ever so gently I lowered the necklace over the creature’s head, pressing the bone into its chest so the rib curved to the creature’s left. An indent formed in the still-soft chitin where it met the twig.

Now for the dangerous part.

From what I could find of the witches of Tirros, I needed to pull qi from the environment and give it to the hatchling, who then needed to give it back to me untainted. If the hatchling’s interests misaligned with my own, it would poison my core.

My heart would’ve raced were I not artificially keeping it calm. “Share,” I spoke and emoted strongly, pushing qi into the hatchling’s center.

Full! Share? Share!

Just like that, the qi came spilling back with interest, a gift from the void beast’s own reserve. I looked inward with mounting trepidation, watching with my mind’s eye as the hatchling’s qi sank into me. It pressed against the boundaries of my center, my already overfull core stretching to accommodate the excess, pushing to condense against the very limits of copper.

A second passed. Another. I strained and ached and struggled against the pressure, ready at a moment’s notice for it all to come crashing down.

But it didn’t. The qi settled within me, cool and dark and quiet and mine.

“Share,” I muttered, relief on my breath.

I repeated the process with the bone and the twig, pulling qi from the infinite sea into them before bringing it into myself. These I hadn’t worried about, more than certain in my ownership of them.

Then I did it again.

It was tricky work to do by touch, forcing me to intuit when each piece had absorbed enough qi to then pull back, but with each repetition, my sense for the nascent focus grew. By the time I was ready for the final push, I’d eliminated the guesswork entirely. I knew.

“Full. Fight. Grow. Discover. Share.” I repeated my mantra, pulling no longer a stream but a torrent from the infinite sea, a river of vast nothing that flowed first to the hatchling, then the bone at its breast, then the twig around its neck, then into my swollen core.

I took it all. I pulled and I pulled and I pulled, caught somewhere between drinking and drowning in that endless tide as I shoved more and more of it into my center.

Full!

“Full,” I agreed.

I cut off the flow.

I pushed inward.

And I advanced to bronze.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

INSPECTOR SAMUEL SCORNE was about to blow this whole case wide open. He could feel it in his bones, in his soul, in his gut, the latter of which had steadily grown both in predictive capability and in circumference over his twenty-seven years at the Office of Criminal Investigation. It was those damn bear claws in the break room. It wasn’t his fault the admin higher-ups kept them so well-stocked, however Mrs. Scorne might’ve disagreed. That was a part of why, over the last decade, Sam had always found the bear claws to be the more inviting of the two.

Waving away thoughts of the woman who took to his last name better than he did, Sam reviewed the facts so far as he’d meticulously organized them on the holoboard at the back of his cramped office.

It’d all started innocuously enough, a false advertising claim sent in from some poor bloke—one James Ellwar—who’d shown up for a job interview only to find the listed address had been abandoned for six years. It would’ve ended then and there, with the listing taken down and Kelsor Logistics issued a small fine for the error, except the building in question had once served as a warehouse for a now-busted smuggling operation. That proved enough for the AI to flag it for manual review, and the strangeness only grew once Sam got his eyes on it.

Turned out, Kelsor Logistics had only existed for two weeks. The proof of that hadn’t been easy to find—a number of documents had been illegally backdated—but a meta-analysis of Commerce Office, Tax Office, and Import Office files showed nothing had actually been in their systems until very recently. For months now, Sam had pulled on that thread as it all unraveled, a conspiracy the likes of which he’d never seen.

He’d started with the smuggling ring. According to the six-year-old case file, the smugglers themselves had all been caught, but the folks down at Extraplanetary Investigations hadn’t managed to track down whomever it was they’d been selling to. Sam wasn’t surprised. Explin had had their heads up their own asses for as long as Sam had worked with them.

A holographic line connected a picture of the building with an image of the Right Eye, Sam’s personal theory for the people behind the smugglers. Some kind of attempt to revive the operation was the only idea he had to explain everything else he’d spent the past months uncovering.

Kelsor Logistics had eight registered employees, all of whom checked out to every heuristic Sam could conjure, but none of which did he manage to get on the phone with. Either all eight of them had somehow been busy each of the five times he’d tried their holopads, or they were ducking his calls. Worse yet, they were registered to Grune, an inhospitable rock under Right Eye jurisdiction. Since Ilirian and thus Sam’s office had been under Left Eye control for the past few cycles now, he’d needed Explin’s help orchestrating a warrant to track down those employees, something they’d failed to do considering their heads hadn’t budged an inch since they’d bungled the smuggling operation six years ago.

With Kelsor Logistics a dead end, Sam had had no choice but to pursue more tenuous leads. That job listing hadn’t been an accident, which meant either somebody had wanted Sam looking into Kelsor Logistics, or someone had wanted James Ellwar at that abandoned building at that specific day and time.

Sam had spent three weeks combing through the mark’s life looking for the angle, but the man was squeaky clean, no drugs, no infidelity, no unexplained comings and goings, not even a file out of place. His involvement didn’t make sense. Sure, he worked at traffic control regulating planetary entry, but he was at such a low level that unless the seemingly incorruptible James Ellwar had managed to turn both of his shift-mates, Sam couldn’t fathom his role in this whole mess.

He’d nearly torn his hair out when he realized that was the point. James Ellwar wasn’t the mark; he was too clean for that. It hadn’t been about getting him to that building, it had been about getting him out of his usual building.

It’d taken twenty minutes of looking into James’ shift mates for Sam to realize Sia Lustor was cheating on her husband. It hadn’t been enough for a warrant, but she’d answered his call. She’d confessed before he’d even finished uttering the words “voluntary interview for the Office of Criminal Investigation.”

With a flick of his finger, Sam replayed the audio file, scrubbing past the bits with the crying and the pleading that he not lock her up or tell her husband, as if she were any more than an obvious victim in this whole scheme.

“He… he told me I had to let a ship through. WN-72762. He made me memorize it. I told him my coworkers wouldn’t just let me break protocol like that, but he’d… apparently he’d gotten to them too.”

“Tell me about this ship,” Sam’s voice crackled out of the recording. “Did you get a good look at it?”

“No,” Lustor replied. “The orbital cameras send us footage, but it came out weird. All I know is it was white and roughly the size of a landing shuttle.”

Sam cut off the file, his eyes drifting over to the still frame he’d taken from the orbital footage. Weird was right. The damn thing looked like a ghost. Weirder still, it couldn’t have been larger than a skiff, but he’d found no trace of a larger vessel it might’ve come from.

The other two victims hadn’t folded quite so easily, but simply uttering the designation WN-72762 worked like magic. Their stories were the same. A drug addiction and a secret gambling problem took the place of Lustor’s infidelity, but blackmail was blackmail in Sam’s book. More importantly, it was enough for a warrant for every call into and out of the compromised office.

The conspiracy exploded from there, Sam’s board a web of coconspirators and hapless patsies. Kelsor Logistics, Dark Horizon Freight, Starport Services LLC, dozens of people across six companies across four planets all working in tandem to pick apart a single shift of traffic control. Each and every one of them—at least those Sam could get on the phone with—had disavowed everything, either feigning or genuinely expressing ignorance of both the companies they supposedly worked for and the people Sam had a record of them calling.

This was big. This was bigger than big. This was an interplanetary conspiracy seemingly put together to sneak a single ship through customs. He’d tried to find the damn thing, of course, but “white skiff” just wasn’t enough to go off. There must’ve been tens of thousands of vessels matching that description in daily use. When he’d requested a location, the AI had given him an estimated calculation time of almost two years.

Sam had started it crunching anyway. This case was going to make his career, even if it took two years. He didn’t think it would. Something was bugging him, something at the periphery, something wrong about this whole thing that would break it right open if he could only find it.

It was too much effort for a single ship. There were better, safer ways for people with the kind of influence on display here to get planetside. If he could only figure out why…

A knock on his door interrupted Sam’s musings. Before he could answer, it swung open, slamming loudly into the corner of the desk that only just fit into the eight-by-eight office.

“Inspector,” Junior Detective Alicia Hannold started, “there’s been an unexplained explosion out in the northern jungle, way bigger than anything the fauna could’ve managed.”

Sam scowled up at his subordinate. “I’m busy, Alicia. This case is close to breaking. I can feel it.”

“You’re going to want to see this, sir,” she insisted. “The Forestry Office is already on site, and get this: there’s a white skiff parked in the crater.”

Sam leapt to his feet, his desk tipping forward as his gut brushed against it. “For fuck’s sake, Alicia. You should’ve led with that. Requisition a supersonic transport. We’re leaving. I swear to the gods if those forestry fucks take the credit for this…”

* * *

Sam’s temper may have cooled by the time their shuttle landed among the veritable fleet of transports that ringed the massive crater, but his ulcer certainly hadn’t. He popped an antacid, wishing he’d brought one of the zents his wife didn’t know he kept in his desk. From the looks of it, every office in the godsdamned admin had their fingers in this, and Sam couldn’t blame them. The crater was huge. Whatever had made it had either been throwing around military-grade ordinance or partaking in some especially insane form of cultivator bullshit.

Thankfully, nobody had set foot in the hole itself, seemingly content to establish a perimeter while they bickered about jurisdiction and whether or not to preemptively strike the skiff at the center of it all.

Sam’s white whale—an apt name given it was both white and approximately the size of a whale—had landed right in the middle of the crater he could only assume was its creation if those pulse canons mounted under each wing were any indicator.

With an eye glued to the skiff and Alicia at his side, Sam marched through the mess of admin transports to the cluster of people who looked to be in charge. The moment he realized what they were, he snapped into a rigid salute.

“Inspector Samuel Scorne, Office of Criminal Investigation. I’ve been hunting this skiff for half a year now. It’s the center of a criminal conspiracy like—”

“Stand down, inspector,” one of the two women in Left Eye cultivator uniforms barked at him. “This is beyond mortal purview.”

Sam didn’t drop his salute. “With all due respect, ma’am, I have information that may prove pertinent to this situation. More so, whoever’s aboard that ship is of vital importance to my own investigation into—”

“That will be all, inspector,” the cultivator snapped. “That ship you’ve been hunting disappeared from orbit around Fyrion six months ago. The Dragon’s Right Eye won’t tell us whose it is or what it was doing there, but we know one thing for certain: that’s no ordinary skiff. That’s a soulship.”

Sam gulped. “Ma’am—”

“This is not an investigation, inspector. This is a diplomatic incident. Whoever’s skiff that is may well be the most powerful cultivator in the system. They’re either high up in the Black Maw or so powerful they can get away with operating in Black Maw territory. Under no circumstances are you to approach it, hail it, or in any way insinuate anything about it isn’t perfectly on the up and up. Am I understood?”

Through clenched teeth, Sam responded, “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Now step back. We’re about to commence negotiations.”

Sam obeyed. He hadn’t made it twenty-seven years as a detective by ignoring direct commands from sect members. Even as his blood boiled at his case evaporating in front of him, a part of him exulted in the revelation.

It was even bigger than he’d imagined! Someone powerful, someone immensely powerful had leveraged their influence to sneak a soulship here. He couldn’t begin to fathom what sorts of geopolitical games were being played, but it was obviously several levels higher than the Dueling Stars themselves. Something was going down on Ilirian, something important, something involving at least one galactic-level entity, and he, Samuel motherfucking Scorne, had caught onto it five months before anyone else had.

Wait until Extraplanetary Investigations got a load of this.

The second cultivator finished whatever it was she was doing in her holopad and swiped to open a public connection. Into the crater, she broadcast. “Senior Inner Disciple Ming and Senior Inner Disciple Alba of the Dragon’s Left Eye offer our greetings to the venerable ancient, alongside our most sincere welcome to the planet Ilirian.”

A minute passed. Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. No passengers walked down the soulship’s open gangway. Even the jungle around them seemed to respect the tense silence as it fell upon the gathered officials, though Sam thought the recent explosion might’ve had something to do with that.

Quiet whispers began to circulate. Disbelief, disappointment, and confusion alike spread through the crowd as time ticked by without a response. Senior Inner Disciple Ming flashed an uncertain look at Senior Inner Disciple Alba. The latter reached up to close the connection.

“Soulship LC-81535 humbly accepts your welcome.”

The line went quiet. Alba muted her end and entered a hushed discussion with Ming before issuing her reply.

“While we wouldn’t dare question the motives of one so august as yourself, our duty to the people and creatures of this world requires we ask why you deigned to discharge your weapons so.”

This time, Sam counted. Eight minutes, eight long, wretched minutes dragged on before the soulship responded.

“I encountered a void beast infestation at this location and acted appropriately.”

Another hushed conversation led to another carefully crafted question. “We are ashamed to admit we had no knowledge of a void beast infestation on Ilirian. Might we humbly request an image of the creatures in question for our records?”

Ten minutes passed this time.

“You might.”

The cultivators deliberated again. “If the venerable ancient would be so gracious, we request an image of the infestation you so magnanimously took care of for us.”

Eight minutes dragged on.

“Unfortunately, I kept no footage of the event.”

More deliberation.

“We’re afraid our duties demand a description of the infestation. We humbly ask you grace us with the number of void beasts you felled with your immense and incomparable might.”

Sam wanted to scream, but he was smarter than that. Instead he stood there silently, biting back his impatience as the cultivators wasted hours wringing a description of these supposed void beasts out of the skiff. It was all bullshit. It was all obviously bullshit, but the sect representatives didn’t dare call the soulship on it. Even worse, they’d only just confirmed which class of void beast it was when the suns started to dip beyond the horizon, and Alba uttered the most painful series of words Sam had heard in years.

“We prostrate our insignificant selves in thanks for your aid in eliminating the threat and fulfilling our requirement for adequate records. Come morning, we hope to continue our conversation in regard to how we might repay this debt by helping in whichever task your illustrious self has come to Ilirian to complete.”

A full thirty minutes passed before the holopad’s speakers came to life with a single word.

“Perhaps.”

The line went dead. Sam bit back a groan, wise enough to avoid angering the two cultivators in front of him. He turned to Alicia by his side. “Take the shuttle into town and come back with camping supplies.” He glanced down at the skiff, still perfectly still as twilight fell upon the crater, then back to the cultivators who’d managed to spend all day without asking a single meaningful question. “We’re going to be here a while.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I THINK THE enchantments are changing. It’s insane. I know it’s insane. Enchantments don’t change. The complexity of maintaining stability through transitional states is beyond modern AI, let alone whatever math the Sil would’ve been able to crank out by hand, and that’s assuming they had access to some kind of material rigid enough to hold an enchantment yet fluid enough to move.

But I think the enchantments are changing. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Every paradigm my AI can come up with falls apart whenever I take a new image, and when I ran a comparative analysis of the scan I took three months ago with one of the same wall yesterday, two dozen minor differences popped up.

Alice thinks it’s degradation, as if enchantments that’ve stuck around for thousands of years could noticeably degrade in a few months. Jack says my holopad’s faulty, but he thinks that of anything that didn’t come out of a Right Eye manufacturer.

I think the enchantments are changing, and that can only mean one of two things. Either the Sil knew more about qi than we give them credit for, potentially more than we do, or somebody else built these. That scares me more than anything. The more we explore down here, the bigger this place seems to get, the deeper the tunnels descend, the more monsters lurk in the shadows. Whoever built these enchantments did so for a reason, but if it wasn’t to keep the lights on or the monsters out… what was it?

I told Elder Berkowitz my theory. She thinks I’ve gone stir crazy. Like Edwin. She thinks the hunger and the darkness and the attacks have addled my brain.

Maybe she’s right.

—Excerpt from Micaiah Ferendin’s personal notes.

* * *

My bronze core didn’t thrum with power. It didn’t send pulses of energy through me or radiate a sense of godlike unstoppability. It just sat there, bigger, denser, darker than it’d been before. It’d grown to roughly the size of my fist, as far as something that only metaphysically existed could have a relative size. It resembled, if nothing else, a lump of coal, albeit a perfectly spherical one that emanated thin wisps of frost in lieu of smoke.

Only as I pulled from it could I really notice the difference. Where before only a thin trickle had run through my meridians, a cool stream of dark nothing flowed. I sent it through my sense meridian first, the channel aching with discomfort as additional qi stretched it more than ever before.

I opened my eyes.

The tunnels stretched out to each side, the pale glow of my headlamp bouncing back and forth across the walls all the way to where the left passage turned and the right curved downward. I’d never really thrived in bright places.

I wanted to test my other meridians to catalogue any changes brought about by the increased quantity and density of my qi, but Charlotte noticed the shift in my gaze.

“Is it done?”

I exhaled all at once, dropping the rhythm that’d kept me in my meditative state. “I did it.” Relief and triumph crept into my voice, finding their way through my frigid pallor as I released my qi.

“Congratulations,” she told me, already moving to wake Xavier. “Karaoke will have to wait. We’ve already been here too long. Lucy can only buy us so much time.”

“Caliban!” Xavier’s voice boomed through the cramped tunnel. “Not even our current predicament could halt your inexorable advance to greatness!”

I winced at the sudden volume. I swear that man’s ability to go from dead asleep to practically shouting frightened me sometimes.

“Thanks, Xave,” I muttered. “Let’s keep it down, huh? We don’t know what all is hiding down here.”

“Whatever it is, I’m certain you’ll crush it with your newfound might.” Despite the assurance, Xavier did, thankfully, lower his voice a bit.

Unprompted, Charlotte handed me a roll of bandages from the first-aid kit she’d packed, flashing a pointed glance to the void beast in my arms. I nodded in understanding, unwinding it and tying it around my neck in a makeshift sling. I deposited the still-slumbering hatchling there, keeping it close while freeing up both hands. Last but not least, I packed away the tools I’d used and any remnants of my advancement, pieces of discarded twig and the void beast’s eggshell. I doubted either would prove useful in the future, but they seemed like evidence I oughtn’t leave behind.

Xavier took the lead down the southeast passage, the one that curved deeper into the earth. I kept just behind him, my eyes black and full of stars as I peered through the darkness. Our footsteps echoed through the quiet ruin, or at least Charlotte’s and Xavier’s did. I’d had enough practice by now to walk without making much noise.

I channeled my Vac Suit as we moved, letting the light of Charlotte’s headlamp slip past me as the shadows held fast. The near total darkness of this place might’ve been the perfect environment for me if the tunnel’s linear nature didn’t so severely constrain potential angles of approach.

I wouldn’t recommend sneaking up on something from the front.

I saw the argentivore long before it saw us. It was walking in the same direction we were, its back to the light of our headlamps. I placed a hand on Xavier’s shoulder to signal him to stop.

“Argentivore, up ahead,” I whispered. “Three, four hundred feet out.”

Charlotte scowled. “You can sense that far ahead?”

“I can’t sense anything but the infinite sea. I can see it.”

“So you don’t know how strong it is.”

I shrugged. “Can’t imagine there’s much silver down here. Stay put. I’m going to try and get the drop on it.”

Xavier patted my back twice reassuringly as I stepped past him. I handed him my headlamp. I drew Shiver. I mentally set myself the discrete goal that so helped me stay on task before running qi through my various meridians up to and including my brain.

I’m going to kill the argentivore without anyone else getting hurt.

I kept that target central in my thoughts as every tiny detail of the world around me burst to the forefront of my mind in equivalent meaninglessness. The argentivore came into focus, the apparent sluggishness of its steps, the various scars in its rough hide betraying its age, the soft spot I knew sat at the back of its neck.

I crept forward.

By the light of Charlotte’s and Xavier’s headlamps, weaker than should’ve been able to pierce the darkness this far, I approached, eyeing the argentivore’s every twitch as I neared. Frost gathered along Shiver’s edge as I pushed qi—more qi than I ever had—through the blade. It wouldn’t protect the weapon from the beast’s acid, but it didn’t need to. It just needed to pierce.

To this day I can’t say what made the creature turn. Charlotte thinks I misstepped and made a noise. Xavier claims his own silver-focused qi drew attention. Personally, I think it just finally noticed the light coming from behind it. All I know is that as I leapt to deliver the deadly blow, the argentivore spun around, putting its armored head between me and the weak spot for which I’d aimed.

It didn’t dodge. It didn’t charge me. Its eyes didn’t even glance my way.

But I was already in motion. Instead of exposed neck, Shiver, still brimming with dark qi, slammed right into the argentivore’s forehead, the reinforced part of its body.

It pierced clean through.

The force of the strike slammed the beast’s chin into the floor as the blade passed through its armored skull, its brain, its lower jaw, and into the stone below. The argentivore twitched as one final jolt of energy passed through it, then it stilled. I stood upright.

I’m going to kill the argentivore without anyone else getting hurt.

My task complete, I cut off the flow of qi to my brain meridian, and my surprise finally took hold.

That shouldn’t have worked. Threads, I’d known since our fight with Lopez that Shiver pierced qi defenses surprisingly well, but it shouldn’t have been able to cleave through solid silver. A chill ran down my spine. Had I used some technique without realizing? I didn’t think so.

I was still staring down at the dead monster when I heard Charlotte curse under her breath.

“Threads, Cal. I can’t even do that.” The comparison to her rapier—famously an armor-piercing weapon—went unspoken.

Xavier clapped me on the back. “Excellently fought! It appears not even the thickest of armor can halt your indomitable blade!”

I swallowed. “Yeah, apparently.”

Charlotte nodded. “Bold of you to go for that. How’d you know that would work? Did you develop a new technique while I wasn’t looking?”

Right. They couldn’t see in the dark as well as I could. “I didn’t. It turned after I leapt at it. I think it sensed you somehow.”

“Us?” Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “We were way back there. You were the one right behind it.”

“It’s because I hit bronze,” I reasoned aloud, “has to be. Shiver’s always been good at punching through things. The extra qi must’ve improved it.”

“That seems like a stretch,” Charlotte said, “but where your qi’s concerned I’d believe just about anything.”

I yanked Shiver from the argentivore’s skull. The shing of metal on metal rang out. I went to work wiping the blood off on the dead beast’s hide. “Dug a bit into the floor too.”

Charlotte gaped. “You got through the enchantments? Cal, it took sustained fire from Lucy to make that hole we climbed through, and that only worked ‘cause it overwhelmed the enchantments in the entire area around it.” She fell to her knees, weaving her hands beneath the argentivore’s chin.

Xavier looked down at her askance. “What are you doing?”

“Getting a closer look.” Charlotte lifted the few hundred pounds of silver and flesh without difficulty to shift the carcass over. An inch-long gash sat beneath it. Crimson pooled within.

Charlotte reached into her pack for a small rag. She pushed it into the hole with a finger, mopping up the argentivore’s blood to better glimpse the damage I’d—

“Ow!” She recoiled, hissing through her teeth as she raised her finger up to her face, letting the bloody rag fall to the floor. “It pricked me!”

“The enchantments bite?” Xavier asked.

I leaned in and squinted at Charlotte’s fingertip. “I don’t see anything.”

She rubbed it with her thumb. “Something definitely pricked me.” She pulled her finger closer to her eye, keeping it directly under the light of her headlamp. “Didn’t leave a mark though.” She let out a breath. “Must’ve been a shock of some sort. Maybe qi leakage caused by the damage.”

Charlotte shook her head and stood. “Let’s keep moving. There’re still too many unknowns about this place, and I don’t think we’ll find any answers here.”

Concern colored Xavier’s face as he looked at her. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

“I’m fine. Let’s go. The sooner we find what we’re looking for, the sooner we can get out of here.”

I shrugged, glancing down at the argentivore one last time before following Charlotte’s lead. “How do you think that thing got in here?”

“Probably the same way we did,” Charlotte answered.

“Sustained bombardment from a soulship’s pulse cannons?” Xavier asked.

“This place is ancient,” Charlotte said, “and apparently huge. There have to be other places the enchantments have failed. Maybe with enough time the argentivore’s acid could get through. Either that or… well, this tunnel has to open up somewhere, right?”

“Well, it certainly doesn’t open up this way,” I said. “We’ve gotta be what, two hundred feet below the surface by now?”

“Something like that.” Charlotte scowled. “I’m having a hard time imagining what this all is for. Why would a race of primitives need a tunnel network?”

“Maybe the jungle was too dangerous to traverse above ground?” I tried. “Could be there used to be a lot scarier spiritual beasts up there before whatever wiped out the Sil happened.”

“Could be,” Charlotte echoed. “If this is some kind of hidden road, it’s either very long or whatever it’s connected to isn’t there anymore. The nearest recorded ruin is hundreds of miles that way.” She pointed almost directly at the wall to our left, perpendicular to the tunnel.

“Or,” Xavier chimed in, “we’re the first explorers to chart previously undiscovered depths!”

Charlotte sighed, but a faint grin twitched across her face at Xavier’s antics. “It’s possible. Two thousand years is a long time. Volcanic or tectonic activity could’ve buried whatever our destination is. Threads, for all we know, this tunnel used to be at surface level.”

I wasn’t sure if a completely enclosed road made more or less sense than an underground one, but Xavier was right about one thing. Wherever we were headed wasn’t on any map, at least not any we’d been able to find on the localnet.

The tunnel itself seemed to blend together. While the stones that made up the wagon-width floor and the walls and the arched ceiling weren’t uniform—each only carved from its natural shape enough to wedge neatly in with its neighbors—in the grander scale of an hour’s walk there was an almost inhuman consistency to the place. I never saw cracks or wear in the rock. Nowhere other than where we’d broken through had the roof caved in. Threads, the stones barely varied in size over miles of passage.

However well it resembled ancient construction, the longer we walked, the more confident I grew that something other than mortal hands had built these walls. I just couldn’t fathom what.

We’d been walking for just over ninety minutes when I felt the first sign of the tunnel’s end. A faint draft whispered across my skin, the first hint of moving air since we’d come here. Not long after, our destination came into view.

“Welp, I guess we found how the argentivore got in,” I muttered as we approached the massive portcullis. A roughly argentivore-sized hole sat at its base, the metal corroded to nothing by what I could only assume to be the creature’s acid.

“Nice of it to leave us a way in,” Charlotte commented. “Getting past this gate might’ve been tricky if it—”

She stopped short as the screech of metal on metal echoed through the passage, its source apparent before us as the portcullis slowly raised into the ceiling.

I blinked. “Well that isn’t ominous at all.”

Charlotte squinted at it. “Interesting. It opened for us but the argentivore clearly had to eat its way through.”

“Hello?” Xavier took a more direct approach, shouting into the darkness ahead. “Anyone there? Thank you for letting us in!”

No response came.

I made no move to pass through. “So it let us in but not the argentivore out. It’s protecting the tunnel, not whatever’s up ahead?”

Charlotte shrugged. “Either that or it recognizes us as cultivators and the argentivore as a monster. Or Xavier’s right and someone’s operating it manually. Or it’s a trap.”

“Not a very good trap,” I said. “What’s it gonna do, slam shut behind us? There’s a giant hole in it.”

“A broken trap, then,” Charlotte corrected herself.

Without so much as a moment’s hesitation, Xavier walked right through. When nothing happened, Charlotte followed. Only once she’d fully passed the threshold did the screech ring out once more as the hidden mechanism dropped the portcullis behind her.

“Guess I’m not welcome.” I ducked through the argentivore’s hole.

“That useful info, though,” Charlotte said. “The gate closing in front of you implies it either didn’t notice you were there or didn’t consider you eligible by whatever criteria it judges. Almost certainly it’s checking for a humanoid core, and can’t see yours.”

“That seems a bit… advanced for the Sil, doesn’t it?” I asked.

Charlotte shook her head. “Nothing about this place makes sense for the Sil.”

The room in which we found ourselves reached nearly twice as wide as the tunnel had. Murder holes lined each wall, very clearly declaring the chamber’s purpose even before I laid eyes on the second portcullis twenty feet ahead of us. It too had a large hole in it, but my starry eyes looked right past that as what lay beyond claimed the entirety of my attention. I walked right up to get a better look.

A city stretched out before us.

Calling it a ruin wouldn't do the place justice. It was immaculate. Not a stone nor a stick nor a speck was out of place on the broad avenue, lined on each side by three- and four-story wooden buildings. Signs hung above open doors, their paint long faded but any carving beneath still sharp and clear as the day they’d been hung.

The symbols were gibberish, of course. None of us spoke the long dead language, but I recognized images well enough. The fifth building on our left was the first to display a familiar design—a needle and thread for what I could only assume was a tailor. We didn’t actually make it that far, though, before stopping in our tracks.

“By the threads,” Charlotte muttered, eyes wide in understandable shock. “It’s… the wood is still… do you have any idea how much power it would take to maintain this level of integrity for millennia?”

“A lot?” I hazarded.

Charlotte gulped. “I’m starting to think this isn’t such a good idea. Unless the rest of this city is in a lot worse shape, whatever’s down here is in the gem stages at least.”

“It’s a good thing we have this then.” Xavier held up the Arcadian Gardener’s bell.

I nodded. “We don’t have to fight it. For all we know it isn’t even malicious.”

“It’s obviously enough of a threat the Gardener herself is going out of her way to destroy it,” Charlotte countered. “She implied that bell would lead her here, but she never said anything about arriving in time to save us. There’s a chance she never intended to give us those boons.”

“Why ask for the question, then?” I challenged. “Seems to me she cared about that the most, and she’ll never get to ask it if we don’t survive.”

“As a red herring?” From the sound of her voice, Charlotte didn’t really believe her own argument. “I don’t know. The question bothers me for a number of reasons. I just can’t in my right mind look at this place and come to any conclusion other than that we’re in far, far over our heads.”

“Nonsense!” Xavier clapped her on the back. “We stand on the precipice of an immense archaeological discovery! Already our legend grows!”

He ducked through the hole in the portcullis, hunching his broad shoulders to fit as he stepped into the city.

Charlotte and I shared a worried look and moved to follow.

The first thing I noticed as I emerged onto the street was the ceiling above us. It arced from the wall—and what we’d just emerged from could only be described as a city wall—in a vast dome as far as our lights could reach. I couldn’t fathom how or why the Sil might’ve built such a thing, let alone how it stayed up. Obviously enchantment was involved. The dome was made of the same weirdly irregular-but-regular stone as the tunnel, only on a far greater scale.

No visible pillars or supports staved off collapse. None of the buildings came anywhere close to reaching the ceiling. Only the outer wall seemed to touch the thing, though a rampart interrupted my view of the connection.

Xavier seemed to take it all in stride, making straight for the nearest building. The sign above it lacked any sort of carving, but its very presence implied that it—or at least its ground floor—had once been a shop of some kind.

All that remained inside was a counter, a similar dark wood to the rest of the structure, attached to the floor and one of the walls. No furniture or merchandise or other clues to the building’s purpose remained.

“So it’s not perfect,” Charlotte reasoned as we stepped around the counter to peek into the back room, finding only a staircase leading up. “The enchantments only preserved the structures themselves, not any of the furniture.”

“Shouldn’t there be dust?” I ran a finger over the countertop. It came up clean. “Things don’t just disappear. If it decayed over the millennia, shouldn’t it have left something?”

“Maybe the Sil packed up and left,” Xavier said.

“That or something picked this place clean,” Charlotte added.

A quick search of the upper levels continued the trend. Anything attached to the building—doors, counters, windows, et cetera—was perfectly preserved. Everything else was absent entirely.

We made our way through four such structures before deciding we’d confirmed enough. Whatever had cleared out the city had been more thorough than we had time to be. I was just confirming that the distress signal we’d followed here led deeper into the city when, as we departed the remains of a bakery of some sort—if the oven was any indication—Charlotte stumbled.

I blinked, surprised to see the normally elegant duelist trip over seemingly nothing, but didn’t bother to comment.

Xavier must’ve noticed something I didn’t. His face darkened. He stepped up to her, placing a stabilizing hand on her shoulder. “Are you alright?” Uncharacteristic worry colored his tone.

“I’m fine. Just… tired, I guess.”

Xavier nodded. “Let us stop and rest for the night before continuing our epic delve into the uncharted deep.”

Only as he mentioned it did I notice the exhaustion that’d been creeping up on me, hidden as it’d been behind the exhilaration of reaching bronze and excitement of the day’s discoveries. “Good idea. Back inside? Wood’s gotta be more comfortable to sleep on than stone.”

“Alright,” Charlotte agreed, allowing him to guide her back into the bakery. “It’s probably for the best we’re rested before we push any further.”

Xavier led us all the way to the third floor, holding the door open as he gestured me in after Charlotte. “I’ll take first watch,” he announced. “If anything comes, we can hold here or escape out the window.”

For a moment I balked at the idea of jumping out a third-story window before remembering that I was a cultivator now and such a stunt didn’t exactly pose much of a threat anymore.

Charlotte and I both nodded our assent, and Xavier shut the door behind us, keeping vigil from the other side.

We didn’t go straight to sleep. First we devoured a pair of prepackaged sandwiches from Charlotte’s pack, then I pushed some qi towards the still-sleeping void beast hatchling, then we lay back and finally turned off our headlamps. The room plunged into darkness, with no light natural or otherwise shining in through the uncovered windows. Only what little of the pale glow of Xavier’s headlamp that reached under the door made it inside. With any luck, it wouldn’t be visible from the street.

The floor was hard, my backpack was lumpy, and the room was a bit too cold, but I still fell asleep in moments.

It was quiet. It was dark. And however strange and unfamiliar our surroundings were, it’d been a hell of a long day.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“CAL,” CHARLOTTE’S HUSHED voice roused me from my slumber. “You’re up.”

I nodded groggily, grateful they’d given me last watch even though Charlotte had been the one nearly falling over last night. I supposed she at least had gotten a few hours in while I was advancing. By the time I’d made it to my feet, grabbed a few things from my bag, and opened the door to our camp of choice, her vicious snore had already breached the otherwise surreal quiet of this place.

I stashed my headlamp in my pocket as I noticed Xavier had left his on the floor, its light bouncing down the wooden hallway all the way to the stairs we’d taken up. I didn’t move it, content to let the ground bear the admittedly minuscule weight of the lamp for the handful of hours I had before I’d have to re-don mine.

I sat down, leaning back against the door to our makeshift bedroom, and glanced to the hatchling still resting in its sling. As if sensing my attention, a wave of emotion hit me.

Hunger!

I smiled. “Of course you are,” I muttered, already reaching for the qi with which to feed it. It drank greedily. “Don’t you worry, little one. There’s plenty where that came from.” Even hundreds of feet below the surface, I couldn’t so much as find Ilirian, so drowned as it was by the infinite sea.

Full!

Instead of stopping, the flow of qi continued through the creature and into me, stretching and overfilling my newly advanced core. A dull ache accelerated into sharp pain as the excess threatened to rupture. In a panic, I sent what I could through my meridians and dumped the excess into my Vac Suit. Shadows cascaded down my body, coating me and the void beast alike in a layer of cool darkness the puny headlamp couldn’t hope to pierce.

I kept the technique running, for practice’s sake more than anything, though I dialed back the qi expenditure to something more sustainable, similarly halting the flow through my meridians. Even without my eyes full of stars, the natural improvements my cultivation had made left the single headlamp more than enough to illuminate the entire hallway. I couldn’t tell if it would’ve been enough for a mortal. Already I’d lost the ability to see the world from that perspective.

Hunger? Full! Hunger? Hunger hunger.

I chuckled, taking a moment to parse the creature’s meaning. Continuing to gently stroke its head with my left index finger, I dug my right hand into my pocket to retrieve a piece of the jerky I’d stashed there. For a moment I worried over a half-remembered fact about baby birds and pre-chewed foods, but as the hatchling snatched the dried meat from my hand, I remembered that the creature’s similarities to terrestrial avians were superficial at best.

This was no bird.

“I suppose you need a name,” I told it as it scarfed down a second then third piece of jerky. “I can’t just keep calling you ‘it’ forever. Come to think of it…” I trailed off, gently scooping the hatchling up and turning it over in search of… let’s call them biological indications of sex. I found only solid chitin.

After looking for a bit longer than I might’ve liked to admit, I returned it to its sling, slipped it more jerky, and pulled up my holopad. A few keywords brought up an entry from one of the encyclopedias the device had come pre-installed with.

Due to the inherent danger of such research, science has yet to offer a definitive answer to the question of void beast reproduction, but in the thousands of specimens thus far recorded, no evidence of sexual dimorphism has been found.

“Oh good, I’m as thorough as all of science,” I whispered, affectionately patting the void beast’s head. “What to call you, what to call you…” I trailed off, conjuring and dismissing possibilities one by one. I looked down at them, focusing deeply on the concept of a name as I spoke the words I knew the creature couldn’t hear. “What do you want your name to be?”

Name?

The response was more confusion than anything else, the very concept foreign to them.

“Okay, not helpful. Let’s see…”

I whiled away another half hour brainstorming names when the solution hit me like one of Xavier’s back-claps.

“Ariel.” There was a rightness to the name, a symmetry between me and the creature whose soul I’d tied to mine. I conceptualized it, focusing furiously on the ancient character, a fairy bound in service to the same master as my own monstrous namesake, of the wonders of flight and the desperate, soul-aching need for freedom.

Ariel, I sent.

Ariel? Ariel, came the reply.

I fed them another piece of jerky. I tossed the next one into my own mouth, chewing along in companionable silence.

Together we kept our four-hour vigil, the hall around us ever unchanging in its stillness, ever haunting in its silence broken solely by my own breath and the muted roar of Charlotte snoring in the next room. I’d only heard it twice now and already I couldn’t fathom how Xavier got a wink of sleep sharing a bed with the woman. I wondered if he had a technique for it, The Indomitable Art of the Unbroken Slumber or some pretentiously aggrandizing name like that.

When at last I heard movement coming from the room behind me, I pushed myself to my feet and stepped inside. Charlotte had lit her headlamp and was rooting through her pack for breakfast while Xavier rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

“Good morning,” I greeted them, sitting cross-legged on the floor by my bag. I reached into the sling. “I’d like you to meet Ariel.”

Charlotte squinted at me. “Is that a pun?”

“What?”

“Aerial? Because it’s a bird?”

“They aren’t a bird. They’re a void beast.”

Xavier clapped me on the back, nearly knocking Ariel from my hand. “A brilliant name! A meaningful name. Two creatures, bound together in service to the same power. It suits you.”

Charlotte blinked. “What are you talking about?”

“The Tempest, Charlotte. You know, one of the oldest surviving texts from the pre-mausoleum era? How have you not read it?”

My eyes flitted back and forth between Charlotte and Xavier. “I’m surprised you have,” I told him. “My dad’s the only person I know who bothered with that stuff.”

“To understand the present, one must first understand the past,” Xavier declared. “Those texts survived for a reason.”

“So has this city.” Charlotte deftly changed the subject. “And I’m more concerned with it at the moment.” She handed Xavier a thermos of soup. I waved away the one she shoved in my direction, having already eaten my fair share of breakfast in the form of watch-time jerky.

“Obviously it’s enchanted,” I said.

Charlotte shook her head. “The wood isn’t. You’re right that the stone all is, just below the surface, at least, but none of these buildings have qi running through them. Something is preserving them.”

I shrugged. “Whatever it is, it’s gotta come back eventually, right? If it’s not passively keeping things intact, it’s gotta be passing through with some frequency.”

Charlotte took a sip from her thermos. “That’s what I’m afraid of. Everything that isn’t bolted down isn’t just decayed, it’s gone. This place should be infested with all sorts of creatures, but other than that argentivore that must’ve left the city some time ago, we’ve seen nothing.”

“We shall travel to the source of this mysterious phenomenon and uncover its ancient secrets!” Xavier announced.

“Sounds like a plan to me,” I concurred. “Presumably whatever’s doing this is coming from somewhere. There’s gotta be a core or something powering these enchantments, right?”

“Not necessarily,” Charlotte said. “We can’t assume whatever’s down here follows the same rules we do.”

I glared at her, only then noticing her red eyes and the shadows beneath them. Had she slept at all? I’d heard her snoring. “Alright. There’s probably a core or something powering these enchantments.”

Xavier downed the rest of his soup. “First things first.” He clapped his hands together. “Forms!”

I blinked at him. “Here? Now?”

Incredulity filled his voice. “When else? True discipline never lapses, and it’s better to venture into the unknown limber and ready.”

I spared a glance at Charlotte. She looked exhausted. Still, she finished her soup and rose, drawing her rapier in the same motion. I followed suit.

By the time I’d made it halfway through my bastardized sword forms, I knew Xavier had been right. My blood pumped, my heart pounded, and my thoughts ran clearer than they had mere minutes before, and unlike the others I had been awake for hours.

Xavier finished first, transitioning into some simple bodyweight exercises while I continued through the extra forms I’d stolen from Cedric’s holo. Charlotte went on for nearly fifteen minutes after I wrapped up, her own family’s style far more complicated to match the intricacies of the rapier. I caught her trying to hide the labor of her breathing as the warmup came to an end.

We gathered our things and left the ancient bakery behind, emerging once more into the stifling stillness of the silent city. Our headlamps cast long shadows across the cobbles, twisting and dancing with the rhythmic bobbing of our stride. The air sat unmoving, our motion through it the sole impingement upon its rest. Ours was the only life in this fallow place, our steps and breath the only sound, our flesh the only warmth, our presence the only trespass into this graveyard bereft of dead.

Another me, a colder me, might’ve found solace in the quiet of this place, well needed refuge from the light and the heat and the noise of the jungle above. The eeriness of it all drove a stake through that temptation, the jagged understanding that a great many people had devoted their lives to building the very streets on which we tread, and in the end it’d served them no purpose. They’d died out all the same.

Now, I supposed, it served something else’s purpose, one thus far inscrutable beyond our understanding that it must be heinous enough to attract the Gardener’s ire.

We weren’t thorough in our search. We looked through perhaps one in a dozen of the buildings we passed, finding little enough variance within to justify such a tactic. That didn’t stop us from venturing beyond the main thoroughfare. Whatever we were looking for was like as not to be at the city’s center, where a great palace stretched several stories above the surrounding structures, but it seemed foolhardy to approach it without first gathering as much information about its surroundings as possible.

We barely spoke as we spiraled towards the palace. Words themselves seemed to disrespect the quietude of the empty streets, the solemnity of this buried ruin, and let me be clear, while not a single building, sign, or cobblestone had been so much as touched by the ravages of time, I could think of this place as nothing but a ruin. The structures, the objects, the stuff may have been in perfect condition, but a city without its people could be nought else.

I caught Xavier flashing Charlotte concerned looks a half dozen times as we progressed. I shared his worry. Even long past the grogginess of morning, her eyes had grown more bloodshot than before, at least as much as I could glean obscured as they were behind the light of her headlamp. Her steps grew sluggish, her breaths shallow and frequent. Nine times as the hours passed did Xavier ask if she wanted a break. Nine times she denied him.

It was clear to us all that something was wrong. We didn’t know what. We couldn’t know. It went unspoken that there was little we could do about it, that other than resting more and soldiering through it, Charlotte’s only option was to somehow make the trek all the way back to Lucy, forgoing both the Gardener’s task and her potential aid escaping Ilirian. The point was moot in the end. She never would’ve made it. She didn’t even make it to the gates of the palace.

Six hours into our reconnaissance, a scant two blocks from the city’s epicenter, Charlotte collapsed.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

“CHARLOTTE!” XAVIER DOVE to catch her on her way down, cradling her head to keep it from the hard cobblestone. The dolt. She was weak, not unconscious. Despite herself a warmth blossomed in Charlotte’s chest, almost enough to make her forget the ache spreading through her entire body. Almost.

“Charlotte?” Caliban stood over her, expression as icy as ever, belied only by the uncertainty in his voice. “Are you alright?”

She bit back a snarl. “Do I look alright?”

“Shhh.” Xavier scrambled up onto his knees at her side, still holding the back of her head off the ground. “You’re going to be okay. You’re going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.”

It didn’t take a genius to know those words weren’t meant for her.

“What’s wrong?” Caliban asked. “How do you feel?”

“Muscle aches, weakness, fever,” Charlotte rattled off. “Symptoms progressing unnaturally quickly.”

She watched as Cal’s body stilled, the little motions of breath and maintaining balance coming to an uncanny halt. Over a year she’d known him now, and still the sight of him cycling sent a chill down Charlotte’s spine.

“Speed of onset and lack of apparent attacker imply either a curse, a toxin, or a pathogen. Start from the beginning.”

Charlotte obeyed, clamping her eyes shut and forcing her breathing to steady. Soreness in her diaphragm kept her lungs from completely filling, imposing a faster, shallower rhythm than she would’ve liked, but a rhythm it was. She sank into her core. The familiar pale-yellow orb awaited her, half the size to which it would eventually grow before it came time to condense again. She searched it with her mind’s eye, searching for any sign of malignance. She found none.

Next came her meridians, a careful scan along the length of each for any knots of qi or lingering enchantment. She found nothing.

“No curse,” she announced her findings. “Checking for toxins next.”

She’d tried a half-dozen times already over the course of the day as her symptoms had steadily worsened, but for Xavier’s sake more than anyone’s, Charlotte repeated the process. Fighting hard to focus through the full-body ache, she ran qi through her stomach, blood, and kidney meridians, forcing her metabolism into overdrive. The effort would’ve purged her body of any mundane poison, or hastened the effects of anything more potent. When nothing changed, she again reported her results.

“Not a toxin.”

“Pathogen then,” Caliban said robotically. “Potentially something the Sil left behind, unsuited to human biology.”

The fever hinted in that direction. Of course, she’d already tried cycling her bone meridian to pump up her white blood cell production, and there was little else a cultivator could actually do to fight off a disease that somehow overcame her natural defense.

Charlotte looked anyway. Any natural pathogen shouldn’t have been able to find purchase in her qi-reinforced body, which meant something spiritually engineered.

This time, as her mind’s eye searched her body, it looked past the bounds of her meridians themselves, analyzing the flesh around it for signs of inflammation or microorganisms steeped in qi. She found inflammation. She found inflammation aplenty. It was everywhere. Dead and dying and burning and swelling tissue made up almost her entire body as the invader devoured her alive.

But there was no qi, no enchantment, no magic, not even a hint of life beyond her own to the infection. If anything, the amount of qi seemed to be diminishing as the pathogen reproduced, as if converting her qi-infused cells into something absent life entirely.

That left two possibilities. Either someone had somehow engineered a bioweapon that used Cal’s invisible qi, or the far more likely and far more terrifying truth.

She was a dead woman.

“Shit. Shit shit shit.” Even as she uttered the curse, a strange calm fell upon her. She didn’t have to worry anymore. She didn’t have to fight and struggle and plot and scheme. The die had been cast. It was out of her hands.

It was over.

“You found it.” The tone in Caliban’s voice washed over her like an ice bath. He didn’t care. Of course he didn’t. She knew what his meridians did to him. She’d have to make him care. They had to get out.

“It’s not a pathogen,” she told him, “not a normal one, anyway. It’s nanites. I’m sure of it.”

“That explains the Gardener’s interest in this place,” Cal said as if they hadn’t just stumbled into a cache of dark tech. “She probably seeks to avert another Siskon incident. Curious the swarm hasn’t spread beyond these ruins. Something must be reining them in.”

Nanotechnology was one of a handful of pieces of dark tech that remained common knowledge. An entire planet and its people turned to gray goo was too much to hide. However much his response seemed to completely ignore the gravity of the situation, Cal was right. The Gardener was here for the nanites, or at least whatever was keeping them from devouring all of Ilirian—whatever had failed to keep them from devouring her.

“Listen. It’s not too late for you. Get out of here. The nanites are in the enchantments. That’s what stung me. The Gardener has to know. Ilirian has to know. They have to evacuate, get as many people off-world as—fuck. They can’t evacuate. They have to quarantine.”

Cal nodded. “Understood.” He turned to leave without so much as a farewell.

“Wait.” Xavier practically whispered the word, yet still it carried through the silent street. Charlotte could hear the tension in his voice. She looked up to meet his gaze.

Fear felt foreign to Xavier’s eyes, an intruder to those azure orbs that’d only ever known confidence and courage. It was wrong.

It was wrong it was wrong it was wrong.

He swallowed back a knot in his throat, his next words coming out colored with terror and resignation both. “You need to advance.”

Charlotte blinked. “What? My core’s only half full. It’d be suicide.”

“It’s a crucible. You have to treat the nanites like a crucible. Reforge your body. It’s the only way.”

“Xavier, I’m not even close to ready to—”

“Listen to me!” he bellowed at her, tears streaking down his face. “Charlotte, it’s the only way. You have to trust me. I need you to trust me. I need you to… I need you.”

Charlotte’s eyes fell, unable to meet his as she blinked away the moisture in her eyes. “Xave…”

“You can do this. I know you can do this. Charlotte… I know.”

She met his gaze once more, and through the redness and the tears, Charlotte saw something that shook her to her very core, that sent cold terror running down her spine, far beyond what her own looming death or even the nanites’ apocalyptic threat could muster. She looked into Xavier’s eyes as he advised the impossible, and she found not fear nor worry nor desperation.

She found certainty.

And Charlotte knew why the Arcadian Gardener thought they would start a war.

“Okay,” she muttered. “I trust you.”

“Cal!” Xavier shouted even though Cal stood only a few feet away, waiting silently and patiently as he watched the fraught exchange. “She needs qi. As much as you can give her.”

Cal nodded.

Charlotte gulped. This was the plan? She’d seen how much light qi Cal generated when he used his only technique. It was practically nothing, barely a percent of the qi he expended. Anywhere other than deep orbit the ambient qi drowned it beyond notice.

But Cal didn’t just darken. He didn’t just wrap himself in shadows to better camouflage his deathly pale skin against the background of gloom as Charlotte had seen him do a thousand times.

Cal vanished. In his place stood a silhouette, a fuzzy shape of darkness so black it felt to Charlotte like she stared into the abyss, a human-shaped hole in reality that devoured every bit of light and warmth and life in its vicinity, and this abyss stared back with eyes full of stars.

To her mind’s eye, he shone like a beacon.

Qi flooded the air around her, thicker and more intense than even Fyrion’s best focus rooms. With practiced will Charlotte wrestled it under her control, overpowering its inherent desire to move and to spread and to escape as she forced it into herself. Drop by drop she condensed it into her core, asserting her dominance over the power even as she pulled in yet more.

Now it was a race—a race against time, a race against the nanites disassembling her on a molecular level to build more of their own, a race against Caliban’s almost certainly strained meridians.

Charlotte didn’t let herself stop to fathom the sheer quantity of qi he must’ve been channeling. If this beacon, this deluge accounted for but a percent of his expenditure, she could hardly imagine the scale of the power at play, a power she couldn’t even sense.

No wonder it’d driven Nick mad.

She lost track of time in the repetitiveness of the act, in the drip drip drip of qi inflating her steadily growing core. Caliban held strong. Her body didn’t.

Charlotte suppressed the pain behind her spine meridian. She held off the weakness as long as she could with her muscle meridian. She kept her breathing steady with her lung meridian.

One by one those measures failed.

The nanites ate through her muscles, leaving her limp in Xavier’s arms. They ate her nerves, sending first burning agony then chilling numbness through her body. They ate her lungs, collapsing one and then the other until even her labored breathing came to an end.

Charlotte didn’t hesitate. She didn’t look to see if her core had reached the upper boundaries of bronze. She needed every microsecond she had before the lack of oxygen or the nanites or both destroyed her brain.

Charlotte wrapped her will around her bronze core, swollen and unstable from recklessly fast growth, and she pushed.

She pushed with every ounce of horror at the day’s twin revelations. She pushed with every ounce of awe at Cal’s power on display. She pushed with every ounce of love pouring off the man who clutched her dying body. She pushed with rage and red defiance, against her father who’d set her on this path, against Xavier for keeping such a secret from her, against the gray scourge itself, denying this banned technology—this apocalyptic threat with the potential to wipe out entire worlds—its very purpose.

I am my own, she whispered to the father that dared control her.

I am my own, she cried to the lover that dared lie to her.

I am my own, she roared to the plague that dared devour her.

A shockwave burst from Charlotte’s core, racing through her meridians and leeching from them into the tissue beyond. Of her blood and her bones and her meat and her metal it took claim, shattering that which was wrong and remaking that which was broken.

It seeped into her every cell, reinforcing and reinvigorating and instilling the very purpose of her steel-clad will into the vessel that hosted it.

I am my own.

The shockwave reverberated against the boundaries of her body, echoing back inward to crash against her transitioning core, serving as the final hammer fall upon the anvil of her will to pound her advancement into reality.

No larger than the size of a golf ball, a brownish-red sphere floated in Charlotte’s center, bright and vibrant with energy that hung about it in a dim corona.

Her iron core was smaller than it should’ve been, but it was whole, it was healthy, and it was there. Still, breath didn’t come. Still, her body lay limp. It mattered not.

With an idle thought, the merest exertion of her will, the nanites—her nanites—got to work.


CHAPTER TWENTY

THE LINE SHIFTED, and Maria Lopez limped forward.

The din of the passenger terminal around her rang dully in her ears, robbed of crisp detail as the whirr of ventilation fans and the thuds of feet on metal and the chatter of her fellow passengers all blended into a single indistinct aura of noise.

Huh, fellow passengers, was it? A month ago she couldn’t have imagined thinking of the array of mortals so desperately grappling for the sect’s table scraps as fellows. They’d always been weak, fodder, lacking ambition, never fellows, never like her.

But she was an elder of the Dragon’s Right Eye no more, and she’d taken His lessons to heart.

The queue wound a tight zigzag back and forth and back and forth across the cramped checkpoint. The ceiling was low, high enough that even the tallest mortals could stand upright, of course, but only just. Maria was certain it was a space-saving measure, that the builders had realized they could eke out an additional room somewhere on the station if they’d only robbed the mortals of a few feet of empty air. It wasn’t like they were using it.

It felt stifling. It felt like Maria and eight hundred others had been stuffed into a broad and shallow box, the lid slammed behind them lest anyone escape. Even that cattle call of a transport shuttle she’d spent the last month on had been roomier.

The line shifted, and Maria Lopez limped forward.

Twice since the press of bodies had ushered her from the ship had Maria’s legs failed her, forcing her to depend on the mortals around her. She hated her weakness. She hated the newfound frailty of her body. She hated how readily her neighbors offered stabilizing hands and steady shoulders without a hint of disdain or annoyance on their faces. She hated the part of herself that felt owed their service.

She was still working on that.

A child eyed her, a boy no older than ten. He stood at his mother’s side, some two dozen places ahead of Maria in line. He watched her stumble. He watched her limp. He muttered a few words up to his mother. The woman glanced Maria’s way then said something back.

The line shifted, and Maria Lopez limped forward.

It was a miracle she could even walk. She’d spent half the trip from Fyrion unconscious and the other half bedridden. The backlash from sundering even a bronze core could kill a person—had killed people. Of course, they’d all been in the throes of attempted advancement, trying and failing to integrate a poorly crafted focus or lacking the will to properly reforge their bodies. Maria, at least, had gone in ready for it.

Her meridians were only now starting to recover from the damage, gnarled and scarred like the broken thing she was. None had healed completely shut, thank Him, but they hadn’t healed smoothly either. It would be immensely painful if not impossible to stretch them back out, to cycle much at all until she could reforge her spirit at the advancement to steel.

Funny how the tier that’d once seemed impossibly distant suddenly seemed feasible now that she was further from it than ever.

The line shifted, and Maria Lopez limped forward.

“What’s wrong with you?”

Maria blinked, looking down past the cheap aluminum divider to realize the queue’s zigzag had brought the boy next to her.

Everything, she wanted to say. My bones could snap at a simple fall. My muscles barely support my body weight. My thoughts creep glacially, and now the world seems to speed past me. I’ve become the very burden I once despised with all my heart.

She kept her despair to herself. She kept her vitriol locked away, recognizing it as the poison it was.

Instead, she took a long and ragged breath, and answered. “A lot of things,” she said, “with my mind and with my spirit. But I’ve finally seen myself, and I’ve taken the first step—the hardest step—towards fixing them.”

The child blinked. “Okay! I hope you feel better.”

The line shifted, and Maria Lopez limped forward.

* * *

Maria grimaced as her body burned. In nine spots along the length of her spine meridian did spiritual scars disrupt the flow of qi, nine spots where the vital energy eddied or pooled or coursed the wrong way to collide with the meridian wall.

She cut off the flow, tears flowing freely down her cheek as her eyes blinked open. A passerby glimpsed them, and with a swipe at her holopad, sent a handful of credits to the account on Maria’s sign. She croaked a wretched thanks.

For the thousandth time she wished she’d had the foresight to save from her meager earnings on Fyrion. She’d always thought of the position as temporary, soon to be replaced by a more honorable, better-paying one back here on the Right Eye. She’d spent accordingly, pouring every credit into materials and pills to push towards iron. How foolish that had been. How prideful.

She knew begging to be against His will—He’d worked long hours among the mortals as a laborer, after all—but even after a month’s recovery on the Right Eye, she could hardly stand for more than a few hours, let alone crawl about a hull patching holes.

So here she sat, on the cold metal floor of a transport station as far from the sect as she could get. That much hadn’t been a difficult decision. Maria had wanted as much distance as possible from old temptations, and if authorities caught her begging, she’d be shipped off to a world remote enough to have room for paupers. Even in its poorest corners, the masterpiece of metal and metaphysics that encircled the Right Eye had no room for wastrels.

Thankfully, the sect didn’t care enough to patrol the station’s dark side—the side kept in orbit opposite the Left Eye, completely eclipsed from the sister star. The qi here was thinner, so cultivators avoided it.

In another life Maria might’ve wailed against the thinness of the energy in the air here, complained about the unfairness of it. The very concept was laughable now. By virtue of sheer mass, even the most qi-deprived corners of the Right Eye more than matched Fyrion’s best quarters.

Maria couldn’t care less. He’d claimed to have opened four meridians with spill-off from a ship’s core as His only source. Given the vastness He’d shown her, those words obviously hadn’t been meant literally. The number four had to mean something—potentially a number of stages?—and Maria had a half-dozen theories for what He’d meant in choosing the heart, blood, kidneys, and lungs specifically, but one part of the message had been clear.

The focus rooms were a crutch. A qi-dense environment itself was a crutch. With proper mastery and force of will, a true cultivator would wring water from a stone, would thrive on even the scarcest droplets of power.

There was a million times more qi here, in orbit of a dwarf star, than even the largest of ships’ cores could spill off. For Maria, it would be more than enough.

The madman next door returned with her lunch.

Ron was a useful lunatic, even if his raving posed a distraction. He’d given up on buying food long before Maria had shown up, seemingly content to spend every pitiful credit he could scrounge up on Float. She supposed that on as much of the stuff as he took, even the scraps he could snatch from the compost bins probably tasted delicious.

She’d put an end to that, buying the man two meals a day from her own earnings with the caveat that he deliver her food to her. Standing and walking to the nearest vending machine simply hurt too much.

“That’ll kill you, you know,” she nodded at the syringe in his hand as she unwrapped the soggy faux-chicken sandwich.

“It’s too important.” He twitched. “Too important. Clears the way. Not like Braindeath, of course, but they want two-hundred a dose for that. Float’s cheap. Black Fog’s cheaper, but it distorts them. No. No. It’s Float. It’s gotta be Float.”

That was that.

Maria ate her sandwich in silence while Ron shot up, stowing his syringe in a neat stack under his dirt-stained blanket. He devoured his own lunch in no more than four bites, nodded once at Maria, then stood to return to his sermon.

She ignored him more skillfully than even the commuters walking past. It was all the same anyway—the world is ending, great powers are keeping it secret, society itself needs to repent before the final judgment, et cetera. For some reason drug addicts standing in the street preaching to nobody were never original.

Maria finished her lunch and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. She’d once considered such an act a depravity, but the shirt had gone unwashed for so long now that a smudge of mayonnaise made no difference. She corrected her posture, steeled her soul against the pain to come, and took a breath.

The transport station buzzed around her. People chatted as they passed by. Further down the hall, a busker played a poorly tuned violin. Eighteen paces to her right, Ron ranted on.

“…so quake against the darkening sky, before the hunger of the starving hordes, against the cold and final gift the Stargazer brings—”

Maria froze. “Say that again.” She choked on the words, her throat tight with sudden tension.

Ron turned to her, his eyes dilated under the effects of the Float. “The Stargazer’s cold and final gift? Of course, you’ve glimpsed it in your frailty. You’ve like as not come closer to it than anyone.”

“No, no, the name. Stargazer. Where did you hear that?”

“Me? Hear?” Ron laughed deep in his belly. “The universe heard it. It’s written in the chaos, in the way a crumpled rag stains with soot, in the bubbles and flares on the Eyes’ surface, in the cosmic noise we’ve trained our machines to ignore. It’s painted in the ephemeral watercolors of dreams, washed away and drawn again with the coming of the new dawn. He’s going to kill us all.”

In that moment, Maria Lopez realized precisely two things. The first was that Ron was Thread-sensitive, the kind of talent that got scooped up by the Black Maw and was never heard from again. Doubtless the Float helped clarify the vague notions of cosmic events the Threads left him with.

The second, whether the fault of the drugs or a precursor to them, was that Ron was completely and utterly insane.

“You’ve got it wrong,” she whispered. “The Stargazer is merciful. He spared my life.”

Ron descended upon her, kneeling in front of her and clutching her shoulders in his hands. “He did? You’ve seen him? He’s here?”

Maria gulped. “Not here. On Fyrion. Somewhere else by now. He picked up three disciples there—of which only two survived—and left a trail of breadcrumbs for me to follow in search of redemption. I came here to spread the word but I’m…” she looked down at her failing body.

He blinked. “Benevolent, then. An unwilling harbinger?”

“No, He’s more than that.” Fervor crept into Maria’s voice. “He showed me. He’s… vast. Never-ending. Something beyond even the titans at Ascension’s End. I… I think He’s here to save us.”

Ron sat down across from her, a muscle in his neck spasming arrhythmically. “Tell me everything.”

Maria took him in, from his graying hair thin and falling out to his unwashed and matted beard to the sweat and dirt and filth that coated his skin and ragged mismatched clothes to the cluster of injection sites across his inner elbows. She saw how he twitched, knew how he reeked a stench she knew she too emitted and could no longer smell, looked deep into his chemically dilated pupils, and Maria saw, from the humblest of beginnings, from the lowest of the low, her first disciple.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“DID SHE MAKE it? Is she okay?”

I hated that I had to ask, that I’d lost so much perspective I couldn’t see what was right in front of me.

Xavier shifted from kneeling to sitting, gently laying Charlotte’s head in his lap. “She did it.” A quiet awe colored his voice. “She did it.”

“Xavier,” I snapped. “Is she okay?”

“She will be,” he muttered, gently stroking her hair. “She will be.”

“Well that’s good.” I listed, leaning further and further until the wall of the building to my left interrupted my fall. “I feel like shit.”

That got his attention. “Caliban! Of course, the strain. You’ve never channeled that much before. Thank you. You’ve done a beautiful thing, saving her like this—a heroic thing.”

I rubbed my eyes. “I don’t like the sound of that. How heroic are we talking here, Xav?”

Xavier looked up at me, eyes uncomprehending.

I sighed. “Nevermind. I’m just gonna…” I turned and let myself slide down the wall. My ass met the floor just hard enough to sting. I couldn’t bring myself to care.

Xavier didn’t seem to notice, his gaze firmly fixed back on the slumbering Charlotte. That was fine with me. The danger seemed to have passed on that front, but I felt better knowing he kept vigil over our unconscious friend. With my role in the desperate gambit complete, now seemed like as good a time as any to figure out what the hell was wrong with me.

I forced my eyelids to relax instead of wince as I shut them and focused inward, fighting off fatigue and soreness alike as I sank into my center.

Immediately relief to an anxiety I hadn’t fully realized struck as I noted the state of my core, somewhat depleted but entirely whole. I could refill it readily enough, though the very idea elicited a pang of discomfort.

My meridians were the problem.

They’d stretched to nearly half again the width they’d been, ready to accommodate more qi than ever before. They also hurt like a bitch.

It’s tricky to properly conceptualize spiritual pain without a frame of reference, but it vaguely reminded me of the way my ears would get so cold they ached whenever I’d spent too long in the poorly insulated underbelly of the freighter. My body didn’t even register it as cold anymore.

Difference was, instead of my ears, the sensation permeated my entire body, and I could hardly wrap up or escape to a better-heated sub-level because the chill came from within.

A web of hairline cracks coated the qi pathways like so much creeping frost, the damage more visible to my mind’s eye than I would’ve expected. I let out a breath.

“My meridians are strained. Badly.”

Xavier nodded. “A valorous wound, as noble as any earned in battle.”

“Doesn’t feel valorous,” I grumbled. “Feels debilitating. I can’t fight like this.”

“Neither can she. You’ll both recover in time.”

I sighed, ceding the point. It wasn’t impossible that Charlotte would be as bad off as I was once she woke given how rushed her advancement had been, but even at partial capacity an iron cultivator would run circles around Xavier or me. For the foreseeable remainder of this expedition, our eggs had landed firmly in the Charlotte basket.

It only took four hours for said basket to regain consciousness.

It was pure luck that I happened to be watching as she did, happened to catch the way she instinctively relaxed at the sight of Xavier holding her only to flinch at his presence the moment her mind caught up. What could that mean? Was she afraid of him? Why?

I turned the question over in my head as Xavier went through the motions of congratulating her on her prodigious advancement and updating her as to my situation. Apparently she hadn’t only fought off the nanites but managed to co-opt them for her own purposes, severing them from whatever was controlling the swarm and putting them to use.

That raised its own issues.

“Nobody can know,” I said once Charlotte had finished recounting her tale. “If this gets out… the sect will annihilate you. Threads, the Gardener will annihilate you. Potentially us too just to be safe. Nanotech is banned for a reason.”

“Yeah,” Charlotte agreed. “No more med-scans for me. Probably can’t even risk letting my holopad share my vitals anymore. That’s the least of our worries. The Arcadian Gardener knew the swarm was on Ilirian somehow, and I’d sunder my core if most high-level cultivators didn’t have some way of spotting the nanites on sight, or worse, from lightyears away over the threads.”

She’d sat up by then, shifting away from Xavier to support her own weight, seemingly unimpeded by her recent brush with death.

“So what’s the plan, then?” I asked. “We run?”

“She can walk the threads, Cal,” Charlotte chided me. “Unless you’ve got the secret to FTL hidden away somewhere, we won’t even escape the system. We finish the job. It’s our only choice. Our best bet is to stay in her good graces and hope she’ll believe that I have the nanites under control. There’s a lot lower chance she kills us all if she still wants to ask Xavier that question.”

I blinked. “Xavier?”

Charlotte blew past my question. “Two of us are still in fighting shape. We’re actually better off than we were. No offense, Cal, but I’d take an iron and a bronze over three bronzes any day, and we now have a better idea what we’re up against, and I’m particularly situated to face it.”

“But we’re not,” I said. “Neither Xavier nor I can emulate what you just did. I’m too strained.”

“Then learn from my mistake. Don’t go sticking your fingers into mysterious enchantments.”

“I don’t like it,” Xavier chimed in. “We’ve already stumbled into a nanite swarm. I don’t like our chances against whatever’s controlling them. For all we know, it’ll have a way to seize back authority over the ones in Charlotte’s body. We should ring the bell now. We found the nanites. I’d wager their source is in that palace. That should be enough.”

Charlotte paused, seeming to take Xavier’s argument closer to heart than I thought it really deserved. She looked him in the eye. “Are you certain?”

Xavier gazed back, expression unreadable as they engaged in conversation in that silent language couples use. “No. It’s just… it’s dangerous.”

“So is the Gardener. To be honest I’m more afraid of her than I am of these nanites. Unless you’re… confident this will be good enough for her.”

Xavier paused for several seconds, deep silence falling upon the dark streets around us. “Okay,” he simply said.

I let out an aggravated breath. “Alright. We go forward. I just hope whatever secret you two are pussyfooting around doesn’t get us killed down here.”

Charlotte exhaled. “Oh, don’t get me wrong, it will get us killed, but not down here, and not any more than my nanites or the stunt you just pulled.”

“I saved your life!”

“You also pulled enough qi out of thin air to catapult a practically new bronze all the way to iron. If anyone finds out about that, you’re going to end up either dead or locked in a very small room playing qi battery to the powers that be, at least until one of the other galactic powers catches wind of you and sends an assassin.”

I paled, or at least I would have if my skin wasn’t already pallid as a ghost. I’d known Charlotte for well over a year now and lived with her for a significant portion of that, and I’d never seen her like this. Charlotte was calm, composed, always in control, sometimes stressed or anxious, but never so raw, never like this. Just listening to her sent a chill down my spine.

Charlotte was terrified.

“We need every ally we can get,” she continued, “every boon we can earn, every edge. Thank all the gods that may or may not exist that Lucy is on our side, and I’ll take whatever risk it takes to earn the Gardener’s favor too. I was wrong before, acting without all the information.” She shot a glare at Xavier. “Xave was right to take the Gardener’s deal. We need it.”

“Okay,” I gave. “Let’s do this.”

Xavier leapt to his feet. “Onward, then, to glorious victory!”

I exhaled sharply through my nose, not quite a laugh but enough amusement to cut through the mounting tension. “Glorious victory indeed.” My own move towards standing was less of a leap and more of an unsteady climb as I stabilized myself against the wall, but I made it up all the same.

Xavier handed the bell to Charlotte, trusting our most important weapon to the hands of our most potent cultivator and sole nanite-immune member. She kept it out, clutched in her left hand as her right hovered over the hilt of her rapier.

Off we went.

I took a moment’s pleasure in watching Charlotte move, eyes cataloguing the newfound grace of her motion, the strength behind every press of her foot against the cobblestones, the strange sense of stability about her.

She’d reforged her body in a crucible of black technology, and the results permeated her very being.

In contrast I felt gangly, awkward, slow and disjointed in my steps, a sensation made all the worse by my still-aching meridians. I wondered how it must’ve felt to move like that. A part of me burned with envy.

We arrived at the palace in minutes. The front gate loomed over us, wrought iron by the look of it, shaped in alien designs that struck my human sensibilities as somehow off, all sharp angles and bent lines. I’m sure by Sil standards it must’ve been considered beautiful.

As for the palace itself… we only called it a palace for lack of a better analog, our language unsuited to quite grasp whatever role this building might’ve played in Sil culture. The structure fit certain aspects of the word. It towered over the rest of the city, a wall guarded the grounds around it, and a great balcony peeked out from an upper level that I could only assume had once been used to address the masses.

The similarities ended there. Equilateral triangles dominated the architecture in the way rectangles dominate human architecture—in sharp contrast to the more utilitarian square buildings that filled the rest of the city. If I squinted, it almost looked like someone had smashed a bunch of differently sized triangular prisms together at odd angles, creating an odd jumble of shapes and edges and nooks and crannies.

A three-sided pyramid reached straight up from the building’s back left corner, annoyingly off-center on the structure itself, but it didn’t escape my notice that the pyramid’s tip seemed to precisely touch the peak of the stone dome above our heads.

The thing was made of stone, undecorated by anything robust enough to stand the test of time. Most striking, however, was a detail that had completely slipped my mind against the strangeness before us.

“There’re no windows,” Charlotte murmured. “Why are there no windows?”

“Maybe it’s a prison?” I offered.

“With a place of honor in the city? No way. Something’s off.”

“Of course something’s off,” I countered. “Look around you. This whole place is off.”

“Point taken.” She kept walking. “So how do we get through the—”

The gate swung open.

I snorted. “Well that’s not ominous at all.”

Charlotte scowled. “City gates I can forgive, but palace gates? These shouldn’t open for just anybody.”

“Maybe it’s the nanites,” Xavier said. “Enchantments probably recognize you as a part of them.”

“Or it’s some kind of public forum,” I tried. “Maybe these gates are meant to open for just anyone.”

The words sounded silly as they escaped my lips, much as I’d have preferred them to be true. Xavier’s theory courted a distant anxiety at the back of my mind, a possibility that didn’t seem particularly likely but that frightened me all the same.

If the nanites considered Charlotte one of their own, then either we were fooling the nanites, or the nanites were fooling us. It’d been Charlotte that urged us into the palace, after all.

But she’d reached iron. She’d reforged her body and put the nanites to her own use. I trusted that she was in control. I trusted that Xavier, observant as he was, would notice anything that deeply amiss.

So in we went.

The cobblestone road continued straight past the gates towards the palace itself, flanked on each side by a three-foot pit. Two paths left the main road to traverse the depression, each maintaining their elevation as they wound around behind the building. It looked to me like some grand fountain run dry, though I spotted no pipes or drains to speak of.

We’d already crossed halfway to the door when Xavier realized the truth. “It’s a garden. Look, those are garden paths ambling through whatever foliage used to grow here. It’s just all the soil and plants are gone.”

“I get why the plants would be gone,” I said, “but dirt doesn’t just… disappear. By the size of this place there must’ve been tons of it.”

“It didn’t disappear,” Charlotte muttered. “It was processed.”

I shuddered, for the first time fathoming the sheer amount of mass that had gone missing, been stolen, converted into nanites. Throughout this whole complex, there had to be hundreds if not thousands of tons of gray goo. If this got out, the Black Maw would quarantine the entire planet, maybe the whole system. The Dueling Stars would die out without its breadbasket.

I breathed a silent thanks that the Gardener had come to deal with this. Threads knew it was beyond anything the sects could muster.

And here we were walking right into the epicenter.

The doors were, unsurprisingly, a giant equilateral triangle, carved of some dark wood preserved by whatever logic governed what the nanites could and couldn’t process. They didn’t open for us, but neither were they locked, each swinging open on a single hinge with a small wheel inlayed in the center to support the triangle’s weight.

Inside we found an antechamber, the stone floor polished smooth and covered in a thin blue carpet, the first intact fabric we’d seen down here. Only as I stepped upon it did I realize how tired my feet had grown walking on bare stone for so long—small mercies.

Continuing with the strangely preserved nature of the place, cylindrical enchanted devices I deduced to be qi torches lined the room, though they remained unlit.

There wasn’t a ceiling to speak of, the left and right walls angling inward to meet above us, forming what I could only assume was a sacred shape among the Sil. The sheer complexities of constructing like this astounded me, especially for a society as primitive as the Sil’s. Side doors existed at forty-five-degree angles to the ground, their hinges placed to open up into the ceiling rather than out to the side. We passed them by, eager to find what we were looking for and get out. All logic dictated it’d be beyond the great doors ahead of us.

Those did open at our approach, revealing the great hall beyond to our stunned amazement.

It was lit. It was cluttered.

It was occupied.

The hall itself was, of course, another triangular prism, angled roughly thirty degrees to the left of the antechamber. The warm glow filling the space confirmed my initial assumption that the cylinders on the walls were lights, casting diffuse shadows from up above. A handful of openings appeared on each side, leading deeper into the palace, a place I hoped none of us would have to venture.

Two rows of metal tables, incongruous with the rest of the decor, ran the length of the prism, each piled high with all manner of arcane and scientific equipment I couldn’t begin to recognize. Lights flashed and displays beeped information, devices whirring with action as they toiled away at their ineffable tasks.

At the back stood three thrones of iron and gold, two clearly smaller and subservient to one at the center, before which had been mounted a small desk with a holo display. There, tapping away at some calculation, sat a man.

I didn’t need my qi senses to instantly peg him as a cultivator. His skin was too perfect, his eyes too ageless, his figure too sculpted. Delicately curated chestnut locks parted across his clean-shaven face. He wore street clothes that had gone out of fashion centuries ago, all blacks and grays with baggy pockets and low collars. A rakish grin crossed his face as he spotted us.

“You’ve made it. Welcome, welcome. Please come in.”

We froze.

“Oh, don’t be like that. You’ve come all this way, haven’t you? It’d be rude not to come and say hello.”

Charlotte took the first steps across the threshold, whether of her own volition or otherwise I’d never quite determine. It didn’t really matter. We were already trapped.

Xavier and I followed, I nursing a roiling mix of curiosity and panic, he with a pale face and resolute eyes, as if he dreaded what was to come but had decided to conquer it anyway.

“That’s better,” the man said, swiping shut the holo screens he’d been working at. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. It’s been so long since I’ve had visitors.”

“Who are you?” Charlotte’s voice echoed across the cavernous hall.

“Ah, but of course, the pleasantries. How could I forget? Lesley Wilkes, at your service. Welcome to my humble abode.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but Xavier clamped a hand on my shoulder. I looked back at him, and his eyes spoke a word of warning.

Silence.

I obeyed.

“What is this place?” Charlotte continued her interrogation, doubtless trying to decide whether or not the time had come to ring the Gardener’s bell.

“A laboratory, of course,” Lesley replied, “a place to research the… less politically expedient methods of transcension, research that I dare hope is coming to a close.”

“What are you talking about?”

Lesley smiled a cheshire grin, pearly white teeth glimmering in the lamplight. “Why you, my dear. I admit I dismissed the iron advancement as a possibility ages ago, simply too tricky to force a test subject through at the right moment. Whatever alchemy you used to generate the necessary qi must’ve cost a fortune.”

“This is him, right?” I whispered to Xavier at my side. “This is who we’re here to find?”

“Not a ‘him,’” Xavier replied under his breath, “not really. That’s not a human. That’s a nanite swarm masquerading as a person.”

“You don’t quite fathom what you’ve accomplished, do you?” Lesley continued, eyes only for Charlotte. “Of course you don’t. I’m sure even basic knowledge of nanomechanics has been wiped out by now. Allow me to explain the magnitude of your achievement.”

“It’s foreign matter,” Charlotte said. “Same problem with implants or prosthetics. The spirit naturally purges toxins once you form a core. Can’t be a cultivator and technologically augmented. It doesn’t work.”

Lesley grinned. “You do understand. Wonderful. There are exceptions, of course. Those holopads of yours use a clever little hack to sidestep the issue, for example, and there are certain spiritual materials made more of qi than physical matter that can be incorporated directly into the spirit. You’ve managed to stumble into the solution most obvious but also most difficult to really exploit. When one reforges their body, they redefine what is and isn’t a part of it. It’s an elegant answer if nothing else.”

“So I’ve taken your nanites. So what?”

“Now I have a canvas, a body, a human body capable of true incorporation. All it needs is a few tweaks and I’ll finally be able to leave this place without immediately drawing the wrath of half a dozen singularities. You’ve brought me all that I’ve ever wanted.” His grin turned predatory. “A way out.”

I had to piece together what happened after the fact. It happened so fast, faster than my eyes could track, faster than an electrical impulse could travel from Charlotte’s brain to her fingers.

The metal leg of the table to her left melted and transformed into a long blade. It flew through the air with the crack of a shattered sound barrier to sever Charlotte’s hand at the wrist. Both it and the bell in its grasp fell to the ground with a thump.

Charlotte gasped in pain and shock. The blade shifted again into a metal claw, reaching down to snatch bell and hand alike and whisk them away from easy reach.

Charlotte, to my surprise, didn’t scream or collapse or clutch at her bleeding arm. Indeed within seconds the flow of blood ceased entirely as new skin reformed before my eyes. For a precious moment, I felt only awe at the regeneration on display.

The slam of the doors behind us brought me back to reality.

“Now, now, there’ll be none of that,” Lesley chided as the metal claw deposited the bell on the table in front of him. “It simply wouldn’t do to bring in uninvited guests.”

Xavier’s voice, quiet and beneath Lesley’s notice shook me from my mounting terror.

“Run.”

I blinked. “What? But Charlotte—”

“Go. Now. He needs Charlotte for his research and he needs me to keep her compliant, but you don’t matter. Follow the distress signal. They can help.”

“Xavier, I can’t leave you—”

“You’re useless like this and you know it. You can’t help us. You can help them.”

He pointed past me, to a spot that had previously been concealed by the open doors. There, atop a table like some kind of autopsy gone horribly wrong, lay a body. I hardly recognized it as such, its skin gone metallic gray, its features melted into each other like cheap clay left out in the sun, horrifically disfigured and starkly inhuman at once, but one part of it remained chillingly intact.

Its uniform bore the sigil of the Dragon’s Right Eye.

“Threads, it’s—”

Xavier grabbed my arm, pulling me in and forcing me to meet his eyes mere inches from my own. He repeated his first command and shoved me towards one of the side passages.

“Run!”

I didn’t stop to process. I didn’t consider my own strained meridians or Ariel still slumbering in the sling around my neck. I didn’t utter a prayer to the gods or the threads or the uncaring infinite sea that this would all be okay, that Xavier somehow knew what he was doing. I didn’t even think.

I ran.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE FIRST THING I did as I raced from the great hall was try to call Lucy. The call failed. The second thing I did was confirm Xavier had pointed me in the right direction by checking the source of the distress signal.

Third, I decided that whoever’s idea it’d been to build a triangle-shaped set of spiral stairs should’ve been gently but forcefully led into a good therapist’s office and required to work through whatever had hurt them.

Setting aside the marvel of medieval engineering that was the stonework involved, the sheer impact of taking sixty degree turns while hurdling downstairs at speed made me grimly happy the Sil hadn’t survived long enough to bring any more abominations of architecture into this world.

Anything to avoid thinking about the ramifications of what’d just happened, I supposed.

My head hurt. My ankles hurt. Truth be told my everything hurt, and I couldn’t damn well do a thing about it because the spine meridian I’d suffered so much to open was just as fucked up as the rest of me. Threads, it took just about every ounce of my brain power just to avoid tumbling to my death every time my feet had to navigate hellishly complex steps required to make a triangle-shaped spiral staircase work.

The light from the great hall had long vanished behind the twists of the stairway by the time I reached the bottom, grateful I’d never turned my headlamp off. An open doorway deposited me in a room that at long last wasn’t shaped like a godsdamned triangle, letting me know I’d left whatever ceremonial space the structure above had been and ventured into somewhere more utilitarian.

I took a quick scan of my surroundings—a hallway of some sort, flanked by closed doors on each side and continuing on for some distance ahead before stopping at a T junction—and stopped to listen for signs of pursuit.

My baseline hearing may’ve been significantly better than a mortal’s, but without access to my sense meridian I could hardly gather a cohesive picture. I heard a faint trickle of running water, muffled and distorted speech echoing down the spiral steps, and, most worryingly, the faint tap of claws on stone—dozens of them by the sound of it—coming from up ahead.

Taking what little victories I could, I exhaled in slight relief that Xavier’s assessment had been right. I served no purpose nor threat to the nanite swarm above, so Lesley hadn’t bothered to pursue me. He probably thought either the spiritual beasts down here would kill me or I’d wind up just as trapped as the sect members whose distress signal I was following.

He was probably right.

I crept up to the first door, unadorned wood with a simple iron latch, and pressed my ear to it. I heard nothing.

A hideous creak echoed through the hall as I pulled it open. I flinched. The tapping claws grew louder.

I darted into the room, yanking the door shut behind me. I had just enough time to note the bed frame built into the floor—bereft of linens of course—before my hand snapped up to shut off my headlamp for fear of its glow betraying my presence.

I froze, heart pounding in my chest. I again set my ear to the door, tracking the footsteps of the thing approaching me.

It sounded to me like a single quadruped, two pairs of clawed or taloned feet taking steps in consistent rhythm. I held my breath, half expecting something huge to crash though the door and crush me beneath its weight. I heard a harsh exhale, fast and nasal, almost like pressure escaping an opened tank.

Then it left.

Minute by minute the creature ambled away, leaving me alone in my little refuge, trapped in a snare of my own making.

I couldn’t damn well open the door again if it was going to creak that loud.

I ran through my options. I could take my chances fighting whatever was out there, maybe take it by surprise when it came to check the hall again. With my meridians so strained, I’d be punching well below my weight, but a sword through the eye was a sword through the eye, qi-empowered or otherwise.

I disliked the plan immediately, far too risky to pin my life and Charlotte and Xavier’s hope of rescue on. For all I knew that thing had a titanium core, or no weak spots to force Shiver through, or it’d bring others the next time it heard the creaking door.

At the very least, I supposed I had ‘go down fighting’ as an option.

Next, I ran through my supplies in search of some method of opening the door without making a sound. I hadn’t thought to include any lubricant in the hodgepodge of crafting supplies I’d snatched in my hurry to make it underground before the authorities arrived, but the hand drill seemed promising. If I could very slowly and carefully drill through the mounting brackets, I could remove the door from its hinges, bypassing the creak entirely.

That idea had the dual benefits of being potentially louder than just opening the door normally and probably exposing me to the nanites that were almost certainly inside it given its reasonably good condition.

I considered just staying put, taking a nap in the hope that when I woke my meridians would’ve miraculously recovered, but I had no reason to believe they’d heal that quickly, and just because Lesley hadn’t bothered to chase me yet didn’t mean he wouldn’t grab me if I kept myself such an easy target.

That left the last, and frankly dumbest, option.

I opened the door again and closed it immediately.

The groan of unlubricated hinges rang out once more, and again I listened for oncoming footsteps.

This time the beast brought a friend. Hearing unaided as it was, I struggled to quite deduce the size or quantity of the creatures. For neither the first nor the last time, I cursed the failing of my spiritual sense. Threads, this would all have been so much easier if I could’ve just looked at the cores on the other side of the wall.

I held my breath as the animals lingered, praying that down here in the dark they hunted by sound and qi sense alone. I couldn’t very well mask my scent, especially in an environment so clean as the nanite-scourged ruins. If I was lucky, they’d be herbivores or insect-eaters or something equally harmless to large, lanky mammals.

I held onto that thought, allowing myself a moment’s daydream about a world where something could be easy for once. Wouldn’t that have been nice.

The footsteps wandered around for several minutes before they finally gave up their search for the source of the noise I’d made. I exhaled in quiet relief. If the damn things had just decided to stay I’d have been forced into the take-a-nap plan. Pleasant as the idea sounded, I almost preferred running out guns blazing to such a passive line.

Then I did it again.

It took four repetitions, all told, four iterations of the strangest game of ding dong ditch I’d ever played, before I’d successfully boy-who-cried-wolfed the creatures out of responding to the noise of the creaky door. A flash of triumph set my heart soaring as I finally swung the way open to emerge into a once again empty hallway.

Congratulations, Cal, you’ve successfully outmaneuvered a door hinge.

I ignored the sarcastic thought, mind too laden with heavier weights to quip with myself. I was no longer pinned down, and I could probably check each of the various rooms without attracting the attention of the local wildlife, but I still had to get past said wildlife if I wanted to find the sect members supposedly in danger down here.

I needed information.

My headlamp dimmed to its lowest setting, I picked a door as different from mine as possible—across the hall and much further down—and made an effort to open it exactly the same way I’d opened the other door.

It swung open without a sound.

I bit back a groan, because of fucking course I’d chosen the one creaky door in this entire godsdamned place as the first place I’d look. At least I didn’t have to worry about a slightly different creak attracting the beasts’ attention and kicking off the process all over again.

On the downside, the room beyond was exactly the same as the one I’d just left, apparently some kind of servant’s quarters built close to the great hall above. I shut the door behind me to mask the light and pulled up my holopad.

First things first I turned on path recording, just in case things got chaotic and I needed to find my way back. I would be going back. That much wasn’t up for debate.

Then, I settled in on the stone bed frame, my back against the side wall, and pulled up the database of native fauna we’d all downloaded before even landing on Ilirian.

I narrowed my search with surprising ease. I knew they were subterranean, lived in groups, had four clawed feet, were small enough to fit in the hallway but large enough to exhale as much air as I’d heard earlier, and apparently weren’t very bright.

That last wasn’t a useful parameter but I took note of it nonetheless. Any edge, as Charlotte likes to say.

Oh gods, Charlotte…

Forced myself to focus. My initial search left me eighteen options, mostly variants of the same few species, until I realized I’d skipped an important step.

I knew where I was.

Filtering down to creatures native to this jungle left two possibilities, the worm-tailed roottugger and the gray rillisk. I ignored the roottugger because the entry labeled them as herbivorous and extremely timid—thus not a threat—and dug into the info on the gray rillisk.

I was immediately glad I hadn’t tried to fight the things—rillisks had been known to reach as high as steel in the wild. Unfortunately the database wasn’t so helpful as to include an average core level, so I could mentally label the pack as somewhere between copper—the lowest recorded stage—and steel. Either way, violence was out.

From there my luck soared.

They ate mostly small rodents, putting me firmly outside of their normal prey profile—not that that would matter if they were starved or threatened—and their eyes didn’t work any better in the dark than mine did. They hunted primarily by listening for the telltale sounds of burrowing and with, miracle of miracles, qi sense.

I tempered the impulse to jump for joy. I may’ve had a way past their main sense, but that wouldn’t be enough on its own. In all likelihood I’d still have to walk directly through their nest without making a sound, the kind of trespass that would almost certainly draw their ire should I be caught, and I’d have to do it all in pitch darkness because poor vision or otherwise they’d spot any light I brought with me.

The next dilemma was the T junction. I didn’t know which side of it the rillisks lived on, and I also didn’t know which way I needed to actually travel. The distress signal was bouncing around so much I wouldn’t be able to follow it until I was at the actual junction, where I wouldn’t be able to pull up my holopad for fear of the light it would generate. There was a very real chance that by the time I successfully snuck far enough past to safely check, I’d discover I’d gone the wrong way and have to do it all over again.

I didn’t look forward to it.

On the bright side, the presence of wildlife down here meant Lesley wasn’t sweeping the place with nanites. If nothing else that made it less likely I’d find myself suddenly dissolving into a puddle of grey goo. Small victories.

I started simple. I took my shoes off.

I’m… somewhat embarrassed how long it’d taken me to pick up on the trick, the hours and hours I’d spent experimenting and practicing slow, deliberate steps with the intent of learning silent movement gone to ruin by a squeak of rubber or tap of a sole.

It’s hardly badass, intimidating, or any other stripe of impressive, but the simple truth of it is bare socks are vastly better suited for stealth than hiking boots. They’re godawful for combat of course, costing in both protection and traction, but if I got in a fight in the next few minutes I’d have bigger problems.

I stuffed my boots into my backpack, making a mental note to acquire some form of shoe cover or specially soled boots for this purpose. There had to be someone out there who’d run into this before.

Prepared as I was going to get, I shut off my headlamp, closed my holopad, and slipped outside.

It was dark. Darker than deep in the freighter’s guts, where LEDs and emergency lights made up for the lack of windows, darker than RF-31 during the power outage, where the glow of my holopad and the distant starlight shined the way to Lucy and to salvation.

The closest analog I could conjure was the tiny closet back at our mother’s shitty apartment, where Brady and I had hidden behind the linen dresses and corduroy skirts on those evenings she couldn’t scrounge up enough cash for a dose of Float. Even then the ghost of the living room lamplight had crept beneath the door, more a terror than a comfort on those trembling eves.

Only the infinite sea could really compare, but that was a darkness born of lack, of calm emptiness and cold eternity, as much metaphor as actual thing.

This darkness held, it confined, it pressed in from all sides, diminishing those within to little more than prey, small and alone in claimed waters.

For the thousandth time I wished my qi sense worked, that my meridians weren’t strained, that I could cycle some qi to still my pounding heart. Instead, I placed one hand against the wall to my left to guide my way, and another atop Ariel in their sling to hold them close, and I crept forward.

Step by glacial step I approached the beasts ahead, cautiously feeling out each footstep with the tips of my toes, ears ever open for the slightest hint of reaction, mouth wide open to force slow and silent breaths past my knotted throat.

Every tap of a claw against stone, every huffing exhale, every whiff of matted fur sent my pulse racing anew.

I pressed onward.

I counted the doors, marking six total transitions as my hand passed from stone to wood to stone again, so it came as no surprise when, just over forty minutes into my patient approach, my fingers wrapped around a corner into a branching path beyond.

I paused there, straining to hear what I could over the sound of my own thunderous heartbeat. I heard a huff of air somewhere to my right. Left it was.

I kept myself pressed as close to the wall as I could without risking the folds of my jacket or straps of my backpack tapping against the stone or—threads forbid—snagging on something. I tried not to think, not to imagine jagged claws or razor teeth, not to picture a hungry rillisk breathing down my neck.

Instead my thoughts honed in on the little details, weight to my heel, roll slowly forward onto the ball of my foot, shift my hip just so to turn for the next stride without letting my pant legs brush against each other.

A set of tapping claws approached me.

I froze.

Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap.

I suppressed a sigh of relief as I noted its ambling gait, the leisurely stroll of a restless mammal rather than an alarmed response to an intruder or predator’s stalking approach.

Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap.

It was getting closer.

I didn’t move. Had I passed this creature already, or had it crossed from one side of the T-junction to the other? Was I moving towards the nest or away from it? How close could I reasonably stand to this thing before it noticed? Should I keep moving? Should I run?

Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap.

It stopped. The echo of the dark tunnel obscured the creature’s exact position. I knew it was close, but not how close. It exhaled. I didn’t.

The gentle sound of running water gurgled from just behind me. A putrid stench reached my nose.

I clenched my jaw, fighting off the urge to gag, to groan, to guffaw as the mystery monster prowling in the dark stopped to take a piss right next to me. I supposed that answered one question. It’d definitely walked away from the nest to do its business.

Warmth soaked into the heel of my right sock. I clamped hard against the impulse to jerk away in disgust. It’ll leave once it’s done, I told myself. It’ll leave once it’s done.

It did.

An eternity later, the beast ambled away, the tap tap tap of its claws growing distant as it returned from whence it came. I wondered where it was getting water. There had to be some kind of underground stream.

I exhaled, dignity entirely forgotten in favor of relief, of escape, of survival. I pressed onward.

The wall turned ninety degrees left. Unwilling to risk scouting for alternate paths, I followed it, stepping into a passage parallel to the one I’d started in. I stopped to listen, searching as well as I could for any sign of danger. The sound of running water had grown louder. I must’ve been approaching its source.

It’d grown loud enough, in fact, to conceal the quiet breaths of the creature sleeping in front of me. My foot landed gently but firmly upon something furred and bony. A surprised yelp exploded through the tunnel.

I ran.

With a swipe I opened my holopad, blinking my eyes to acclimate them to its light as they desperately drank in my surroundings. This hall was shorter than the others. It ended in a staircase, a normal one thank the threads, that descended deeper into the depths. I didn’t dare look back at the creature behind me.

I slammed my holopad shut, plunging the tunnel back into darkness in the hopes my pursuers would struggle to find me without the use of their eyes. I counted my steps in an attempt to anticipate the coming doorway. I failed.

My left hand caught the empty doorframe, spinning me around it and into the wall beyond with a painful thud. Better that than to go tumbling down the stairs.

I kept going.

The steps came in flights of thirteen, doubling back at narrow landings on each side. I kept careful count. I heard no scrabbling claws nor vicious growls behind me, but that offered little solace. I was making no shortage of noise myself, and the beasts were more at home in these tunnels than I was.

A pale glow peeked up from below. Fear and hope alike clashed within me, salvation’s light or that of a fire to fall into from my current frying pan awaited ahead.

I didn’t intend to charge brazenly through the strangely ornate doorway at the base of the stairs. I meant to clamber to a stop, to evaluate the passage beyond for threats, to search for places to hide.

Instead, my wet sock slipped upon the smooth stone, and I fell forward.

I caught myself on my hands, scraping off the outer layer of skin but keeping from landing on my face or crushing Ariel beneath my weight. When I looked up, by the light of a holopad I saw the barrel of a rifle pointed my way. A dark-skinned woman with darker eyes and ragged clothes did the pointing.

“Who are you, and how did you get past the antipersonnel barrier?”

“The-uh-what?” I stammered.

I heard footsteps, blessedly, wondrously, human footsteps, dashing down the hallway behind her.

She cocked her weapon. “How did you get past the antipersonnel barrier?”

Before I could answer, an older voice, one I’d heard only once, heaping praise on Lucy’s venerable ancientness, one I’d thought I’d never hear again, sounded out.

“Cadet Rex?” Elder Berkowitz exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“I’M-UH… HERE to save you?”

A bedraggled man in a senior cadet’s uniform snorted. Berkowitz, for her part, had the good grace not to look totally incredulous at my statement, but she hardly nodded along. I didn’t look too closely at either of them, my own gaze firmly claimed by the rifle in my face.

“I’m being chased,” I spat out before anyone could argue. “Some kind of spiritual beast, maybe more than one of them. I think they’re rillisks, but I didn’t get a good look. They’ll be on us any moment.”

“They’ll never get past the ward,” the gunwoman said. “There’s nothing on this planet with that kind of firepower.”

“Obviously not,” I countered. “Look, present company excluded, I can think of three things I’ve already met that could get past whatever enchantment you’re so worried about. Can we just… watch the door? There might be monsters as high as steel about to charge us.”

The woman rolled her eyes. “Not on Ilirian there aren’t. Ecosystem can’t support it. Rillisks only grow that big in larger systems.”

I blinked. “Oh.”

“Now answer the question,” she growled at me. “How did you get past the ward?”

“Hell if I know. Didn’t even realize there was a ward.”

“Bullshit. It’s right there.”

“Language!” I chided. She glared at me. “Sorry, force of habit.”

“You can lower your weapon, Micaiah,” Elder Berkowitz said. “Cadet Rex is no threat to us. He hadn’t yet reached tin when this expedition departed.”

The woman, Micaiah, hesitated for a moment but did eventually obey.

I exhaled. “Thank you.” I pushed myself up and back, from prone to seated on the hard stone as I rubbed at my abraded palms. They weren’t bleeding. “To answer your question, my core has some unique properties that make it difficult to detect. Probably bypassed whatever that ward uses to detect intruders entirely.”

The man—the only man in the group of four who’d come to greet me—sighed. “So you’re useless.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Excuse you?”

“Be silent when your betters are speaking, cadet,” he snapped. “I should have you beaten for failure to salute.”

“Sorry, buddy, I’m not your cadet anymore. Sect and I aren’t exactly on great terms.”

The color drained from Berkowitz’s face. “If your benefactor has taken offense at our—”

“Attempted murder?” I finished for her. “A bit, yeah. That’s neither here nor there. Like I said, I’m here to save you.”

“But you’re useless,” the man repeated.

“Not useless,” the group’s fourth member, a woman who looked vaguely familiar but that I couldn’t quite place, commented. “He knows what’s up the stairs. Could be invaluable.”

“I know a lot of things. Most importantly, I know how to call for help.”

That got their attention.

“Help?” Micaiah asked, “how? We’ve been trying.”

“Yeah that’s how we found you. Blew a big hole in the ground and a distorted distress signal came out. If you hold out long enough someone will definitely come looking, but I doubt the local authorities can get past the thing upstairs. That’s beside the point, though. Charlotte and Xavier don’t have that much time. Threads, for all I know they’re already dead.”

Berkowitz kept her voice slow and measured. “You’ll have to tell me, Rex, exactly how you came to depart Fyrion, absconding with two of our junior cadets no less.”

“I’m surprised Lopez hasn’t already told you,” I said. “Though I guess you aren’t exactly getting the weekly news down here.”

“What’s upstairs?” the familiar woman asked. “What’s stopping help from arriving?”

“Is this all of you?” I asked instead of answering. “I’d rather not have to go over this several times.”

“Leela’s looking after Edwin,” the man said. “She’ll want to hear this.”

“Great.” I pushed myself to my feet. “Let’s go.”

“You don’t give orders, cadet.” The man sneered.

“Yes, yes, you’re a big strong cultivator and we should all respect your prodigious talent. Can we move this along?”

The man gaped. A faint smirk crossed Micaiah’s face. Oh good, I wasn’t the only one down here with no patience for cultivator narcissism. Maybe this conversation wouldn’t completely suck.

Who was I kidding?

Berkowitz, perhaps the only vaguely levelheaded sect elder I’d ever met, nipped that particular fight in the bud. “Let’s return and share this… development with our other members, shall we?”

She didn’t wait for an answer to what was very much not a question, nimbly turning and hobbling away on that cane of hers that I felt deeply certain she didn’t really need. The two sect members promptly about-faced and followed. I pulled up alongside Micaiah to take up the rear.

“Unless uniform regs have gotten a lot laxer since I left, you’re not one of them.”

“Unlucky tagalong,” she said. “Or lucky, if we get out of this alive. We’re standing in the archeological discovery of the millennium, after all.”

“I hate to burst your bubble, but none of this is lasting the week. One way or another this whole ruin’s getting turned to slag. Only question left is how many of us and how much of the planet is going down with it.”

Her stride hitched. “The planet?”

I let out an apologetic breath. “However bad you think this situation is, believe me, it’s a lot worse. We’ll get to that. In the meantime, what exactly am I walking into?”

“Basically what it looks like—six starving cultivators slowly going insane. Jack, Alice, and I are still in fighting shape, but a couple of coppers don’t get very far down here. Berkowitz is strong, but old enough she can’t really take on anything at the same level as her. Leela lost her left leg in a rockfall while we were excavating a tunnel to get this far, and Edwin hasn’t been lucid in months. Unless you have a way to get us past that antipersonnel barrier, our only way forward is through a nest of canpors, which’ll take at least one bronze combatant to get through.”

“What’ve you been eating?”

“Moss, mostly; meat whenever we can get it. There’s something resembling plumbing down here, and it leaks enough for moss to grow all over the place. We’re running out, though. Had to keep moving just to stay stocked. If we go much longer without clearing the canpors or cracking the enchantments, we’ll run out in a few days.”

I nodded along as they led me further through the halls, past a barricade of stacked misshapen stone, probably repurposed from the rockfall Micaiah had mentioned, and into a space that looked, while not comfortable, definitely inhabited. Pelts from slain monsters lay piled atop the stone bed frames in the rooms. Mounds of bones and claws and other valuable spiritual beast parts accumulated in corners. The whole place reeked of sweat and dirt and offal. The others didn’t seem to notice.

Berkowitz led us to a room from which a faint frantic muttering drifted, its source revealed to be poor Edwin, sitting in the corner with his knees crouched to his chest. On the bed must’ve been Leela, her leg bound in hide from some furless animal, maybe an argentivore.

“Oh great,” she said, apparently recognizing me as I walked in, “you’ve found another invalid.”

I bit back what I swear was an incredibly witty and biting response when I realized she wasn’t technically wrong. My meridians strained as they were, I doubted I’d be rescuing anyone. At least I would recover in a few days. Probably. I hoped.

“Nice to meet you too,” I went with instead. “I’ve come to save you.”

“You smell like piss,” Leela said.

“You’re one to talk. I’m singlehandedly raising this group’s average number of showers taken this week.”

Leela glared at me. Micaiah chuckled.

Hunger!

Ariel chose that moment to rouse from their slumber and peek their head out of their sling in search of snacks. I’d already begun the process of unshouldering my pack to dig out some jerky when I heard the telltale shing of a sword being drawn.

Jack leveled a blade at me, though in fairness’s sake he wasn’t the only one, just the loudest. Alice leveled a nasty looking halberd my way, and Micaiah had taken a great step back to clear enough space to point her rifle at me again. And here I’d thought I’d been making progress.

“Ariel is my familiar.” I kept my voice level, filling it with as much calm certainty as I could. “And if any of you harm them, I will kill you all.”

The threat sounded silly. In my stocking feet, my meridians strained, my hands tied up holding my backpack, with the pungent odor wafting up from my right sock, and a baby void beast pestering me for a snack, I didn’t exactly paint an intimidating picture.

Jack laughed. “Your soulship isn’t here to save you, weakling. I could bring you and that abomination of yours low with my pinky finger if you so much as—”

Berkowitz whacked him upside the head with her cane. “He’s bronze, you dolt. He’d wipe the floor with you.” She nodded respectfully towards me. “Forgive my cadets’ rudeness. I hadn’t fathomed you could rise so quickly.”

“Maybe don’t use cultivation level to determine how you treat people, huh?”

“Wha—bronze?!” Jack exploded. “He wasn’t even tin when we left. He can’t be—”

“Familiars,” Berkowitz cut him off, “are an archaic method of tying one’s soul to a spiritual beast in lieu of a focus. Mister Rex here walks an interesting path indeed to have taken up the practice, and with a void beast no less. That he appears to have completed it indicates he must be bronze.” She leveled a look at me. “At the very least.”

I nodded. “Bronze is right. Ariel here just hatched. Not that it’d make much of a difference. Charlotte’s iron and didn’t even faze the thing upstairs.”

Before I could expound on that statement, Jack fell to the floor, pressing his forehead to the stone and up to me lengthwise as if in offer. “Forgive me! I foolishly disrespected a greater talent, and brought shame to myself and to my sect in so doing. I only ask my punishment be swift and merciful.”

“Oh for the love of…” I groaned. “Get up.”

“He’s not Black Maw, you idiot,” Berkowitz snapped. “You don’t have to kowtow.”

Alice, at least, had stopped pointing her halberd at me. “You’re bronze? Does that mean you can fight through the canpors?”

“I can’t fight much of anything right now. Strained myself saving Charlotte. My meridians are shot, ‘least for another day or two.”

“Why don’t we begin at the beginning,” Berkowitz reclaimed control of the conversation. “What’s upstairs that you’re so afraid of?”

“Strictly speaking, it isn’t just upstairs, but that’s where its attention is. Congratulations, you’ve all been living in the middle of a nanite swarm.”

They went silent. I watched as disbelief then shock then terror transitioned across their faces. Ariel pestered me again for a snack. Then, still behind me, Micaiah let out a laugh of all things.

“Ha! I was right! I was fucking right! The enchantments are changing. They’re inscribed in godsdamned nanobots. Fuck. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Because it’s unthinkable.” Berkowitz spoke slowly, a weight to her words. “We’re already dead. We’ve been drinking the water, eating the moss. We’re all infected by now.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” I told them. “From what we’ve gathered, they’re contained in the enchantments, nowhere else. I’ve seen what they do to people. One of your party’s upstairs, half melted into gray goo. If any of you were infected, you’d know by now.” I knew I was less convincing than I could’ve been, but I couldn’t risk outing Charlotte’s nanites in mixed company. Berkowitz would report to the sect and the sect would annihilate her for fear of contamination.

“Shit,” Alice cursed. “Guess now we know what happened to Pete.”

I withheld the response Lucy had drilled into me at such language. It seemed, in this case, justified.

“It looked like your Pete was… experimented on,” I said. “That might be why the swarm is keeping you down here, fresh stock of potential test subjects. Now he’s got Charlotte and Xavier, so I don’t think he needs you anymore. It might be easier for you to escape now, or at least more possible.”

“He?” Micaiah asked.

“The swarm upstairs took the form of a human, called himself Lesley Wilkes, if that name means anything to you.” They stared back blankly. Alice shook her head. “Anyway, I got the impression he was a real person, came here to research nanites in secret, and either accidentally or on purpose replaced his body with them.”

Micaiah stepped around from behind me, squeezing into the tight room to join the conversation properly. “What’s his core like?”

“No idea. My qi sense is haywire right now. Somewhere above iron. We can’t fight him. Good news is we don’t have to. He has, in his possession, a bell, an artifact capable of summoning an incredibly powerful cultivator. If I can ring it, she’ll come.”

Berkowitz’s face went stony. “Who is she? How do you know she’ll help us?”

“I don’t know,” I lied, mindful not to break the deal we’d made with the Gardener, “but she’s our only option. Lucy’s at the surface stalling sect authorities right now. If they find this place, either they’ll blow it to kingdom come with us inside to contain the nanites, or Lesley overpowers them and the sect has to quarantine the entire planet until Black Maw reinforcements can arrive.”

“There will be no reinforcements,” Berkowitz said in no uncertain terms. “If the Black Maw catches wind of this, they’ll detonate The Dueling Stars to purge the whole system.”

“Good to know. Let’s not tell them, then.”

Berkowitz just stared at me.

“Anyway, I need time for my meridians to recover before I make a run at the bell. You need a way out of here. I think we can help each other.”

“How?” Alice asked. “You said yourself you can’t fight the canpors, you can’t get us past the antipersonnel ward, and you don’t know another way out.”

“He can get past the ward,” Micaiah breathed. She turned to me. “You said there were spiritual beasts up there? Rillisks?”

“Could’ve been roottuggers. Like I said, I didn’t actually see them.”

“Rillisks or roottuggers, rillisks or roottuggers.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I can work with that. Do you think you could get us one?”

“I barely survived them!”

“If you barely survived a cluster of roottuggers you’re not going to be saving anyone.”

I scowled at her. “What are you after?”

“Not this crap again,” Leela groaned. “You’re not making bronze, Micaiah. I don’t care how full your core is, we’re not taking dangerous risks just so you can get one last advancement in.”

“I told you already, I have a technique that can get us past the canpors, I just can’t use it at copper.”

“And how are you going to make a focus, huh?” Leela pressed. “By banging rocks together?”

I laughed, not a sharp or sudden thing, but slow growing, rising from a chuckle of disbelief to full bodied belly laughs to nearly doubling over at the absurd serendipity of it all.

The survivors were not amused.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, you guys don’t get it,” I managed between fits. “It’s just… it’s too perfect.”

Micaiah looked at me like I was a crazy person. “What are you talking about?”

“This.” I upended my pack, allowing the hodgepodge of crafting supplies I’d grabbed from Lucy to tumble to the floor.

Leela gaped at them. “You just… why are you carrying all of this?”

“Ariel hadn’t hatched yet when we set out. I brought anything I thought I might need to complete the bond when they did. That you lot have a use for all this junk is hilarious.”

They didn’t find it as funny as I did.

“This’ll work,” Micaiah muttered, already rooting through the pile. “This’ll work.” She jolted upright. “Mister Rex, if you can bait one of those spiritual beasts down here, I can make bronze. I’m sure of it.”

“Please call me Cal. People called my dad Mister Rex, and he didn’t deserve a molecule of that respect.”

“Um… got it. And-uh… is that a yes?”

“With caveats. How confident are you this’ll get us past these canpors?”

“Extremely. They’re territorial, not aggressive. One good shot should send them scattering.”

“Okay. And this antipersonnel ward. Will it stop a pack of rillisks from chasing me?”

“Yes, of course. Nothing alive can cross that threshold.” Micaiah paused, realizing what she’d just said. “Present company excluded?”

“Yes, I am in fact alive,” I confirmed, “just… very good at hiding that fact.”

Micaiah, seemingly writing me off as a yes, looked to Berkowitz. “It’s our best chance, ma’am. We have to take it.”

“I agree. If… Cal is amenable, it seems a golden opportunity has fallen into our lap.”

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” I said, holding up my hands as if weighing two options. “Golden opportunity, apocalyptic news, take your pick.”

“Better them both than the latter without the former,” Berkowitz said. “It sounds to me like we have a plan?”

“The beginnings of one, at least. First things first though.” I looked them each in the eye, before landing, finally, on Leela. “I need a clean pair of socks.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

“SO HOW DOES it work?”

I looked askance up at Micaiah, the only of the survivors bold enough to strike up a conversation while I scrubbed my socks in the alkaline water. “How does what work?”

“Whatever’s hiding your core,” she elucidated. “It can’t be a technique if your meridians are strained, so it has to either be some kind of passive enchantment or inherent property of your core itself.” She froze. “Wait, sorry, that’s personal, isn’t it?”

“I could tell you,” I said without looking up from my work, “but then I’d have to kill you.”

She exhaled sharply through her nose, a gesture that barely resembled a laugh for a line that had, admittedly, barely resembled a joke. “Right, right, classified intel and all that. Can you at least tell me what brings you out here? The Right Eye-ers seemed surprised to see you.”

“That’d be ‘cause they’d already left for Ilirian when Elder Lopez tried to kill me.”

“Tried to… what?! A sect elder assaulted you? Why?”

I shrugged. “Hell if I know. She’s not right in the head. Seemed to think I was some kind of qi vampire come to drain the sect dry? I don’t know. She was barely coherent.”

Micaiah leaned in. “What happened?”

“We fought her off and we left. In theory I’m persona non grata with the Right Eye at the moment, but we haven’t seen any relevant chatter on the network, and nobody’s tried to contact us or bring us in. Obviously Berkowitz doesn’t know the full story, or she’d have either apologized profusely or tried to finish the job.”

I raised the sock in question up to my nose. Nope. More scrubbing. I got back to it.

“Damn, secret techniques, a void beast familiar, and an interplanetary fugitive. You’re certainly an intriguing one.”

“Don’t forget my winning smile.” I grinned up at her.

“Wouldn’t dream of it. It’s almost enough to make me forget the faint stench of urine.”

“Almost, I can work with almost.” I lifted my sock again. It was as clean as it was going to get. “Where should I dry this?”

Micaiah shrugged. “We don’t exactly have clotheslines up. Just anywhere’s fine. It’s not like someone’s gonna walk off with it.”

“I don’t know, that Jack guy was giving me some funny looks.”

“And you think, what, he’ll steal your sock?”

“I was thinking more sneak in here and piss on it. Given the circumstances, it’d be kind of the perfect prank.”

Micaiah snorted. “I wouldn’t worry about it. He’s not smart enough for poetic justice, and I think you have him pretty cowed. He’s harmless, really. All talk and bluster with nothing behind it.”

“I don’t get how you stand him, or any of them, really.” I kept my voice down for fear of eavesdroppers. “Xavier’s just about the only sect member I’ve met who’s genuinely a nice person. Charlotte I had to bribe into deciding I was worth her time at first.”

“People raised with bad ideas are still people. I consider Alice a close friend at this point. Leela was taught establishing social hierarchy is paramount, so she gets a bit catty, but I don’t think there’s any actual ill intent there. Similar deal with Jack; he just thinks all that matters is who would win in a fight and says what it takes to figure that out. Edwin’s… well, he used to be a hardcore sect loyalist. Thought anyone who wasn’t Right Eye was just fundamentally worse in some way, but again, that’s not really his fault. That’s how he was taught the world works.”

“Bad parents aren’t an excuse for bad behavior.” My voice fell. “At some point, we have to do better. We have to be better.”

“Maybe. I think they’re trying. Alice is, anyway. That’s all you can really expect, isn’t it?”

“And how’s being locked in close quarters helped things? I’ve always found exposure to be the cure to bigotry, and you’ve had a few months with them now, right?”

“I think it has,” she said. “It’s hard to say, both because I’m a little too close to really gauge anything, and because our situation is… let’s call it especially stressful.”

“Welp, it’ll all be moot once you make bronze, I guess. You saw how they about-faced with me.”

“Yeah.” She sighed. “My mentor always said that was the problem with the sects. Cultivation level is all they care about. Anyone at a lower stage basically isn’t a person in their eyes. I never fully understood what he meant until I came on this expedition.”

“Sounds like a stand-up guy, your mentor.”

“He is. Practically raised me after my parents died. Taught me everything he knows. He’s probably out there looking for me even now. He never knew when to give up.”

“Well, let’s hope he doesn’t find you, huh? Much as I’d take all the help I can get right about now…”

Micaiah’s throat tightened. “Yeah. He doesn’t deserve to get caught up in all this. Fuck, he probably blames himself for losing me. He’s the one who arranged my presence on this expedition in the first place.”

“And you’re going to come back bronze and stronger than ever.” I winked at her. “That’s why you’re out here, right? Full core, trek out to the jungle looking for parts?”

“The opposite, actually. Not even Mentor Lee could convince Elder Berkowitz to part with a single natural treasure, let alone enough materials to put together a focus. I’m here for… well, this, technically.” She turned her palms up and gestured to the room around us. “My research hinted there might be an undiscovered Sil ruin out here, and it made more sense to come with an official expedition than on my own. I was just hoping for enough to get published in one of the major archaeology journals, not… you know.”

“Hey, on the bright side, screw the journals, there’s gotta be enough down here for a full-on book.”

Micaiah deflated. “All of it unusable. I’m sure it’d make a fascinating case study on the effects of nanite infection on archaic enchantments, but that’d be, by definition, research into nanites. The Eyes and the Black Maw would race to see who could wipe out me and all my research the fastest. Threads, any writing on this place at all would probably be blacklisted by virtue of sheer proximity.”

“That’s a shame. We found some pretty interesting stuff upstairs.” At this point I’d long forgotten the sock slowly drying on the floor to my left as I leaned against the wall and continued the conversation. “There’s a whole city up there.”

Micaiah’s eyes shot open. “There is? How big? How’s it organized? Grid or sprawl? Is there an outer city beyond the walls or is it all contained?”

“Yes, about a mile across, grid, and no, not that we saw,” I rattled off. “It was also stripped bare. Anything not bolted down was gone; anything physically part of a structure the nanites preserved.”

She nodded. “I’ve noticed the nanites seem to be emulating the original enchantments—or at least their purpose if not their method. Some of the tunnels we traversed on the way here looked more like roads with a protective barrier over them rather than bored and paved passages. I’d wager the city was the same.”

“Yep. Giant dome over the whole thing. I was wondering about that, actually. Didn’t seem like the kind of thing a preindustrial society would build.”

She perked up. “A dome? You’re sure it was a dome?”

I blinked. “Yes?”

“Damn,” she hissed. “I was sure the Sil hadn’t bothered with aerial defenses. Dalton is going to be so smug.”

“Dalton?”

“Chief asshole at the Quone branch of the archaeological society. He’s got it in his head that he can never be wrong about anything and he lords it over people whenever he’s right.”

“Ooh, drama at the archaeological society? I wouldn’t think them the type.”

“You’d be wrong. Academics are like cultivators but with tenure. It’s politics, infighting, and egos all the way down. Only difference is instead of thinking they’re more talented than other people, academics think they’re smarter.”

“And here I am speaking to an academic cultivator. So which are you? Smarter or more talented?”

“Both, obviously,” she laughed. “How dare you breathe the same air as me, you unclean plebeian.”

I snorted. “Unwashed masses, huh? Tried and true, I guess. Falls a little short in the face of…” I flapped my hand in her general direction, indicating her current state of griminess.

She shook her fist at me. “Curse you and your more recent access to a functional shower!”

“What can I say? I’m just blessed with superior fortune like that.” I grinned. “So why archaeology? If you’re pushing towards bronze without sect support you have to be at least somewhat serious about cultivating.”

“Everyone has to have a hobby, right? Only real way to stay sane with all the navel gazing and philosophizing and qi absorbing it takes to cultivate.”

I blinked. “It is? I guess that—ah—explains some things. How do you find the time? Between cultivating and meditating and qi training and physical training and combat training—”

She scoffed. “That’s sect bullshit. There’s no compelling reason a cultivator needs to know how to fight. It’s just the same glorification of violence and worship of the warrior class that’s been plaguing society for eons. Obviously the body, mind, and spirit are all tied together and all need to be raised as one, but the idea you need to be some master of the blade to progress as a cultivator is patently absurd.”

“Huh. I never thought of that.” I raised my brow in consideration. “It makes sense. I guess the counterpoint is that, meaningful or otherwise, we do live in a system where sects control the paths to power, and they dictate whom they allow it by martial ability. Not everyone is lucky enough to have a mentor like yours, nor access to qi outside of a focus room.”

“Point ceded. We do what it takes to survive.”

“‘Survive’ is the right word, too. I would’ve died at least twice if I hadn’t worked so hard learning to fight like I do.”

Micaiah patted the rifle at her back. “That’s what this thing’s for. Sure it’s not great against a fortified position or a cultivator who’s actively defending, but with the right techniques I can hit something from well beyond its ability to perceive me, and I never have to put myself in range of a counterstrike or spend hours learning how to swing a sharp stick.”

“Maybe I should get myself one of those. Lucy’s certainly did a number on those void beasts, but I guess that’s more artillery than precision.”

“Lucy?”

“Sorry, you probably know her as soulship LC-81535. We call her Lucy.”

Micaiah froze. “You have a soulship?”

“Nobody has Lucy,” I snapped. “She takes care of us. It’s complicated. I’m… kind of a surrogate for her surrogate son.” I chuckled. “Heh. Surrogate surrogate.” I shook my head. “Anyway, I’m surprised you haven’t heard of her. Months down here with the Fyrion crowd and nobody mentioned the strange outworlder who showed up on a soulship?”

“Not to me.” Micaiah tilted her head at me with curiosity. “You really do keep getting more and more interesting.”

“Too interesting, really. You don’t know the half of it.”

“Let me guess. If you told me, you’d have to kill me?”

I grinned. “Something like that. Really, I’m just a vac welder with shitty—excuse me, bad—luck. I guess that’s the closest thing to a hobby I have, though recently it’s less hobby and more meditation technique.”

She stared at me in disbelief. “You… vac weld… to meditate.”

I nodded. “It’s kind of perfect. Dull, mindless, repetitive, but active enough to keep the blood flowing while my thoughts wander. Bonus points for keeping in touch with the kinds of things actual human beings do for a living.”

“No offense, but not in a thousand years. How can you even stand it out there? Qi levels in a vacuum have gotta be near zero.”

I paused for a second, realizing I may’ve let slip something I shouldn’t have. “If you’re focused on pulling in qi, you’re not meditating. You’re cultivating,” I covered.

Thankfully, she let it slide. “Not sure I agree, but whatever floats your boat.”

The conversation dwindled as silence descended for several seconds, only the murmur of the stream beside me piercing the quiet. I was just about to stand and ask about a place to try and get some sleep when Micaiah perked up again.

“Okay, so about this city…”

“What do you want to know?”

A lot, it turned out. She barraged me with questions, taking meticulous notes on her holopad all the while. A frenetic energy overcame her as she asked about the width of the streets or wood grain of the floors or sorts of details I’d never have noticed let alone cared to ask about. Surprisingly few of her questions focused in on the palace—apparently ‘unification center’ was the correct term, something to do with the Sil’s own strange brand of gerontocratic democracy. Supposedly the remains of one still existed down next to some Ilirian city I’d never heard of.

Partway through, as she scrolled through images of stonework patterns on her holopad to try and jog my memory in regard to the construction of the outer walls, a curious thought struck me.

Beneath the months of accumulated grime and the matted hair and the visible malnutrition, past the hallmarks of someone who’d been through hell and hadn’t yet escaped, when Micaiah got going, got talking about ancient mortar recipes or stars-crossing festivals, there was a passion in her eyes that captured me.

She’s kind of cute.

Not to be weird about it, but I kind of clung to that feeling. Maybe it was because I hadn’t cycled any of my meridians for a while, or maybe it was because I was finally taking a—albeit unwilling—moment to breathe rather than racing to advance, but for the first time in threads know how long, I felt like a normal human being thinking normal human being thoughts.

I relished that.

Some two hours later, Micaiah finally sat back and let out a satisfied sigh. “Okay, that’s everything I can think of for now. Can I ask you more if I come up with anything else later?”

“Yeah, sure. Hey, if things go to plan, you’ll get to see it yourself on our way out.”

“Maybe, but it’s wishful thinking to imagine I’ll get anywhere near as much time up there as you have.” She exhaled. “Thanks for indulging me, by the way. I know most people think the Sil don’t really matter.”

I shrugged. “They don’t matter any more or less than we do.”

“Exactly! If we want to be remembered, we owe it to remember those who came before us.”

We parted ways soon after, her to meditate on her upcoming push for bronze, me to find a quiet corner and take a nap, but that sentiment stuck with me. I churned it over in my head as I fed Ariel jerky and fought against the discomfort of the cold stone in search of sleep.

Micaiah, it seemed, had decided that in order for her to matter, for us to matter in the face of uncaring infinity, then so too did those who came before, like some sort of eon-spanning reciprocity of significance. It rang hollow to me. The theoretical thoughts and opinions of the fleeting lives millennia after our own carried no more weight than those in the present.

Still, the statement struck me. It wasn’t a revelation. There was no immaculate truth buried in the words, no epiphany to rattle the heavens and inch forward my connection to the threads that bind the universe together.

Micaiah hadn’t found the ultimate answer to the search for meaning in finite existence, but she had found an answer. She’d found her answer.

That had to count for something, right?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“ARE YOU SURE you’re ready for this?”

“We’re on a clock, Alice,” Micaiah answered without looking up from her scope. She lay prone on the stone floor, rifle aimed at something further than the paltry light of my headlamp could reach. “Cal’s friends are running out of time.”

Alice flashed a nervous glance up at me, but didn’t reply. I’d noticed, over the past two days, how I seemed to put her on edge. Even now she visibly edged to the side, keeping Micaiah between us. I doubted it was conscious. People lying on the ground don’t make good meat shields.

Micaiah, on the other hand, looked better than I’d ever seen her, which admittedly wasn’t saying much given the state in which I’d found her. I obviously couldn’t tell for sure that she’d reached bronze, but I hardly needed to take anyone’s word for it. She felt, for lack of a better term, vibrant. Her hair was still a mess, her skin still caked in grime, her clothes still ratty and torn, but there was a glimmer to her eye, a solidity to her motions, a confidence in her voice that’d prior been absent.

I couldn’t see that she’d hit bronze, but I could feel it.

Baiting the rillisk had been easy enough. All I’d really had to do was make a bit of noise and run back downstairs. The antipersonnel ward did all the work, killing the beast itself and preventing any of its friends from giving chase. It’d only taken a day after that for Micaiah to incorporate the qi-sensing lens from one of its eyes into the scope of her pulse rifle to craft her focus—notably the scope, not the rifle. Apparently it had uses beyond aiming a gun.

“They’re probably already dead,” Berkowitz said. “Certainly they’re infected by now.”

I held my tongue. I couldn’t very well argue that Charlotte couldn’t be infected, nor explain that if Lesley had finished with her, we’d probably all be dead by now. If he wanted to escape this place without knowledge of his nanites spreading, he couldn’t very well leave witnesses behind.

“Shouldn’t you practice this a bit more?” Leela asked. “I’m not sure I want to trust my life to a technique you only learned this morning.”

Micaiah sighed. “I already told you, it’s not a new technique. It’s the next step in a progressive technique I’ve been training for eight years now. If you’re so worried, go hide back in your room.”

Leela didn’t budge. “What’s the rush? Rex here won’t go near the throne room ’til his meridians are healed anyway. We have time.”

“That’s assuming the canpors are the only thing between us and the way up,” I stepped in. “If there’s another cave-in or monster nest or plain old dead end, we’ll need time to deal with it. The sooner we know what’s ahead of us, the better.”

“Can we get on with it?” Berkowitz snapped.

“You have something better to do?” I asked.

Before Berkowitz could respond, Micaiah counted down. “Firing in three… two… one…”

An explosion, sharp and loud and fast echoed from the passage ahead. A shockwave struck me like a gentle shove. Leela and Alice stumbled backwards. Jack fell on his ass. Berkowitz and Micaiah didn’t even flinch.

“Canpors in disarray,” Micaiah rattled off, eye still peering down her scope. “Two either unconscious or dead, one disoriented, two on high alert.”

Her rifle kicked again, firing without making a sound. “One on high alert. Incoming.”

I drew Shiver.

A shape charged out of the darkness, a smaller and more bedraggled version of the images I’d found in my database. The canpor charged in on six taloned legs, each articulated once more than seemed natural. It stood just over four feet tall and eight long, the majority of which was taken up by a pair of long, segmented tails. On the tip of one, a bulb pulsed with mesmerizing light. On the tip of the other, a stinger threatened to inject enough toxin to kill us all nine times over.

Without my sense meridian to dull the colors or my brain meridian to focus up, I found myself ignoring the razor teeth and abrasive scales, my gaze fixated on the bulbed tail. I didn’t move. I didn’t raise Shiver in my defense. It was so alien, so colorful, so beautiful. I felt in my soul that there was truth here, meaning in the mesmeric glow that I could discover if I could but decipher the pattern.

A pulse of qi tore through the creature’s head. It died before it hit the floor.

I exhaled as the tail bulb grew dim. “Well, that was horrifying.”

Micaiah’s rifle kicked a fourth time, its shot vanishing into the darkness. “And that’s all of them.” She pushed herself to her feet, nodding to Shiver. “Make sure they’re all dead, will you?”

I gaped at her. I wasn’t the only one. The survivors had been stuck behind this nest for months now, and Micaiah had just cleared them out without breaking a sweat. Threads, none of them had even gotten close. Even in full fighting shape, my qi inoculating me to their hypnotism, I couldn’t have soloed the nest like that. The element of surprise is only good for one hit, after all.

“Get to it,” Berkowitz barked. “Before any survivors wake up.”

Leela, Jack, and Alice surged forward, weapons raised and ready to finish off any lingering canpors. I lingered back, partly to let the coppers contribute, but mostly because Berkowitz wasn’t the boss of me and I refused to let her give me orders.

Instead, I turned to Micaiah. “That was incredible. What’s the range on that?”

She winked at me. “I could tell you…”

I chuckled. “Understood.”

“We’re clear!” Alice’s voice echoed from ahead, the light of her holopad illuminating the distant nest.

Micaiah slung her rifle back over her shoulder and set off. I followed, with Berkowitz and her cane tap tap tapping behind me.

“We should harvest these,” Jack said, eyeing one of the downed canpors hungrily. “With one of those tail bulbs I could—”

Berkowitz smacked him on the arm. “Your core isn’t even half full. Cultivate first. Worry about crafting a focus later.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He deflated and rubbed at his shoulder.

“We should scout ahead, first,” Micaiah said. “For all we know the canpors were the only thing keeping something more aggressive from coming after us.”

I nodded. “That blast may well have attracted attention, too. We’re not in the clear yet.”

Berkowitz, without openly acknowledging that Micaiah and I were right, ordered the coppers into formation and directed us forward. It didn’t escape me that she hadn’t included Micaiah in her commands, a noticeable change from the day before. Micaiah flashed me a look. She’d noticed it, too.

Our caution proved unwarranted, as all we found were more empty bedrooms, unmarred walls, and deserted passages. After a handful of turns, I was starting to worry our route would just loop back in on itself, when the hall opened up into a large and packed room.

Steel shelves three levels high lined the walls and stood in rows through the chamber’s center, obscuring our view of the back wall. Upon them, beneath the first bit of dust I’d encountered since coming underground, sat what I could only describe as all manner of junk.

From what I’d glimpsed of Lesley, there must’ve been some method to the madness, but all I saw were scientific instruments next to natural treasures next to random bits and bobs I couldn’t guess the purpose of. Given the sheer size of the lab upstairs, a part of me felt shocked that Lesley had somehow accumulated yet more stuff, especially if he could break things down to make nanites, but here it was, mothballed and abandoned for threads know how long.

“We’re close,” I breathed, keeping my voice down on instinct rather than reason. “He wouldn’t let wildlife take up residence between him and his storage room.”

“Touch nothing!” Berkowitz snapped.

Jack’s hand jerked back from the ebbstrix talon he’d been reaching for.

“Any or all of these things could be infected,” the elder continued. “Assume it all is.”

Her words of warning didn’t stop Micaiah from curiously eyeing every odd and end we passed as we navigated the maze of shelving. I didn’t know enough about nanites to guess whether or not a given object contained them, but the layer of dust coating everything implied to me that Lesley didn’t let them clean this place. I wondered why.

I caught a glimpse of it past a centrifuge and some kind of crystal prism before we turned the final corner, but we all stopped short when the stairway came into view. Without even passing the threshold, I recognized the sixty-degree angle at the first bend in the spiral stairs.

“That’s it,” I muttered, taking in the impractical architecture that could lead only to one place. “That’s our way out.”

“Triad steps…” Micaiah breathed. “I’d thought they might… I need a closer look. If the central pillar is carved the way I think it is—”

“Stop.” Berkowitz placed a hand on her shoulder. “If Rex is right and that does lead to the swarm’s nexus, nobody’s taking a step through that threshold until we’re ready to face it. This Lesley’s attention seems to be elsewhere, but we’ll have to assume he’ll react if we appear to be coming for him.”

“I doubt he cares much about us, but it’s good to be safe. We should rest up, harvest those canpors, maybe catalogue some of this stuff to see if it’s any use. From how I’ve recovered so far, I think I need another three days before I’m willing to make a run at Lesley, so let’s aim there. Any longer and I’m worried Charlotte and Xavier won’t make it.”

Thankfully, nobody dared challenge my optimism towards Charlotte and Xavier’s fate. Instead, Berkowitz disagreed with a different part of my plan.

“Absolutely not. Everything in this room is a contamination hazard. We leave it here.”

“I can check,” Micaiah said, unlatching the scope from her rifle and stepping up to the nearest shelf. “Nanites are tiny but they aren’t invisible.” Without touching anything, she raised the scope to a cut flower that somehow hadn’t withered despite its lack of water, soil, sun, or roots. After a moment’s fiddling with the pair of knobs on it, she lowered the focus. “This is clean. It’s not immediately useful, but with a proper facility it could probably be refined into a serum to infuse a person’s qi with moonlight essence.”

Five pairs of eyes turned on Elder Berkowitz, each filled with their own unique combination of curiosity and greed. Personally, I both trusted Micaiah’s evaluation and worried myself the least about walking out of here with a nanite-infested treasure. Charlotte, at least, would be able to handle it safely. Threads, there’d probably be something uniquely useful to her.

I refused to admit how wishful that thought was.

“Fine,” Berkowitz gave, herself not immune to greed. “We do this carefully. Nobody handles anything until it’s been cleared by Ms. Ferendin and we have an idea as to its function. Jack, Leela, Alice, you’re on canpor duty. I trust you’ve butchered enough spiritual beasts not to make a mess of it. Mr. Rex, as you will.”

I smiled politely and nodded in response to her visible attempt not to give me orders, noting in her phrasing she’d avoided commanding Micaiah as well. With two more bronze cultivators around, both younger and spryer than her, I considered that Elder Berkowitz may’ve felt her authority slipping. I resolved to be cautious around the topic, but she seemed wise enough not to let her pride get between her and survival. It wasn’t like she lacked for people to boss around.

For my part I joined Micaiah, the only person among the group whose company I actually enjoyed. She kept telling me Alice was really quite friendly, but I had a hard time making friends with people who were so clearly afraid of me. Micaiah welcomed my company with a grin, and settled in to work.

We had three days to recover, strategize, and dig up anything that might help in the coming confrontation. I spent them in a combination of all three.

Between Lesley’s stash and the dead canpors, we had more than enough materials to craft three more foci, but none of the Fyrion residents had nearly enough qi to advance. After all they’d been through, their cores were certainly primed for it, but even if my meridians had been in any shape to generate qi for them, I wouldn’t have done it. I couldn’t afford to let that particular cat out of the bag. Besides, an iron cultivator hadn’t even fazed Lesley. Three newly minted bronzes wouldn’t make a difference.

Instead, Leela, Alice, and Jack surrounded themselves with their pick of Lesley’s natural treasures, selecting a profile of elements they felt best matched their ways, and meditated to soak up as much of their qi as possible. It wouldn’t get them to bronze any time soon, but the more qi the better.

It didn’t escape me that the boost would help push them ahead of their peers upon their return to Fyrion—assuming, of course, they survived. I waved off their offer of my own cultivation setup, citing my injured meridians to obscure how little use I had for their earthly qi. Nobody questioned me; more for them, right?

I tried my hand at sparring each of the other survivors, to unfortunately little effect. Even without my meridians, my bronze physique outstripped their copper by simply too wide a margin, leading to fast and one-sided victories. A part of me reveled in the easy wins, a welcome reminder of how far I’d come after exclusively sparring with—and losing to—Xavier for months. The other part lamented the lack of practice.

Of the two bronze cultivators, Berkowitz’s fighting days had long passed, and Micaiah preferred to avoid conflict with anyone and anything within a mile radius.

Instead of pushing the issue, I left them to their meditation and diverted my focus elsewhere. Swordplay wouldn’t get us out of this anyway. I spent hours stalking the halls, practicing moving in silence and keeping out of sight. The latter came with some difficulty, for while the deep gloom of the underground complex made for excellent hiding, without my Vac Suit my pallid skin stood out like a beacon.

I snuck up on Micaiah and Berkowitz primarily, both because at their higher stages they had more refined senses, and because sneaking up on people in meditation was neither fun nor particularly challenging. The former took it in stride, getting into the game of trying to catch me before I could tap her on the shoulder. The latter absolutely hated it, going off with toxic vitriol every time I spooked her, though never once actually asking me to stop. I think Berkowitz, too, understood the importance of this practice.

Once I’d had my fill of playing the skulk, I kept Micaiah company for a few hours while she trudged through the storage room, her eye taking more time looking down her scope than otherwise. I doubted I’d have been able to stand it, spending all day analyzing the molecular structure of random junk to either prove or disprove the presence of nanites. I moved things around as she instructed, placing catalogued objects in their respective piles, keeping well clear of anything labeled do not touch.

Only as our conversation ran dry did we both retire to dinner—roast canpor, thankfully. I’d never have stomached the gruel of moss and water the others had been surviving on. Apparently they hadn’t been eating any of the animals they’d killed for lack of a safe way to cook them. Luckily enough, Micaiah found a dusty tabletop stove in Lesley’s stash on day one.

In the evenings I meditated, skimming the edges of the infinite sea as my thoughts turned over the revelations of the past few days. More than anything I wanted a fix to my qi sense, a way to rein it in to the here and now without losing to the dark waters upon which I so depended. My chats with Micaiah helped, bits of philosophy popping up in conversation that always left me with something to chew on by evening’s end.

I kept returning to this idea of appreciating the fleeting, of the flash in the pan that was our lives and the search for meaning as the embers died around us. Micaiah’s first advice was not to think about our own smallness in the uncaring void, but I should hope by now it’s obvious why I couldn’t do that. She offered me up a few thinkers to read that neither of us had downloaded on our holopads and thus couldn’t access while below ground, but otherwise had no more in the way of answers than I did.

I felt like I was on the right track—a revelation had found the infinite sea on roofie and re-found it here on Ilirian, one would certainly help me escape it. I just hadn’t quite figured it out yet.

None of that was useful, though. The trouble with meditating towards deeper understanding is that progress is neither linear nor discrete. For all I knew I’d stumble onto the answer tomorrow. For all I knew I’d be lost in eternity for the rest of my days.

The only real headway we made in those final days of rest, the only efforts of quantifiable use, were Micaiah’s. Lesley, in his attempt to declutter the upstairs laboratory, had left us a treasure trove. Berkowitz trusted none of it, but the rest of us were eager to claim what we could. After all this time in a forgotten ruin filled with hungry predators and an ancient evil, we were due some godsdamned loot.

Micaiah divided the items into four categories. Anything in which she couldn’t confidently disprove the presence of nanites stayed where we found it, the shelving in front of it marked with a smudge of dirt. Natural treasures took up one of the empty bedrooms next door, things immensely valuable for the qi they gave off and countless uses once refined, but not immediately useful given our lack of tools and skill in artisanship. It’d be these that filled any leftover space in our bags as we departed.

Mundane objects sat in a heap in one corner of the storage room. Random microscopes, centrifuges, autoclaves, et cetera lay entirely ignored, all easily replaceable, useless, and not worth their weight or bulk as loot.

The enchanted objects, laid out in another bedroom for all to see, took the majority of our attention. A great many were some combination of useless and boring—a ring that helped refine a very specific variant of fire qi that none of us used, a thermometer that also measured ambient qi, a mirror that diagnosed vitamin deficiencies. On a lark we all tried that latter, only to find that severe malnutrition does, in fact, cause several vitamin deficiencies. Who’d’ve thought.

We found a handful of weapons—three swords, two pulse rifles, a one-handed axe, and a spear that Leela identified as having belonged to Pete before Lesley killed him. None of the melee weapons stood up to Shiver, which, while unenchanted, had a spiritual weight to it that outclassed everything on offer. Turns out mass-produced armaments don’t hold a candle to a handcrafted blade made by a mother from the very iron that saved her son’s life.

I wanted to claim one of the pulse rifles after Micaiah’s display against the canpors, but I got the distinct impression my qi wouldn’t be able to charge it, and I couldn’t test that theory until my meridians were fully whole. They went to Alice and Berkowitz instead.

Other interesting finds included a leather bracer with an inlaid opal that acted as a qi battery, a crude iron gauntlet that could generate a temporary barrier capable of repelling most bronze-tier qi attacks, and a vial of what Micaiah referred to as ‘haunted silver.’ The stuff looked an awful lot like gray goo to my eyes, but apparently it was a known substance that had nothing to actually do with nanites, just a water spirit bound to an ingot of silver. I claimed it for Xavier, certain he’d have some use for it, much to Alice and Jack’s chagrin, both of whom followed the same core techniques as the typical Fyrion native.

My personal favorite was a ring that masked the wearer’s body odor, a pick that earned me no shortage of jokes but that seemed genuinely useful. Scent was one of the senses I couldn’t effectively hide from, and though the plain copper band’s qi supply would be visible to a keen eye, I hoped my Vac Suit would be able to hide it.

That left the unidentified stuff, the true valuables as far as I was concerned. There were four of them in all, simple-looking pieces with lines of enchantment carved at the molecular level, so complex none of us could fathom their purpose. Micaiah seemed certain nanites had done the inscribing, but remained adamant none lingered. I happily took all four pieces: a cobalt earring, a steel dagger, a cut piece of onyx, and an unmarked whetstone. Nobody contested me, all too uninterested in risking the gray area of items manufactured with dark tech. I wasn’t too worried. None of this would put me at any higher risk of annihilation than spending time with Charlotte.

That was it. We’d stuffed our bags, practiced our forms, cultivated and meditated and rehabilitated as much as we could. My meridians still ached slightly when I cycled them, but they neither tore nor failed, so just after breakfast on my sixth day among the survivors, I announced that the clock had finally run out.

It was time to get the hell out of here. Charlotte and Xavier were waiting.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

“Everyone clear on their part of the plan?” I asked for the third time, earning little more than a chorus of nods for my efforts.

I stood at the back of our little group, all the better to hopefully evade notice as we all charged into Lesley’s lab. Much as I would’ve liked to, I couldn’t depend on stealth to get me to the bell, because none of us had the slightest idea what kind of senses the nanite swarm had access to. The Gardener had already explained how things like scent and air displacement gave me away, and I couldn’t assume Lesley had no way of tracking such things. Threads, for all we knew he was listening in on us even now.

Our best answer was a bit of sleight of hand. If I could mask what little life signs I gave off behind the significantly more noticeable group of cultivators with me, I could maybe slip by long enough to make it to the bell. There were a half dozen ways even that could fail to work, but our options were few and our hours fewer.

That all said, just because I refused to leave Charlotte and Xavier in Lesley’s hands any longer than I absolutely had to, didn’t mean I hadn’t planned any contingencies. They were all half formed and probably ill-conceived, and I hadn’t mentioned any of them to the others for fear of Lesley overhearing, but at the very least I wouldn’t be facing down a nanite swarm without a few tricks of my own up my sleeve.

None of that made me feel any better about the danger we were all running into.

“We’re running for our lives,” Jack snapped. “It’s not exactly complicated.”

‘Running’ may’ve been a strong word where Leela and Berkowitz were concerned, and I wasn’t convinced Alice would be able to get Edwin moving particularly quickly, but at least the latter had ceased his muttering.

“Alright,” I said, spinning up my meridians and channeling my Vac Suit. Ring the bell, save the others, I repeated to myself, to keep my qi-addled brain focused. “Count us down.”

“In three…” Micaiah’s voice rang unwaveringly from up front. “Two… one… go!”

We took off at less of a sprint than a scramble as Leela set a hobbling pace up the triangular steps. I kept a few feet back from Jack in front of me, hoping Lesley’s gaze would follow the group away from the stairway long enough for me to find cover. I counted the steps, nine on each side of the triangle, twenty-seven triangles in total.

All fear and anxiety banished behind my slowed heart and chilled thoughts, the final step over the threshold and into the light of Lesley’s laboratory felt as any other. I darted immediately into the shadow of a tabletop refrigerator as the others raced for the exit opposite Lesley’s thrones. I paused, reconstructing the room in my mind’s eye from the deluge of information I’d gleaned from the momentary glance as I’d entered. Already I knew more than I’d known from the several minutes here before my desperate escape. With machine efficiency I charted my route.

Then the door slammed in Micaiah’s face.

“So the rats have come up for air, have they?” Lesley’s voice echoed through the cavernous hall. I calculated his location and replotted accordingly. “What took you so long? I suppose they don’t breed for courage in these backwaters.”

I got moving, ducking under the table I hid behind and following the row deeper into the room. The line of tables made for a veritable hallway of shadows and cover all the way to Lesley’s throne, assuming he didn’t wander too close. The sound of his footsteps told me he was pacing as he addressed the others, for now, thankfully, away from me.

“Let us go.” A pleading tone belied the false confidence in Micaiah’s voice. “You have your test subjects. We’re useless to you.”

I crept around a metal box of some sort that’d been stashed on the floor. Shiver, still in its sheath at my back, scraped against the wall to my left. I froze.

“Useless, perhaps,” Lesley replied, “but far from harmless.”

I kept onward, confident from his speech I hadn’t been noticed.

“We won’t tell anyone you’re here!” Micaiah tried. “They’ll purge us if we do, so our interests align here.”

“Since you seem to have thought this all out oh so well, do tell me why I should take the risk of believing you.”

“Because you’re still human,” Micaiah answered, “or you’re trying to be, at least. If not, what’s the point of all this? Even hidden away down here with no-one to see you, you keep a human shape, a human voice, human thoughts. What’s more human than the burning desire to be free? That’s what this is all about, right? Freedom. Even if people hurt you, forced you into hiding, it wouldn’t be transcension if at the end of it all you weren’t still you. So what are you? Are you a person doing whatever it takes to survive, or are you a machine so divorced from what it means to be alive that you’d kill helpless innocents for no good reason?”

I failed to see much actual logic in Micaiah’s impassioned plea, but most people wouldn’t consider my current state of mind particularly ‘human’ either. Maybe it would work on Lesley. Maybe it wouldn’t. Either way, it bought me enough time to get most of the way to Xavier, who sat on the floor chained to a table leg, watching the proceedings with a curious eye.

“Oh, you silly girl.” A condescending smugness filled Lesley’s voice. “I’m far, far more than human.” The sound of footsteps stopped as he ceased his pacing. “That thief of yours should’ve told you that.”

To my credit, I neither froze nor recoiled nor prayed he wasn’t talking about me. I leapt into action, to a plan born of his clear disdain for those in our group.

I cut the flow of qi to my meridians, I dropped my Vac Suit, and I dashed into the open. “Xavier!” I shouted in my best approximation of desperate worry, making a point of not so much as glancing in Lesley’s direction. I skidded to a stop on my knees beside him. “Are you okay?” I asked loudly enough to be heard. Under my breath, I added, “where is it?”

On a cursory glance he didn’t seem much worse for wear. Underfed and sleep deprived by the gauntness of his face and the bags beneath his eyes, but other than some bruising beneath the shackle around his wrist, Xavier seemed unhurt. Charlotte must’ve cooperated.

“Cal, what are you doing? You simply must flee!” Xavier played along, but the words came out melodramatic and overacted. The man really couldn’t lie to save his life. I could only hope Lesley had grown so distanced from humanity he wouldn’t recognize the excruciatingly obvious charade. “Two tables to my left,” Xavier whispered. “Behind a book.”

“How endearing,” Lesley interrupted our ‘reunion.’ “I suppose your plan is to move me to—”

I ran.

With a breath I slammed qi back into my meridians, forced it out into the familiar sigil of my Vac Suit hard enough to feel the strain. To focus my inhuman thoughts I repeated a mantra, not in fear or desperation—the risk of death didn’t matter—but in steady rhythm, as if a law that governed my reality.

I have to ring the bell.

I have to ring the bell.

I have to ring the bell.

Twice did some kind of qi projectile slip off the shadows that coated me. The third time, he struck with pure nanites. I’d made it seven steps when a silver tendril grabbed my left arm.

I have to ring the bell.

I have to ring the bell.

I have to ring the bell.

I ran through my options. I could surely cut through the nanites, but they weren’t solid and would likely reform around the blade. The others were too distant to help. The calculus was easy. The arm had to go. I drew Shiver.

I have to ring the bell.

I have to ring the bell.

I have to ring the bell.

The blade had almost reached my elbow by the time a second tendril snatched it from my grip.

“You’re a ruthless one,” Lesley taunted me. “It’s a pity your efforts—”

I tuned him out.

I have to ring the bell.

I have to ring the bell.

I have to ring the—

A second thought, one not my own, interrupted the mantra.

Bell? Bell!

The sling at my chest went slack as Ariel vanished.

A second passed. Another.

Nothing happened.

Lesley was still going on about something. Threads, this guy was talkative. He must’ve been lonely down here all this time. Intellectually, I knew if I wanted to live through this I’d have to stall him, but I couldn’t conjure a logical reason for him to let me live. I’d have to lie. A handful of possibilities raced through my mind, and I’d just opened my mouth to spin some story about a hidden treasure only I knew about when my qi-enhanced ears caught the telltale sound of tiny talons against a leather-bound book.

Bell?

I turned my head from Lesley towards the table in question and a hatchling void beast with a bell in their beak. They stared at me with their lone eye, dark as the night sky and clustered with familiar stars.

Bell!

A chime echoed through the grand throne room, far louder than the tiny bell had any right to produce. It resounded for several seconds, big and boneshaking, a clocktower announcing to all that an hour of reckoning had come.

A garden erupted around us in bits and pieces. A mess of ferns replaced the table behind me. A peach tree materialized to my left, roots and soil and all taking the place of the enchanted stone floor. I spotted Xavier, his body contorted onto his left elbow to dodge a patch of daisies that’d appeared where he’d been sitting. One of them had supplanted the lower few inches of the table leg he’d been chained to. He slipped the manacle free and leapt to his feet.

I heard a scream from somewhere near the exit—one of Berkowitz’s group, surely—but some kind of willow obscured my view. I didn’t rush to the rescue. They’d have to take care of themselves. My focus fixed on finding Lesley. He’d vanished while I’d been looking at Ariel, and I dared not hope the Gardener’s intervention would spare us his retaliation.

A pair of talons settled on my shoulder. I glanced up to find Ariel, bell still clasped in their beak. No matter how they moved, it rang no more, its magic expended. For a moment, nothing seemed to be happening. Other than appearing, the plants had accomplished nothing, and neither Lesley nor the Gardener had shown their faces. I spotted Shiver on the floor where Lesley had dropped it. By the time it was in my hand, a familiar voice filled the throne room.

“Lesley Cassius Wilkes,” the Arcadian Gardener spoke to the empty air, held aloft by a tangle of vines wrapped around her midsection and each ankle. “For violations of the Grey Goo Accords, for research banned under the Dark Technology Protocol, and for willing pursuit of transcension, the Watchers Beyond the Veil have demanded you be pruned. Have you any dying declarations for the ears of your executioner?”

She hadn’t come armored, dressed in the same dirt-smudged gardener’s outfit we’d met her in, though it seemed a mistake to think her unprotected. Similarly, what appeared to my eyes as a rusted pair of gardening shears at her waist could hardly be something so mundane.

Six seconds passed in near silence. The Gardener didn’t so much as look at us in acknowledgement of our presence, much as I would’ve liked some assurance she’d protect us or at least acceptance that we’d completed our side of the bargain. I quickly analyzed and dismissed the idea of speaking to her, unwilling to interrupt whatever proceeding she’d begun, and less willing to draw attention to myself. Instead, I silently wound my way through the patchwork of garden and laboratory in search of wherever Xavier had disappeared to—doubtless to Charlotte.

My back was turned when the fight began. With neither eyes nor spiritual sense to track exactly what Lesley had done, I could only guess how he struck at his would-be executioner, but the stench of acid dissolving metal told me the first of the Gardener’s defenses.

I started running.

“Cal! Here!”

I followed Xavier’s voice past a wall of reeds to find him standing at a table upon which Charlotte lay bound. Her eyes were shut, her face pale, for a single obvious reason.

Three bamboo shoots spouted from the floor beneath her, past the table, and clean through her lower abdomen.

“Xavier, I’m so sorry.” No pity reached my voice. Her death didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. The sentiment, however, I recognized as necessary if I were to have any chance of getting Xavier out of this alive.

“She’s fine. Cut the shoots and lift her off them. I need to fetch my axe.”

I blinked, qi-enhanced mind racing to formulate strategies to break Xavier from his delusion before I recognized he was right. I could hear Charlotte’s heart still beating under the rustling of leaves and raised voices. The nanites, I realized. They were keeping her alive.

Xavier darted off. I pushed qi through my blade. With a last trepidatious look over my shoulder in the direction of the Gardener’s fight with Lesley, I wrapped a hand around the first shoot and got to work.

* * *

Everything had gone to shit the moment that bell had rung. Micaiah caught herself. Things had gone to shit well before then.

First, Lesley had disappeared to threads knew where, then Cal’s ‘help’ had tried to interpose a domain upon the one that was already there, leaving a mess of plants cutting them off from Cal and his friends, then Jack had screamed in her ear.

A hedge had appeared where he’d been standing, replacing a chunk of his left foot and the near entirety of his right leg with leaves and twigs. Alice had been quick to sever the trapped limb with her halberd, leaving Micaiah to tend to the bleeding foot while she tied a tourniquet around the stump at his upper thigh.

“I’m gonna kill him. I’m gonna kill him! Help my ass, that bell cut off my leg!”

“You can seek your vengeance against Mister Rex once you’ve recovered and caught up to his cultivation,” Berkowitz lectured. “In the meantime, cease calling attention to us and let Cadet Garret work.”

Edwin had started rambling again, faster and more frantically than before, though he at least kept quiet enough Micaiah couldn’t quite make out the words. Leela was using him for support, her hand firmly on his shoulder as she balanced on her one leg, forcing her to hop about to keep upright as he paced around seemingly at random.

“Done,” Alice said as she tugged at the knotted fabric. “Let’s move.” She stood and extended a hand. Micaiah joined in, the pair of them helping Jack to his remaining foot. He winced as he put weight on the wounded appendage, but no doubt his spine meridian was keeping the worst of the pain in check. They couldn’t carry him, not without leaving Leela or Edwin behind.

“Can I—” Jack panted, “—just have a moment to—”

“We leave, now,” Berkowitz snapped. “The crossfire of two cultivators at that level is only marginally less dangerous than the event horizon of a black hole.”

Micaiah froze. “What about Cal?”

“We’re down to eight legs between the five of us, and Elder Berkowitz’s barely count,” Leela snapped. “We can’t help him.”

“We’re leaving,” Berkowitz repeated. “Now.”

Micaiah hesitated, sparing a glance over her shoulder at the mess of plants obscuring Cal and his friends. It felt wrong to just abandon him—abandon them, but she bore a responsibility to the Fyrion expedition, and Alice could hardly support Leela and Jack, even if Berkowitz took over shepherding Edwin.

“Micaiah,” Leela’s growl interrupted her thoughts as the girl hopped away from Edwin to take Micaiah’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

Micaiah sighed and quietly obeyed, taking up the rear behind Berkowitz’s hobbling form. Her group needed her. Cal would have to fend for himself.

* * *

I had Charlotte free of the leather cuffs and the bamboo shoots severed by the time Xavier returned with his axe on his back. “You’re bleeding.”

“Crossfire.” He didn’t even glance at the bloody mess his left tricep had become. “Thorns of some sort. I’m fine.” He made straight for Charlotte.

I stepped back and let him lift her, watching with curious eyes as the holes in her abdomen knit themselves shut. Dangerous as they may’ve been, nanites apparently made for one hell of an iron body.

“What now?” I asked him.

“We run,” Xavier said simply. “This way.”

True to his word, he took off at a sprint, weaving around the patches of garden to keep to stone floors and cluttered tables, vaulting over the latter as necessary. I followed suit, trusting his decision to avoid the Gardener’s domain. I’d eat my coat if any of these were normal plants.

Xavier’s route took us to the room’s periphery, around the bulk of the lashing vines and shooting thorns and spraying acid and amorphous gray blades. We’d made it to the back wall, almost to the exit, when Xavier stopped short.

“Shit,” he cursed to himself. “Too slow.”

Before I could question him, an inhuman shout of triumph echoed through the hall, and at the blink of an eye, each and every one of the Gardener’s plants disappeared. I turned away from the exit and got my first real look at Lesley Wilkes, once human turned nanite abomination, fighting for his life.

The Arcadian Gardener stood alone, her shears still hanging at her waist even as her plants abandoned her. I couldn’t see her face, but the stiffness of her posture implied some level of surprise.

In front of her floated a gunmetal gray cloud, dense enough to block light’s journey through it. The swarm barely moved as it hung there, mimicking neither humanity nor any form of life I’d ever heard of, more machine than anything. More concerning, from two rents in the floor, a crater in the ceiling, and a dozen small holes burrowed into the walls, nanites flowed like rivers, streaming in to join the central mass.

With every passing second, Lesley grew larger. Lesley grew stronger. Lesley grew.

And the Gardener was without her garden.

Inoculated against horror as my brain meridian left me, I coldly reevaluated the belief I’d hinged this entire plan upon. It seemed, in retrospect, foolish to dismiss the prospect that the Arcadian Gardner, legendary cultivator and one of perhaps fifty in the universe to reach the celestial stage, might lose.

Lesley shifted, a foot-wide section of the cloud rearranging into what I recognized as the electronics of a crude speaker. I supposed that was easier to assemble than a functional throat and voice box.

“The Tyrants have grown cocky,” a voice—tinny but discernibly Lesley’s—spoke. “I am more than some weed to be pruned. I am more than an errant child in need of a caning. I am progress. I am change. I am trillions.”

A buzzing filled the air, not a sound but a sensation. It froze me in place, a mounting sense of realness closing in on me, as if the world up until this point had been a poorly crafted illusion and only now the truth was out. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I could only buckle beneath the weight of it, falling to my knees and letting Shiver clatter the floor beside me.

I knew this feeling, not from experience, but from written accounts. The knowledge was widespread enough, though I never imagined I’d have to prepare myself for the ordeal.

The me of two years ago wouldn’t have survived the invocation of a Thread.

More interestingly, I could sense it. Even as my spiritual sense stretched deep into the infinite sea, leaving the planet on which we stood an imperceptible speck, the Thread reached across it, stretching from one edge of infinity to another, thin enough to be nearly invisible, still microscopic in comparison, but the first and only thing I’d ever seen exist at the same scale.

Lesley touched on Replication, and the world fractured.

A dozen Lesleys surged forward across a dozen throne rooms to strike at a dozen Gardeners. I watched through a dozen pairs of eyes as she calmly, slowly, raised her shears.

“And you will die like the rest of them,” the Gardener replied. She snapped them shut, and one of the realities severed free.

I looked on as I fought off the pressure of the Thread, acclimating myself to it as the goliaths clashed. One Lesley swept in like a roaring sandstorm only to be blown away by a warm summer breeze. Another compressed into a thousand razors that flung forward only to thud into the trunk of a hundred-year oak. Yet a third divided to encircle the Gardener only for a patch of mushrooms to emit a corrosive gas that ate away at the coming swarm.

The world fractured again, and two dozen Lesleys assaulted the Gardener from different angles, each repelled by custom flora she’d no doubt devised and tended over the years. All the while she trimmed at Lesley’s realities, snipping deliberately with her sheers to whittle them down.

The trouble was, by its very nature, self-replication was exponential.

By the time a hundred nanite swarms dueled a hundred Gardeners, I could no longer keep track of it all. A handful of the variations ended abruptly as an errant blade or deflected tendril pierced my Vac Suit and killed me. In a dozen more I lay bleeding on the floor, incapacitated and dying yet still clinging to consciousness. In the vast majority of them, Xavier, seemingly unaffected by the overwhelming deluge of awareness from a hundred selves, urged me to my feet.

“We have to go,” he told me. “She can’t hold back much longer.”

“She’s… holding back?” I managed.

Xavier nodded. “We won’t survive a second Thread.”

I lurched to my feet, dizzy and disoriented, stumbling in scores of different directions at once. My hand found Xavier’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

* * *

The city was a marvel. Clever as he might’ve been, Cal wasn’t a wordsmith, and he’d failed to fully capture its magnitude. The place was huge and—more importantly to Micaiah—pristine. She ached to stop as they limped down the central thoroughfare towards the gate Cal had told them about, to enter one of the buildings, to take down one of the wooden signs hanging above the shops, but her rational self kept her on pace. It wouldn’t do to fall too far behind, especially with Berkowitz channeling their best source of light.

Even a dozen blocks from its epicenter, Micaiah almost fell when she felt the presence of the Thread.

She knew in her heart of hearts who had touched it, for there could be no mistaking the identity of a called Thread. The very concept of Replication, in its totality, with all it stood for and all the ways it interacted with the universe at large, weighed upon existence. Even from such distance, even beyond its direct effects, it was impossible not to know.

And what better Thread for a nanite swarm than Replication?

The group’s progress stumbled to a halt, for while Micaiah, and by extension Leela, had kept their footing, Alice and Jack had not. Micaiah spent excruciating minutes glancing over her shoulder back at the unification center while Alice retied Jack’s tourniquet.

Lesley was stronger than they’d thought. Cal’s help hadn’t invoked a Thread of their own. Would they? Could Cal survive two active Threads at such proximity?

Beyond the selfless reasons for worrying about Cal’s wellbeing, Micaiah failed to fully quash the selfish ones. Would the soulship shelter them without Cal? Would his mysterious benefactor spare them a purge for potential nanite exposure? The more time she had to stand and wait and worry, the more concerned Micaiah grew that theirs and Cal’s fates had intertwined, at least as far as their imminent escape. Threads, she hoped he was okay.

“Micaiah.” Leela’s sharp tone pulled her from her thoughts.

Micaiah turned to see Jack on his foot and underway again. With a nod at Leela, she followed.

True to Cal’s word, the dual portcullises did have large holes through them, not that it mattered, as they opened the moment Alice, Jack, and Edwin approached. Cal had said they might or might not, though he hadn’t espoused his theories as to why. Apparently an argentivore had carved a way through anyway.

The tunnel beyond was much the same as the one they’d first found themselves trapped in all those months ago. With Lesley’s presence and the existence of the city as context, Micaiah figured it to have once been a road enchanted to protect its travelers from the elements, only for the nanites to infiltrate the enchantments and carve the stone into their shape when the city had been buried. It was fascinating stuff, the likes of which that would’ve made an archaeologist’s career were publication remotely viable.

The archaeological society probably wouldn’t take too kindly to research papers involving nanites.

“Can… can we take a break?” Jack panted through gritted teeth.

“We’ve only just left the city,” Leela said.

“And some of us have open wounds,” Jack countered.

“Cal said the way out is an hour and a half from here,” Alice said. “It’ll probably be closer to two and a half at our pace. This is a marathon, not a sprint.”

“Every extra bit of distance from that fight could make the difference,” Berkowitz said. “They’ve kept it mercifully contained for now, but any second this entire complex could liquify or turn into acid or teleport into a star.”

“We’re not going to make this trek without taking breaks. I’d rather stop when we need to than have someone’s condition worsen and slow us down even more,” Alice argued. “If the range of those cultivators covers the entire complex, it doesn’t matter where we stop. May as well be here.”

Berkowitz paused for a moment, clearly unhappy to be outargued by an inferior, but she couldn’t make Alice keep supporting Jack and shepherding Edwin, so one voice was all it really took to force a break. “Five minutes,” she snapped. “Then we move.”

“Five minutes?” Micaiah blinked, chewing at her lower lip. Her eyes flitted back the way they came. “I’ll be right back.”

Before the others could protest, she’d already drawn her rifle, pulled up her holopad to let its glow guide her way, and darted back through the hole in the portcullis.

* * *

The replicated selves thankfully began to fade as we stumbled past the gates and into the city proper, leaving only the crushing weight of the Thread itself to incapacitate us. We quickened, the worst of it hopefully behind us as we raced to claim as much distance as possible before the Gardener called upon a Thread of her own.

Ariel had returned to their sling, tuckered out by some combination of the exertion and the disorienting experience. I’d already begun to theorize the tactical uses of Ariel’s disappearing act, and I recognized that once I cut the flow of qi to my brain meridian—and dealt with all the trauma I’d been accumulating—I’d likely feel immensely proud of them.

In the meantime, we ran.

I’d given my headlamp to Xavier, who’d lost his along with the rest of his and Charlotte’s supplies in the mayhem. At least his axe and her glasses had made it out. Replacing a lost focus didn’t come cheap.

Four blocks down the wide thoroughfare, Xavier shouted, “This way!”

He darted down an alley, one I only realized was a dead end as I followed suit. Before I could open my mouth to question him, he’d already carefully laid Charlotte down and drew his axe. “We have incoming.”

I spun to face the alley’s mouth. Xavier’s stunt had given us a defensible position at the cost of leaving us with nowhere to run. Whatever was coming, he’d gone all in on our ability to fight it.

A frigid wind washed over my Vac Suit, and I knew that we were likely going to die. “I thought you said he was six hundred miles away.”

“I said last seen,” Xavier said. “He’s fast.”

“What is he doing here?”

“We’re about to find out.”

I drew Shiver, taking from Xavier’s behavior he didn’t expect us to be able to talk our way out of this. Negotiating was Charlotte’s job anyway. I pushed harder on my Vac Suit, the shadows around me deepening to match the alley’s gloom, their protection thickening against the chilling wind. I slunk to the leftward wall, pressing myself against it to hide from Xavier’s light and our coming foe. With a willful thought I assigned myself an immediate task to keep me focused as I channeled qi through my brain meridian.

Protect the others. Stay alive.

There, I waited, as the Mistral Prince blew into vision.

He floated on his namesake wind, an elongated avian with three pairs of pale-gray wings that glided effortlessly through the city. Two sets of taloned legs extended from each end of his twelve-foot-long body, each folded up into his plumage as he flew. Atop his feathered head sat a silver circlet with an opal at its center, the mark of his ‘station.’

None of this mattered. None of the prince’s superficial features warranted more than a cursory glance, not compared to the pained look in his eye, nor the flecks of gray within them, nor the streaks of the same along its flesh.

The Mistral Prince, one of only nine sage beasts resident to Ilirian, had been infected.

Lesley had sent him to kill us.

“Your highness!” Xavier bowed his head respectfully. “We have no quarrel with—”

The prince cut him off with a bestial shriek, full of animal pain and confusion. Sage beasts—one of the things that made them sage beasts—could speak with and understand humans. That the Mistral Prince seemed incapable of such spoke to the damage Lesley had done.

It also meant we’d have to fight our way out.

Xavier shimmered silver and held his axe in front of him, on guard and ready to retaliate to the prince’s first move. I stayed put, waiting for Xavier to fully claim the beast’s attention.

But the Mistral Prince didn’t charge in. He didn’t give in to his blind rage and move to tear us apart with beak and claw. He instead reared back onto his hind talons, stretched all six wings their full span, and did the other thing that distinguishes sage beasts from the chaff.

He used a technique.

The wind howled. Xavier, made nearly as much of silver as of flesh at the moment, slid backward against onslaught, barely keeping his footing as the gale overpowered his traction upon the cobbles.

I fared slightly better, my body, in profile against the wall, better positioned to resist the flow. I forced more qi into my Vac Suit, the shadows deepening yet further around me as they rebuffed the technique. It stopped little of the air itself, but I felt something slip off its surface. The wind must’ve carried some qi upon it, probably some kind of force effect.

Xavier crashed into the alley’s dead end, the stone cracking from the impact. The prince’s technique kept him pinned there, immobile and undefended. The beast fell back onto all fours and stalked into the alley.

As he passed me, I struck.

The gale caught against Shiver’s flat, sending the blade wide of the base of the neck for which I’d aimed. Instead it struck the prince’s skull just beneath the opal crown.

With all the qi I pumped through it, with the way the moisture in the air crystalized on its edge, with the things I’d seen Shiver cleave right through, I’d hoped for more than a few cut feathers. They fluttered to the ground, frozen. The nanite-tainted skin beneath them remained undamaged.

The prince whirled on me faster than I could blink, the side of his head slamming into my ribcage with a great crack. I felt the familiar chill of meridian-suppressed pain where the sheer force of the blow had broken qi-reinforced bone.

I stumbled to my left, offhand steadying myself against the wall as my right hand kept hold of Shiver. The prince’s second set of wings unfurled to block my path. I tried to leap over them, but the ongoing gale pushed me back. I landed wrong, twisting my left ankle against the uneven cobbles. Footing ruined, the wind knocked me on my ass.

The prince stepped forward, talon aimed at my midsection.

I rolled right, between his two front legs.

His beak descended.

In the milliseconds I had before it reached my throat, my starry eyes flitted both right and left, finding myself pinned between the prince’s front legs. I thought to block the blow, but I’d never raise Shiver in time.

People talk about life flashing before their eyes or coming to terms with death or realizing some kind of last regret, but the truth of it is there simply wasn’t time for all that. The beast was too damn fast.

His head recoiled with a great crack.

My gaze darted up to find Xavier, leaning forward against the wind, his axe in the air post uppercut. He extended the butt of the weapon towards me. I grabbed it, and with a swing he pulled me back and out from under the Mistral Prince.

I scrambled to my feet in time to watch the base of the prince’s beak bash into the argentivore-bone handle of Xavier’s axe. The weapon flew from his grip.

Before the beast could follow up on my unarmed friend, I darted back in and swung for the throat. Again I cut little more than a handful of feathers. Again the prince forced me back.

“He’s too strong!” I shouted.

“We can beat him!” Xavier replied with unshakable confidence. “Don’t do anything rash.”

I blinked, quite certain ‘rashness’ was beyond me at the moment. I could calculate a handful of maneuvers that might’ve fit Xavier’s definition of the word, gambits that might buy us victory at a high probability of failure, but if our chance of surviving without such risks dwindled much further, such a desperate play wouldn’t be rash. It’d be correct.

I’d yet to conceive a winning strategy when the Mistral Prince called upon his second technique.

With an avian shriek, akin to that of a hawk yet several octaves deeper and resonant enough to rattle my bones, the wind, already chilling, grew cold.

I didn’t need my spiritual sense to know this was not some mundane drop in temperature. Qi wove through the winds, invoking not the absence of heat, but elemental cold. I imagined to Xavier, or, worse, to Charlotte behind him, it must’ve felt as if the air itself now fought to drain them of their very life.

I barely noticed it. What little body heat I retained with dark qi flowing through me, my Vac Suit kept well in place.

Xavier fell to his knees, tumbling down the alley as the gale pushed him back.

I ran in.

Any element of surprise my resilience may’ve earned me was short-lived. It got me past his beak and first set of legs, between his front right wing and the wall, but no further. The Mistral Prince was faster than I was, stronger, sturdier, likely above even iron in cultivation.

I stabbed him in the back of the head.

No blood coated my blade. No bone cracked beneath the force of the blow. A few more feathers blew free, clinking against the stone like so much glass.

The prince’s wing unfurled, catching me in the chest and slamming me into the wall behind me. Shiver fell from my grip, bouncing harmlessly off the prince’s back and landing on the other side of him, well beyond my reach. My hand instinctively went to Ariel in their sling, but the blow had thankfully missed them.

With a shriek the prince swiped his wing down, dragging me with it against the wall and into the floor. He beat his other wings in the same motion, rearing back on his hind legs as I lay unarmed on the ground in front of him. I tried to sit up, but the gale buffeted me back, keeping me flat on my back. I looked back for Xavier, but he hadn’t risen from where he’d fallen at Charlotte’s side. His silverskin had faded, leaving pale-blue skin in its place. It didn’t take much of a logical leap to realize he was freezing to death.

Out of options, I gazed up at the face of my killer.

The Mistral Prince stood at the mouth of the alley on full display, all six wings fully outstretched, victory in his claws and madness in his eyes, streaks of gray visible in his veins where I’d managed to carve away enough feathers to expose skin.

At least I’d managed to get Micaiah and the sect members out, not that their survival mattered. Nothing matt—

I heard a pop, sharp and sudden and barely audible over the howling wind. I glanced up. A spot of red, roughly the size of my thumbnail, appeared on the prince’s forehead.

The wind calmed.

The chill faded from the air.

The Mistral Prince, one of only nine sage beasts on all of Ilirian, crumbled to the cobblestones, dead.

Beyond his fallen form, on a rooftop several blocks away, a pale glow flickered into view, a lone beacon in the pitch-black city, lighting the way to our savior. By the distant light of her holopad, I watched Micaiah stand and shoulder her rifle.

Task complete, I cut off the flow of qi to my brain meridian, scrambled to my feet and raced to Xavier’s side, his skin already losing its hypothermic blue at the terminus of the prince’s technique. Charlotte, for her part, seemed entirely unharmed, the nanites in her blood repairing damage far faster than a bit of elemental cold could inflict it. For opposite reasons, Ariel slumbered peacefully in their sling. Few terrestrial techniques could match the true cold of the voidbeast’s natural habitat. The Mistral hadn’t come close.

“Xavier.” I gently shook his shoulder. “Are you okay? We have to move.”

His eyes snapped open. “She got him?”

My brow furrowed. He must’ve spotted Micaiah lining up her shot before I had. “She got him,” I confirmed.

He was on his feet before I could move to help him up. “Brilliantly fought.” He clapped me on the back on his way to Charlotte’s side. “You continue to show unmatched tenacity in the face of peril.”

“We can congratulate ourselves later,” I said, keeping an eye on the alley’s mouth while Xavier lifted Charlotte. “The Gardener could touch her Thread any moment now.”

“The way should be clear now,” Xavier commented, already moving towards the main street. “If there were any other monsters lurking about, I doubt your sniper friend would’ve come back for us.”

I refrained from commenting it could’ve meant the Mistral Prince or some other infected fauna had wiped out the rest of Micaiah’s group.

I lingered for a half second over the sage beast’s corpse as we stepped over it. Under normal circumstances, such a carcass would prove a once in a lifetime treasure trove of valuable resources. Every feather, every bone, every talon had the potential to make for a powerful artifact.

Sage beasts didn’t die every day.

I took no such grisly trophies. Beyond the sad truth of our hurry to depart, the prince had been infected. Any part of him we took was just as likely to pump us full of nanites as be of any use. Instead, I grabbed the only prize I felt confident Lesley had no reason to infect, the only piece not physically connected to the prince’s physical biology.

I slipped the Mistral Prince’s crown into my bag as we fled the buried city.

I gained ground over Xavier as we ran, both less encumbered and more agile than the giant of a man. I took on the role of a lookout of sorts, my Vac Suit leaving me near invisible absent the light of Xavier’s headlamp, while my starry eyes took in the city around me with only the faintest echo of the aforementioned light.

Nothing lurked around the next corner. Nothing attacked. Lesley, from what I could gather, was spent, or at least out of resources he could spare from his struggle with the Gardener. I was beginning to think we might’ve been home free when I spotted Micaiah waiting beside the city gates.

“You are so invited to karaoke night,” I greeted her.

“I still can’t believe it happened,” she replied, eyes wide. “The Mistral Prince… I killed the Mistral Prince.” She shook her head. “He shouldn’t have let me get that shot off. It took several minutes to gather up that much qi. A beast at that level should’ve noticed. He should’ve stopped me. It wouldn’t have taken much. It was like he was blind. What did you do to him?”

“He was infected,” I answered. “Lesley got to him, was controlling him somehow. Xavier tried talking to him, but he just…” I shrugged. “I don’t think there was much intelligence left in there, not enough to negotiate, and apparently not enough to recognize someone charging a lethal attack. Our luck, I guess.”

“And your friends are…?” She trailed off, nodding to the swiftly approaching light of Xavier’s headlamp.

“Okay, I think. Charlotte is unconscious, but Xavier doesn’t seem worried.” I looked to the gates. “The others are outside?”

“Resting, just outside the city. Jack lost a leg and part of his foot when those plants all appeared. It’s going to be a long walk down that tunnel.” Micaiah paused, eyes following my gaze to the gates themselves. “I was actually wondering why those are still closed. We’re right next to them.”

A knot formed in my stomach. “They didn’t open for your group, did they?”

“They did, when we left at least. I had to duck through the holes to come back in, and they’re still not opening for—”

She cut off as Xavier caught up, and the portcullis creaked open.

“Shit. We were wrong,” I told Xavier. “The gates don’t open for humans.” I drew Shiver and stepped through the first portcullis, already steeling myself for whatever horrors I might find.

“They open for nanites.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THE MOMENT XAVIER crossed the threshold behind me, reality rippled in the distance, a shockwave of significance that rode across the very fabric of existence to strike me in the back. I pitched forward, stumbling but managing to keep my feet as I approached the second gate.

The Gardener must’ve been keeping an eye on us to time her touch so perfectly. I felt her Thread as it bound the universe around it, impossible not to know as it imposed its very identity upon us.

The Arcadian Gardener had grasped Growth, and I could only imagine her fight with Lesley was all but over.

“By the threads…” Micaiah gasped beside me.

I turned to look at her but my gaze slid past to the gate behind Xavier and the city beyond, or, more accurately, the lack thereof.

The city was gone.

A garden had taken its place, not the same serene collection of carefully tended plants and winding paths we’d visited when we’d first stumbled upon its keeper, but something more focused, more targeted.

Roots pierced deep into the earth, drinking up what nanites lingered. Genetically engineered enzymes metabolized the tiny machines, breaking them apart into their core components in the same way they had done to the remnants of the ruined city. Acidic fumes clouded the air, cutting off even that vector of escape for any errant nanites. Of the unification center itself, of the Gardener or of Lesley, I could see nothing. Not even my starry eyes could pierce more than a few feet into the foliage.

I knew what’d happened immediately. I’d done some reading on the subject of domains well over a year ago, a curiosity spurred on by the simple fact that I lived in one. Naturally, any information found online came with its own hefty grain of salt, and I certainly wouldn’t trust any cultivation advice I found there, but Lucy assured me the broad stroke had been largely accurate.

As part of the transition into the active realm, a cultivator claimed a space as their own, infusing it with their qi at its deepest level in the painstaking process of making it a part of them. Once formed, such a domain could separate from, abut, or overlay upon reality as much as its owner wished. Lucy’s abutted, connected only by a single door on her upper deck.

Lesley’s clearly consisted of the city, and probably the entirety of the underground complex patrolled by his nanites. The Gardener’s similarly existed overlaid upon real space, her garden a physical place we’d visited.

When she’d first arrived, the two domains had clashed, leading to the hodgepodge mess the laboratory had become. That on its own spoke to the Gardener’s superior cultivation. This was Lesley’s space, had been his for several mortal lifetimes. That the Gardener could usurp even parts of it proved her advantage.

Touching Replication had granted Lesley enough authority to reclaim control, and conversely, touching Growth had apparently empowered the Gardener to overwhelm him entirely, claiming the city for her own.

Her domination wasn’t complete. The tunnel in which we stood remained as it was, and I knew for a fact nanites had once roamed these halls. I imagined soon enough the garden would spread to purge them. In the meantime, we had some purging of our own to do.

After a moment’s breath to overcome the shock at the city’s disappearance and acclimate ourselves to the weight of Growth in the distance, we emerged through the second portcullis to find two bodies lying on the stone, one unbreathing, the other bleeding out.

“Oh, thank fuck,” Jack said as he caught sight of us. Micaiah darted forward to tend to the gushing stump where his leg had once been. He rushed out an explanation. “Edwin’s gone berserk. He snatched my sword, killed Leela—” He nodded to the corpse a few feet in front of him. “—and took the others. Kept going on about an access point.”

My brow furrowed. “How’d he overpower the others? Alice should’ve been a match for him, and even at her age Berkowitz still has a cultivation stage on him.”

“Surprise, mostly,” Jack said. “By the time we knew what was happening, Leela was already on the floor, my leg was bleeding again, and he had my sword to Alice’s throat. Elder Berkowitz went after him to try and save her.” He looked accusingly at Micaiah. “Where were you?”

“Saving our lives,” I answered for her. “And in all likelihood yours too. I somehow doubt the Mistral Prince would’ve stopped with us.”

Jack’s eyes widened. “The godsdamned Mistral Prince is here? Fuck me.”

“Language,” I quietly chided. “He’s been dealt with. Right now we need to get to Edwin before he finds what he’s looking for. If he’s doing what I think he’s doing, we’re not out of the woods yet.”

Micaiah glanced at me. “And what exactly do you think he’s doing?”

“There’s a hole in the floor some distance ahead,” I explained, already in motion down the dark tunnel. “It’s just deep enough to cut into the enchantments.”

Micaiah followed. “Access point.”

I nodded. “Lesley’s got his fingers in Edwin’s head. The fight back at the palace just took a turn for the worse, so he’s looking for a way out.”

“Unification center,” Micaiah muttered the correction. When I didn’t acknowledge it, she continued, “Why’s he need Edwin for that? Can’t he just direct the nanites out?”

“We’re about to find out,” Xavier announced, his axe already drawn as he’d left Charlotte safely back with Jack. “Now, onwards to glorious victory!” He charged ahead.

I let him take the lead, happily hidden behind the light of his headlamp as I skulked in the shadows. Micaiah stayed at my side, rifle at the ready. A part of me wanted to check in with her, make sure she was holding up okay through everything that’d happened, but the nearer we drew to Edwin, the more of a risk additional noise would be. Xavier’s crashing footfalls could only cover so much.

We heard him soon enough, his frantic voice echoing down the dark passage. He sounded, if not coherent, more focused than before.

“It’s here. Right here. No, dig! I told you to dig! Out. Out. We have to get out. We have to get out. Dig. She can’t do this. She can’t. I was so close. Dig. You have to dig. We’re almost…”

The sentiments repeated themselves, though the words never quite did, an irrational number of crazed rambling. The sound of metal against stone accompanied his demands, and I realized Edwin’s role in all this.

The nanites must’ve sealed up the hole in the floor after we’d left. Lesley needed it opened again in a way that wouldn’t draw the Gardener’s attention. Our first visual confirmed my theory, as I spotted Edwin standing at Alice’s back, Jack’s sword to her throat, while Elder Berkowitz knelt on the ground, slamming Alice’s halberd like a pick into the stone.

Xavier, brilliant if unintentional distraction he was, announced himself. “Unhand her, fiend!”

Edwin turned to face us. Berkowitz stopped her digging. I channeled my brain meridian, assigning myself a basic task.

Stop Lesley. Keep everyone alive.

I noticed dozens of scores in the stone surrounding the remains of the one I’d left. Whatever her age, I doubted Berkowitz’s aim was that bad. She’d been stalling. Thank the threads.

Xavier stepped forward. Edwin opened his mouth to issue further demands.

Micaiah shot him clean through the eye.

He went limp. Jack’s sword clattered to the ground. Alice stumbled forward, catching herself on the wall. Berkowitz sat upright, supporting herself on Alice’s halberd. “Took you long enough.” She nodded at Xavier. “Mister Honchel, I’m glad to see you well. Congratulations on your advancement.”

Xavier didn’t respond. He kept his axe up, ready to fight. His skin rippled sliver.

I signaled Micaiah to keep her rifle aimed.

“It’s over, right?” Alice panted. “Tell me it’s over. Can we leave now?”

Berkowitz, who’d clearly caught on to something, held up a silencing hand. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. Their very breaths seemed to resound through the quiet air as Edwin’s blood dribbled across the stone. Beneath it all, near imperceptibly, rang a tap tap tap.

I pushed more qi into my Vac Suit.

Tap tap tap.

Micaiah lay prone, unfolding a bipod on which to rest her rifle.

Tap tap tap.

Berkowitz struggled to her feet, both hands grasping at her cane.

Tap tap—

With a great crack the nanites broke free. A narrow stream of gunmetal gray snaked across the floor, following the trail of Edwin’s blood back to his corpse.

Xavier darted forward, his axe swinging down to meet Edwin’s neck at the base of his skull. The silver-edged blade clanged against the stone as it cleaved his head from his body. I somehow doubted that would thwart Lesley’s ploy.

I crept forward.

Gray tendrils reached from the stump of Edwin’s neck for the fallen head.

Xavier kicked it away. It rolled down the tunnel, bouncing chaotically into the darkness.

As if recognizing what he’d done, the tendrils retreated, giving up on their pursuit of Edwin’s head to instead make what use they could of his remaining body. Headless, heart still, blood no longer flowing, Edwin’s still-warm corpse lurched to its feet.

Xavier charged him.

Edwin raised Jack’s sword to parry.

Xavier should’ve cleaved clean through the inferior weapon. His axe had a bronze cultivator’s qi running through it, his first and most crucial technique honing its edge in empowered silver, and the bond he’d formed with the axe both as his focus and weapon of choice for the better part of a decade. Edwin had a weaker core, no active technique, and a blade he’d picked up for the first time mere minutes ago.

But Edwin wasn’t Edwin. By my reckoning he hadn’t been for quite some time.

Xavier pressed forward with masterful brutality, taking the surprising counter in stride and striking again and again in search of weakness. Edwin defended with awkward and lurching moves, unnaturally fast and sharp in his motions yet lurching and imprecise, seemingly on the verge of losing his balance with every swing of his sword.

From the shadows, I crept behind him.

Out of nowhere Edwin jerked forward, slipping inside Xavier’s guard. Xavier raised the haft of his axe to block, but he was too slow. Edwin’s blade swung to the side, straight for Xavier’s undefended midsection. His skin shimmered silver, ready to mitigate as much damage as it could.

A sharp pop sounded. Edwin’s hand lurched back, blood and bits of flesh spattering behind him. His sword fell from his tattered grasp, only to land comfortably in the grip of his offhand. Already the nanites went to work repairing the damage Micaiah’s shot had dealt.

The rifle fire had barely slowed him down.

Barely still counted.

The spare second bought Xavier enough time to bring his axe to bear, knocking Edwin’s sword back and forcing him into the defensive.

Elder Berkowitz tapped her cane against the floor in a staccato rhythm, each bounce of rubber against stone sending bands of silver across the ground to both grapple Edwin’s legs and plug the flow of nanites from the hole in the floor.

I darted in, frost already gathering along Shiver’s edge. I timed my strike alongside one of Xavier’s, catching Edwin while his blade was up to deflect Xavier’s axe.

I struck him in the side. Shiver passed cleanly between two ribs, cutting through skin and lung and vertebra.

Edwin fell to the floor in two pieces.

Berkowitz’s patch took hold, halting the stream of new nanites from Lesley’s would-be escape hatch.

Xavier kicked Jack’s sword from Edwin’s twitching grasp. It clattered across the floor.

My mind raced for ways to contact the Gardener, to alert her to the breach, but the bell had gone inert so we’d left it in Lesley’s lab. I could only hope she’d finish him sooner rather than later. Berkowitz’s patch wouldn’t last forever.

Edwin’s two halves yanked towards each other, his blood more gray than red as the nanites dismantled him for parts.

He rolled towards Alice’s fallen halberd, but Xavier beat him to it, kicking the weapon out of reach. Edwin’s hand rocketed past, tearing free from his body to follow the weapon, kept in contact with the whole by gray tendril.

Xavier stomped on it.

Edwin jettisoned the hand. The nanite tendril whipped back, a weapon in its own right. It swung for Xavier’s throat. Shiver cleaved through it.

The severed nanites fell to the ground, washing over it like a liquid back towards what remained of Edwin.

Berkowitz summoned yet more bands of silver to restrain the growing swarm, but the nanites simply flowed around, over, and under them, unhindered in their return to their host.

But they didn’t re-merge with Edwin’s deteriorating body. They didn’t lash out at Xavier or Berkowitz. They didn’t grasp for another weapon.

The loose nanites shaped themselves into a small drill, and bored right through the silver plug Elder Berkowitz had placed in the floor.

The flow began anew, a torrent of gray vacating the enchantments of the Sil ruin to join the nascent swarm.

Edwin vanished into an amorphous mass of the famously apocalyptic gray goo, and I knew we were as good as dead.

Alice scurried behind us, snatching her dented halberd from the floor and taking a stand at Xavier’s side.

Xavier raised his axe, his entire body coated in silver as he pushed his defensive technique the hardest I’d ever seen it.

Elder Berkowitz rested both hands atop her cane, calling nine silver blades into an arching orbit around her.

Micaiah fired shot after shot from her distant perch, giving up on focused blasts for wide pulses that sent disruptive ripples through the growing swarm.

I melded back into the shadows, the gloom of my Vac Suit the perfect camouflage in the dark tunnel.

Not a word passed between us. We knew we couldn’t win. We knew none among us could deal lasting damage to the nanite swarm, let alone stop it. We’d reached the end of the line, a foe so far beyond our capabilities that to defy it at all made for a perfect example of futility.

But we were cultivators. We’d all long decided that ours was to flail against infinity, and however many trillions lay arrayed against us, Lesley was far from infinite.

Like whips, four bladed tendrils lashed at us. Xavier caught one on the haft of his axe, swinging the weapon around to sever tendril in reply. It reconnected with itself around his blade like so much water.

Elder Berkowitz blocked another with three shards of levitating silver, sending three more rocketing towards the swarm’s center as she kept the final three in reserve. The gray goo absorbed her strike and got to work repurposing the raw material she’d gifted it to build more nanites.

Micaiah blasted the third tendril with a pulse from her rifle, pure energy rattling and disorienting the nanites enough for them to collapse lifeless to the floor. Barely a half second later, they swept back into the whole, undisturbed by their temporary decoherence.

Alice caught the last one, tangling it in the crook of her halberd. It tore the weapon from her grasp, yanking it back into the central mass to dismantle. Alice stumbled forward.

I flooded the room with dark qi, a crude technique that seemed to have helped against Elder Lopez. I couldn’t tell if the nanites were expending qi in a way that would demand replenishment, and it was entirely possible I was hampering my allies more than my foe, but I was out of ideas. I dared not plunge Shiver into the mass for fear of losing my only weapon. I could only hope disrupting the ambient qi would somehow harm the swarm.

Our last illusion of going on the offense died in the next few seconds. Berkowitz lost another two blades to the nanites, and Alice’s frantic attempts to block up the flow that continued to pour from the hole in the floor came to little more than a bleeding gash down her arm. She screamed as her left pinky and ring fingers fell to the floor.

We stalled as best we could, severing tendril after tendril from the growing swarm only for them to rejoin the whole. Bit by bit it whittled us down, bleeding us dry in cuts and gashes with our every error, wiping up every drop of blood that spilled to make use of the carbon and iron and hydrogen within.

The swarm grew.

Alice somehow got her hands on Jack’s sword, fending off deadly tendrils even as her hand bled out.

Berkowitz took to fighting with her cane itself, her motions flagging as her old bones pushed their limits.

Xavier’s right eye had sealed shut with blood from a gash in his forehead. His right arm hung limply at his side, leaving him to wield his great axe one-handed.

The swarm grew.

Micaiah’s shots grew fewer and further between, her rifle overheating from the wringer she’d put it through as she steadily depleted her core’s supply of qi.

I danced and dodged as best I could, forcing more and more qi both into my Vac Suit and the air around me, a cloud of cool nothingness amid the heat and chaos of battle.

The swarm grew.

It was all for naught. The Gardener wasn’t coming. The swarm was growing too fast. Even should this paltry fragment of Lesley somehow fade and cease hostilities entirely, we were all infected by now. The nanites were too plentiful, too tiny to properly damage, too quick to replicate.

They were like life in that way.

I couldn’t feel them work their way through my blood, but I knew they were. So small, so individually insignificant, minuscule beyond perception to a being as little and inconsequential as me, nanites had nonetheless brought worlds to their knees, so frightening the great powers as to be unilaterally banned in one of the scarce handful of acts upon which the galaxy’s factions could agree.

Like so many cells within an organism, like so many creatures within an ecosystem, the whole of the nanites came to so much more than the inconsequence of their parts, each practically nothing in its own right only to cohere into something perhaps still meaningless on the scale of eternity, yet still somehow more.

I sensed crumbs of wisdom there, little good it would do me.

Alice’s sword clattered to the ground as a tendril slammed her into the wall. She didn’t get back up.

I stepped forward to cover for her, batting aside a nanite blade with Shiver to keep it from impaling my fallen ally. Another tendril batted at me. I guarded with my left arm, forcing more qi through my Vac Suit in an attempt to slip from its grasp. My arm jerked free.

“Cal!”

My gaze jerked to the sound of Xavier’s warning just in time to see yet a third tendril lunging for me. I swung Shiver for it, but the nanites my left arm had just escaped pulled back to knock my swing off course.

I felt ice in my veins as the tendril pierced my abdomen and pinned me to the stone wall.

Shiver fell from my grasp.

My Vac Suit flickered out.

Like a virus the nanites spread through me, their invasion slowed but not stopped by the near-still state of my heart and the glacial pace of the blood in my veins.

But this was no virus. The nanites were unliving, unchanging, undying things. They could replicate and build and bear a distributed consciousness that may’ve resembled something that once drew breath, but the similarities to life ended there.

Nanites were, by their nature, stagnant. They could neither evolve nor adapt beyond their core structure. Lesley’s desired state of being, his transcendence, was that of a calcified consciousness, identity written not in stone but in metal. In his search for eternal life, Lesley had forgone one of the core components of life itself: the capacity for change.

If something could become nothing, could nothing become something?

No divine bells heralded the unanswered question. No explosion of qi torrented through me. No special technique revealed itself to me in my last moments.

No, as the last impulses of my dying brain fired thoughts both philosophical and meaningless, as I stood astride the threshold between relative nonexistence and true nonexistence, something altogether stranger happened.

The alignment, the entity, the thing I’d felt myself approaching in my meditations suddenly slid into this axis of reality, and for the third time that day, my spiritual sense picked up something momentous enough to register on the scale of the infinite sea.

It paled in every sense in comparison to the Threads, its makeup far more dilute than those paragons of conceptual purity. It appeared, to my undertrained senses, like an impossible technique, a great knot of both light and dark qi so vast and complex that no mortal mind could’ve conceived of it, let alone willed it into being.

Gazing upon it sent my mind spinning, thoughts spiraling beyond my control in unhinged awe at the thing before me. Had I not felt the Threads earlier, it might’ve driven me mad. Had I not glimpsed it within the context of the infinite sea, an eternity so great that even it appeared as merely a speck in comparison, it certainly would’ve driven me mad.

My eyes shot open.

Berkowitz was on the ground. Alice still hadn’t risen. Micaiah hadn’t fired a shot in some time. Xavier stood alone, his axe still raised in defiance of the swarm before him.

I ignored them all, my gaze drawn not to my defeated allies nor the still growing fragment of Lesley’s whole, but to the epicenter of the cosmic anomaly that had so shaken me.

Astride a horse as white as winter’s first snow, clad in black plate that seemed to drink of the scarce light in the gloomy tunnel, a figure stared back at me. With vacant and clouded eyes it met my gaze, the pale and bony bridge of its nose the only exposed skin on its body.

I couldn’t look away. Much as I would’ve liked to further analyze the details of this mysterious apparition, those eyes held me captive, blind and seeing, alive and dead, real and not. I couldn’t look away. Time seemed to stop. The swarm halted its advance. Xavier fell to his knees. I couldn’t look away.

I didn’t notice it draw its sword, I only watched as it raised a rusted blade with a thirteen-pointed star at its pommel, and swung it once through the air in front of it.

The tendril released me. The nanites ceased their rampage through my body. The swarm in front of me collapsed into a metal heap, inert.

A second passed. Alice shakily rose to her feet. Xavier helped Elder Berkowitz stand. From the tunnel to my left, Micaiah’s ragged voice broke the silence.

“Cal?” she asked, her voice quaking with uncertainty and fading adrenaline. “What the hells was that? What did you do?”

I blinked, my eyes still fixed on the empty space above the fallen nanites, where once had ridden an impossible figure and now stood only empty air. “I don’t know,” I breathed in response, the less terrifying of the two thoughts that had come to mind. Already my addled brain raced through what it could remember of the vast knot of qi, finding ideas and inspirations it never could’ve conceived mere minutes ago.

As what remained of my consciousness slipped away, I spoke again, a realization that overwhelmed me with excitement and trepidation alike, the sheer horror of that thing’s enormity clashing with my own desperate need for knowledge, for understanding of the qi that’d so shaken up my life.

“I think I could do it again.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

“GOOD MORNING, CAL.  How are you feeling?”

Lucy’s voice washed over me with far more warmth and comfort than any blanket, carrying upon it not just the illusion, but a real, tangible sense of safety.

I was home.

My eyes blinked open to reveal my bedroom in Lucy’s soulspace.  The medical cart to my right beeped along, recording my low heart rate without complaint as it pumped fluids and various meds through the IV in my arm.  A glance down confirmed my shirt had been cut off, revealing a bandage across my midsection where Lesley’s fragment had stabbed me.

“Groggy,” I answered.  “What time is it?”

“Just past eleven,” Lucy answered.  “You’ve been under for seventeen hours.  The damage to your upper intestine required significant surgery.”

My gaze drifted back down to the pristine white bandage.  I didn’t feel like I’d had significant surgery, but threads knew what kind of drugs Lucy had me on.  “The nanites?”

“They tore you up pretty bad before they went inert.”  The gentleness in Lucy’s voice undermined the brutality of the words.  “Thankfully, I didn’t have to worry about removing them.  Your kidneys handled that well enough.”

I spared a moment’s thanks that I hadn’t been conscious for that process.  It sounded unpleasant.  “How are the others?  What happened with the authorities?”

“Sarah Berkowitz, Alice Garrett, and Jack Peterson are currently receiving medical care from affiliates of the Dragon’s Left Eye, whom I doubt will take serious action against them for fear of sparking a diplomatic incident with their rival sect.  Micaiah Ferendin evaded debriefing when one Jeremiah Lee arrived and took her into his custody.  As the highest stage cultivator present, none of the sect members on site could stop him.  Xavier is recovering in his room, chafing under strict instruction he’s not to tear out his stitches with needless combat training.”

I nodded along, bracing myself for bad news.  “And Charlotte?” 

“She’s currently halfway through her fifth meal today.  Physically, she’s better off than the day she left.  That iron body of hers is truly something special.  Mentally, it’s hard to say.  She’s clearly undergone something traumatic, though she hasn’t seen fit to talk to me about it, and her relationship with Xavier is… strained at the moment.  By everything I can measure, she is the healthiest of any of you save perhaps that thing.”

At the sudden sharpness in her words my gaze snapped to the desk, upon which Ariel lay curled up atop a white pillow.  I glared up at the air.  “That thing’s name is Ariel.  They saved our lives down there.”

“And for that they have my thanks, not my trust.  Void beasts are dangerous, Cal.”

“Yes, yes, I’m aware.  We’ve been over this.  Ariel’s different.  How about the Left Eye?  Are they going to be any trouble?”

“I haven’t been privy to the debriefings,” Lucy told me, “but I expect if word of the nanites had leaked, we would’ve seen more movement from them.  As I understand it, Left Eye cultivators are currently exploring a previously undiscovered underground jungle.  Other than a few empty tunnels near the surface, nothing resembling a city remains.  I suspect they may find evidence that the enchantments housed nanites at some point, but nothing proving they still did while you were down there.  With any luck, by the time they know what to look for, any physical evidence will have long been purged.”

“What about us?  If they get their hands on Charlotte’s medical data…”

“If any of the thugs in this junta they call a government thinks to lay hands on one of my passengers, they’ll survive just long enough to learn a hard lesson on their place in the galaxy.”

The sudden hardness in Lucy’s voice rattled me as she so casually threatened to take on an entire sect.  I shivered as I remembered who she was and what she did before she’d found Cedric.  I felt certain, in that moment, that she meant it, that the White Reaper had taken on larger organizations with more powerful cultivators. 

I spoke my thoughts aloud, “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Agreed.  The sects remain a valuable source of both information and materials for the three of you.  It would be a shame to move on before we were ready.”

I didn’t argue with her.  I knew she recognized the travesty such a loss of life would be, I just doubted she valued the lives of anyone who threatened one of her passengers.  I found it comforting, if in a somewhat disturbing way, to hear her be so fiercely protective of us.

I changed the subject to a recounting of my experiences underground, specifically everything that’d happened after Xavier and I parted ways.  He and Charlotte had apparently shared their perspectives on events a few hours ago.

Lucy listened in attentive silence as I described my escape downstairs, my encounter with Micaiah and the Right Eye survivors, and the days I spent recovering among them.  She expressed curiosity at the four trinkets I’d recovered from Lesley’s stash, each inscribed with enchantments so fine only nanites could’ve managed them, each of their uses unknown.  I watched her rifle through my backpack to whisk them away for further study.

Xavier had apparently already described Ariel’s heroics, and while he’d mentioned a mind-bogglingly complex technique that’d appeared out of nowhere to finish off the nanites, he’d said nothing of the figure I’d seen.  My addition of the armored rider and that the vast web of qi had included as much dark qi as light provided Lucy no insight.  She was just as stumped as we were.

“Be careful trying to replicate pieces of what you saw,” she told me.  “Large scale techniques can contain some dangerous components, and I’ve never heard of anything as complex as what you’re describing.  I don’t think my former employer could’ve managed it.”

I shuddered at the idea that not even Alabastra Ren, serious contender for most powerful cultivator this side of the Frayed Veil, could’ve conjured the figure I’d seen.

“I’ll take precautions,” I assured her.  “Mostly I’m excited for the data.  The sigil for my Vac Suit isn’t nearly enough for an AI to build a working model of dark qi technical principles.  I somehow doubt this’ll be too, but it’s progress.  I can’t depend on divine inspiration for my every technique.”

“I’m excited for you.  I would again simply urge caution while meddling with forces you don’t understand.  You’d be neither the first nor the last cultivator to make such a mistake.”

“Caution.”  I nodded.  “I can do caution.”

The conversation dwindled from there, and while Lucy diverted her attention to physically dragging Xavier away from the training ring, I pulled out my holopad to check my messages.  A part of me couldn’t believe we’d made it out so relatively unscathed.  Of course there’d been injuries.  Jack had lost his leg and Leela her life, not to mention Edwin, though realistically he’d died months ago.  I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, for the Left Eye to figure out about the nanites or for Lesley’s experiments on Charlotte to have somehow borne fruit.  Most of all I worried about the Gardener, whether she’d let Charlotte live with nanites in her blood or would ask a question to which we had no good answer.

It was with such trepidation mounting that I opened the first of two missives.

Mister Caliban Rex,

On behalf of myself and of the Dragon’s Right Eye, I would like to offer my most sincere thanks for the aid you and your companions rendered us.  We would not have survived without you.  Unlike those treacherous dogs of the Left Eye, we of the Right pay our debts.

At my request, places have been made available for Charlotte Velereau, Xavier Honchel, and yourself aboard our capital station in orbit of the Right Eye.  I may hold little sway with the sect’s leading elders, but upon my debriefing they seemed unwilling to let such promising cadets go without the best we have to offer.

As for your dispute with the former Elder, I regret to inform you that Janet Lopez could not be located to offer her side of the story.  Travel records place her somewhere on the Right Eye, but she’s yet to set foot on sect facilities, and her family maintains they haven’t seen her.  She may well be dead.

Since she seems to have taken a significant quantity of our security footage with her, the Right Eye can neither confirm nor deny any claims as to a dispute between the two of you.  I apologize that we are unable to offer the recompense you sought, and I can only hope a placement at our sect’s most esteemed inner halls can serve as sufficient redress.

I look forward to witnessing your rise,

Outer Elder Sarah Berkowitz of the Dragon’s Right Eye.

I supposed that clinched it.  Barring something going horribly wrong, I knew where we were headed next.  This whole excursion to Ilirian had originally been a means to reach bronze and thus earn a spot on one of the Eyes.  I knew Charlotte had some unsavory family history on the Right Eye, but Xavier insisted roughly twice a week that he’d one day be the Right Eye’s champion at the inter-sect tournament, and it hardly seemed possible for that to occur anywhere else.

Lopez’s disappearance concerned me.  From her behavior in the aftermath of our fight, it seemed likely she’d somehow glimpsed the infinite sea.  That she had apparently abandoned her position implied to me she’d decided she no longer needed access to focus rooms.  That said, if she were chasing the infinite sea, near orbit of a star seemed like the worst possible place.  I doubted she’d be able to go VIP with so much ambient qi floating around.

I dismissed her as a problem for another time.  If Berkowitz was right and Lopez was aboard the Right Eye, I got the feeling we’d run into her sooner or later.  Until then, there wasn’t much we could do.  On the bright side, with Charlotte already at iron and my own plans for the near future, Lopez, at least physically, no longer posed much of a threat.  I sincerely doubted she’d managed to advance without focus room access.

Forcing the issue from my mind, I opened the second message, this one both more nerve-wracking and more welcome than the first.

Cal,

I want to start with thank you.  You unquestionably saved all our lives down there, a debt which I doubt I’ll ever be able to repay.  Beyond only that, I’d like to thank you for taking the time to answer my questions about the ruined city.  I know I’ll never be able to publish my findings, but to simply know the answers to so many longstanding mysteries about the Sil’s history means more to me than you might think.

Mentor Lee has been taking good care of me, though by virtue of keeping my distance from the worst of the action I came out largely okay.  Mostly he’s been drip-feeding me soup to get my digestive system running again after months of malnutrition.  I hope you’ve similarly had an easy recovery.  Your friend assured me Lucy would look after you.  Xavier is… a bit intense, but he seems to mean well.  I guess that’s all you can ask for in a friend.

My mentor would like to officially invite you and your friends to dinner at his home, both as an excuse to meet you and a chance to thank you personally for rescuing me.  I hope you take him up on his offer.  At the very least I’d like a chance to say goodbye before you depart for your next adventure.

All the best,

Micaiah

PS: Is that invitation to karaoke night still open?

I exhaled with quiet relief at the confirmation that Micaiah was okay, though I held off on typing out a reply for the time being.  I had to consult with the others before making plans one way or the other, for dinner with her mentor and karaoke night both.  Personally, I felt she deserved the invite after coming back and saving us from the Mistral Prince, an act she conspicuously hadn’t mentioned in her message.

‘Debt I’ll never repay’ my ass.  As far as I was concerned, we were even.

“Cal?”

Lucy’s voice gently interrupted me as I reread Micaiah’s letter.

“Yes?”

“If you’ve caught up with your messages and you’re feeling up to it, you should come with me.  There’s something I want you to see.”

* * *

“It happened when the Thread of Growth brushed against this section of reality,” Lucy explained as my jaw dropped.

Before me, where mere days ago had been two fresh saplings, stood a pair of fully grown apple trees, their hearty trunks intertwined so closely that were it not for the difference in color, I’d not be able to tell where one ended and the other began.  As it was, their joint trunk formed a spiral, one of natural, healthy applewood and the other of pale gray, seemingly sickly were it not an exact match in size and strength to its ‘normal’ counterpart.

The leaves were a hodgepodge of verdant green and ashen gray, a patchwork where the twins shared their mutual light source.  More shockingly yet, they bore fruit.

From the green-leaved branches hung apples of vibrant red, some of the brightest and most visually enticing fruit I’d ever seen, practically begging to be plucked and enjoyed.  In contrast, the pale tree bore pale fruit, its apples identical in size and shape yet nearly pure white in color.  Their waxy sheen glimmered in the light of the grow lamps.

After a moment’s shock, I gathered myself.  “This is amazing.  Do you think she did this on purpose?”

“It’s hard to say,” Lucy replied.  “The surrounding jungle shows no such sudden growth, and the doors to my soulspace were open, so it’s possible the Gardener sensed these trees were here.  It’s similarly possible she purposefully excluded the jungle from the effects of her Thread, and thus didn’t know of our trees.”

I sighed.  “So it’s a coin flip.”

“Better to assume the Arcadian Gardener knows something than that she doesn’t.”

“Charlotte!”  I turned to greet the new arrival the moment I heard her voice.  I darted forward to wrap her in a great hug.  “How are you feeling?”

“I’m okay,” she said, almost convincingly enough for me to believe it.  “You came back for me.”

“Of course I did.  I couldn’t just leave you there.”  I grinned at her.  “Besides, back through the lab was the only way out, so really you were more of a pitstop.”

She smacked me on the shoulder, but the smile on her face belied her anger.

“And a glorious pitstop it was!”  Xavier announced his entrance in the most Xavier way possible.

I moved to give him a hug too, but he clapped me on the shoulder before I could get into range.  “Caliban, your heroism knows no bounds!  Already your legend scrawls itself across the stars.”

I blinked at him.  “Xavier, thank you, but kindly, what the fuck are you talking about?”

“Language!” Lucy chimed.

“Sorry.”  My eyes flicked from Xavier, who seemed to have no intention of answering me, over to Charlotte to find her glaring at Xavier with something between annoyance and suspicion on her face.

“Is it finally time for a tasting?” Xavier plowed right through, walking right up to the foot of the trees.  “They do look delicious.”  He yanked one of the reddest apples of the bunch free, sending its branch swaying with the force of the motion.  He turned back to face us, raised the fruit to his face, and took a hearty bite.  I could hear the crunch from several feet away.

“Mmm.”  A shiver passed through his body, a subtle moment of tension and release that seemed to end with his shoulders a little squarer, his back a little straighter.  He swallowed.  “That is delicious.”  He tossed me the apple.

I caught it, noted that Xavier had devoured a full third of the thing in a single bite, turned it over, and bit off a much more reasonable portion of my own.

It tasted like an apple.  It was juicy and sweet and crisp in all the right ways—a particularly good apple, perhaps—but ultimately just an apple.  It took a few seconds after I swallowed to feel the effects.  A jolt ran through me, bright and hot and sharp, as qi coursed through me, passing clean through my center and back out into the atmosphere on my next exhale.  I shuddered.  “Not a fan.”  Shaking my head, I handed the apple to Charlotte.

“Oh, that is pleasant,” she declared upon her own tasting.  “Almost like a low-grade qi production pill.  We could probably sell these for a few thousand credits a pop.”

My eyes bulged.  “A few thousand?”

Charlotte nodded.  “Low-level cultivators will pay through the nose for any boost to their cultivation they can get, and high-level cultivators have more than enough funds to throw around at luxuries like this.”

I blinked.  “A few qi-infused apples cannot possibly be that valuable.  We didn’t feed these trees that much.”

“I think they’re feeding each other,” Lucy said.  “At the very least, the ‘dark’ tree is delivering a not insignificant amount of qi to the ‘light’ tree.  I’d wager the inverse is true as well, though I lack the senses to confirm.”

“Huh.”  I looked up at the trees with new appreciation.  “A symbiotic pair.  That explains why Nick handed me a normal seed alongside the altered one.  Do you think he predicted this?”

“It seems that way,” Charlotte said.  “I can’t think of another reason why—Xavier, wait!  You don’t know what—”

I heard a crunch from behind me.

I spun to find Xavier standing frozen, eyes wide as he stared into the distance, a waxy white apple half-eaten in his hand.

“Xavier?  Xavier!”

Faster than my brain could register, Charlotte was at his side, hands tugging at his arm to pull the apple away from his face.

My heart sank.  A knot formed in my throat.  My stomach churned as I took in Xavier’s motionless form, ready, at any moment, for his eyes to turn that empty black.  Unbidden, my hand wrapped around Shiver’s hilt.

As quick as it left, life returned to Xavier’s body.  He shuddered, blinking his eyes a dozen times and shaking his head.  “That was intense!  Is that what you always see?”

I gaped at him.  “Did you…?”

“For a few seconds, yeah.  It’s horrifying.  I can’t imagine having to experience that every time I cultivated.”  Xavier tried to break from Charlotte’s grip, moving his arms as if to hug me, but despite her smaller frame she kept him locked in place.

“You asshole,” she growled at him.  “You can’t keep doing this.  Do you have any idea how worried you just made us?”

He looked down at her, not understanding.  “But it’s perfectly safe.”

“That’s not the point.”  Her volume rose.  “It’s not about what you know; it’s about what we don’t.  How do you still not get this?  Cal was gearing up to put down a VIP for thread’s sake.  I cannot fathom how you of all people can so thoroughly fail to predict the consequences of your actions.”

“I just wanted to taste the apples.”

“Unbelievable.  I cannot believe you.  I just… I can’t…”  Without so much as a glance in my direction, Charlotte turned and left the garden.

“Charlotte?  Charlotte, listen…”  Xavier followed her, hand extending to press the half eaten apple into my grasp as he passed by.  

I watched them go with a raised eyebrow.  “What was that about?”

“I was hoping you could tell me,” Lucy replied.  “They’ve been like that since Charlotte woke up.  I’m worried something happened between the two of them while they were in Lesley’s care.”

“I’m not so sure that’s it.”  I scowled at the open doorway through which they’d disappeared.  “A few weeks ago, Charlotte mentioned something about Xavier potentially having some kind of bloodline talent.  I think she’s figured out what it is.”

“I’m sure he’ll tell us when he’s ready,” Lucy said.  “In the meantime, we’d best give them their space.”

I nodded, my eyes drifting down to the apple in my hand.  Based on Xavier’s reaction, it’d given him a glimpse of the infinite sea, probably by injecting a bit of dark qi directly into his core.  The thought terrified me.  I’d seen what contact with the infinite sea could do to cultivators.  I held in my hand the quite literal fruit of that particular tragedy.  If these apples could force perception of it…

But Xavier had insisted they were safe.  That faraway look on his face, I’d seen it once before.  Elder Lopez had stared like that shortly before collapsing and giving up in her fight against us.  Had she seen it too?  If it wasn’t exposure to the infinite sea that had driven Nick to VIP, what had?

Almost absentmindedly I took a bite of the apple.  It tasted amazing.  It was cool and sweet and refreshing, an icy glass of water on a hot summer’s day.  A trickle of qi ran down my meridians, centering and focusing me as its cold calmness washed over me.

Charlotte was right.  That was pleasant.

I took another bite.

I lingered for nearly an hour beneath the shade of Nick’s apple trees, enjoying the quiet of the moment, the simple relief of for once not being in mortal danger.

We’d won.  We’d made it out.  We’d accomplished everything we’d come to Ilirian to do and more.  I relished that my biggest problem was that my friends were fighting.  I was going to see Micaiah again.  We’d ventured into Lesley’s domain and come out stronger for it.

I was safe.

I was home.

And damn, these apples were delicious.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHARLOTTE WOVE LEFT, ducking under Xavier’s training axe as she raised her rapier to riposte.

He backpedaled, narrowly escaping the range of her lunge. “You’ll have to do better than that!” he taunted.

Charlotte obliged. She chained left feint six into back step two to reposition Xavier’s axe relative to her, and pushed qi through her weapon to surround the otherwise flimsy rapier with a field of repelling force. As Xavier advanced, she entered right step one to access his exposed side and end the bout.

He reacted flawlessly, ignoring her feint, pressing forward at her back step, and spinning to cover his exposure before Charlotte even started her right step. The blunted edge of his training axe struck her in the left shoulder. It hurt.

“C’mon, Charlotte. You’re a stage higher than me. Win!”

She tried. By the threads, she tried. She fought like she’d never fought before, chaining together forms she’d never attempted, iron-level techniques she’d barely tested, and every dirty trick in the Velereau style’s vast repertoire. None of it worked.

Every feint, every lunge, every qi-empowered parry, Xavier met with the perfect counter. Time after time his axe struck her, bruising her reforged body beyond its means, leaving her progressively more aching and beaten. With every exchange, with every loss, her ire grew.

“Stop.” She slashed viciously with her rapier, the force qi around it knocking Xavier’s axe free from his grip. “Predicting.” She stepped forward for the finishing blow. Her own weapon was out of position, but it didn’t matter. “Me!” Her offhand surged forward. Five points of gunmetal gray formed into claws around her fingertips. They pierced Xavier’s chest like so much wet paper.

Even as the nanites flooded his body, Xavier didn’t have so much courtesy as to look surprised. As he gazed into the face of his killer, only resignation filled his eyes.

Lesley didn’t care. He’d take him apart bit by bit until he understood the specimen before him. The empty one would be next, though he would have to wait until they finally escaped this cursed planet. Only then could he—

* * *

Charlotte awoke with a gasp.  Her heart pounded as the adrenaline of the nightmare slowly faded.  She pulled the blanket tighter around her, curling up on the soft sofa.

I am my own, she reminded herself.  I am my own.

Three distinct beeps pulled her from her thoughts, a sound she knew well as that interface for requesting raw ingredients from storage.  She sat up, eyes half-closed with grogginess, and looked over the back of the couch, past the dining table, and into the kitchen.  “Cal?  It’s two in the morning.  What’re you… are you making lasagna?”

“Shh!”  Cal raised a finger to his lips with surprising urgency.  “She’ll hear you.”  At Charlotte’s confused blinking, he continued, “Tonight’s the night Lucy does maintenance on the water recirculation system.  While she’s distracted, I can cook for everyone without her stepping in and insisting on doing most of the work herself.”

Charlotte pressed a hand over her mouth to suppress a laugh.  Composure regained, she responded at a whisper.  “Is this why you’ve been so focused on practicing stealth?  For secret lasagna?”

“It’s more like surprise lasagna,” Cal replied as he dusted the countertop with flour.  He nodded at her.  “Though I guess now the surprise is ruined.  You realize we have spare bedrooms, right?”

“I wanted to be by the fire.”  She gestured to the long-cooled embers in the dark fireplace.

“Makes sense.”  Cal cracked an egg into his pile of flour, digging in with his hands to mix the dough.  “What happened between you and Xavier, anyway?  I’ve never seen one of your fights last this long.”

“I figured him out is what happened.  He’s… not what he seems.”

Cal raised an eyebrow, the disbelief clear in his voice.  “Xavier?  Really?”

Charlotte rubbed her eyes.  “It really should be him telling you this, but even now getting him to so much as talk about it is like pulling teeth.”

“This is about what you were telling me before, right?  He’s some kind of empath?”

“If only.  This would all be so much easier if he were just an empath.”

Cal grabbed the rolling pin.  “So what is he then?”

“He’s a seer.  A threads-damned full-fledged seer.”

“What, like a prophet?”

“No,” Charlotte explained.  “A prophet communes with a great spirit to interpret its will.  Xavier sees the future.”

Cal barely even faltered in his pasta rolling.  “Huh.”

Charlotte envied how unflappable he was, how he managed to appear completely apathetic to even the most world-shaking revelations.  Threads, they’d all just barely escaped one of the most dangerous situations she could conceive of and here he was making lasagna.

“He’s what the Gardener was talking about when she said we would start a war,” Charlotte continued.  “Seers, true seers, are exceedingly rare.  It’s hard to say how rare because they tend to die within a few months of being discovered, but I’d wager Xavier is the first and only one to pop up in the Dueling Stars.  All it takes is the wrong person laying eyes on him, or the wrong scrying formation passing over this particular region of space, and the major galactic powers are going to enter a race to be the first one to capture him and wring as much information out of him as possible before their rivals inevitably have him assassinated.”

Cal lifted his pasta sheet into the glass tray that’d first clued Charlotte in to his intended recipe.  “You make it sound hopeless.  If he can see the future, why doesn’t he just… avoid that?”

Charlotte shook her head.  “His gift isn’t perfect.  Again, it should be him telling you this, but he’s cagey.  As I understand it, the act of seeing the future changes it, so he can only pick up common themes of cause and effect after repeated predictions.  More to the point, he has taken steps to avoid it.  He sought you out.”

“I wouldn’t say sought.  Xavier challenged every new cadet.  He even dueled Nick.”

“Cal, you have to wrap your head around what Xavier’s power means.  He’s probably known for years that you were coming, and that you were his best chance at survival.  It is perfectly within the realm of possibility that he threw fights to stay at the bottom rank, established a reputation as an over eager duelist who challenges every new recruit, and constructed his entire personality from the ground up with the sole purpose of befriending you.”

“Xavier?  No way.  The man can’t lie to save his life.”  Cal turned to stir the pot of bolognese bubbling away on the stovetop.

“Which is exactly the reputation someone with a very important secret might want, isn’t it?” Charlotte pressed.  “Sure, it’s possible that’s just how Xavier is.  I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s like that because he dedicates so much brain power to not saying things he shouldn’t know that he doesn’t have any filter left for things as trivial as tact.  The point is I don’t know.  Threads, it might be both.  I don’t think Xavier has a functional concept of what he should and shouldn’t share with people.  Did you know he was born a girl?”

Cal remained completely unfazed as his hands got to work mixing the dough for the next layer of pasta.  “Really?  Xavier?  I never would’ve guessed.”

“He only told me a few weeks ago.  Apparently his family noticed the conflict between his body and his soul when he first started opening meridians.  He was completely shocked I didn’t already know.  I think he might’ve been under the impression anyone could look at someone and just… know their past.”

“That happened on Fyrion too.  He’s the only person I’ve ever met who can gauge my cultivation, and he seemed to assume anyone could tell how many meridians I’d opened or whatever just by looking at me.”

Charlotte stared at Cal, so casually rolling out pasta.  “How are you so nonchalant about this?  This calls everything Xavier’s ever said and done into question.”

“Does it?  I trust Xavier, and from the sound of it he had plenty of reason to keep all this secret.  I’m not sure how him building his personality to befriend me is any different from how anyone else builds their personality.  We all consciously choose who we are, and we all let the approval of others influence how we behave.  Sounds like Xavier just did it on purpose and for the sake of survival instead of just to make friends.”

“He knew, Cal.”  Charlotte’s voice fell.  “He knew what we were going to find in those ruins.  He knew what would happen to—”

“Ah,” Cal said.  “I understand now.  I’m sorry about what happened to you.  I know it must’ve been traumatizing, but I can’t in good conscience regret any of it.  Four people are alive today entirely because we went into those ruins.”

“I know.  I know.  I just… I wish he would communicate with me.  I wish we could’ve known what we were getting into.  I wish he could wrap his thick head around the idea that just because he knows something is going to work out doesn’t mean we do.”

Cal shrugged.  “He’s lived his whole life with the knowledge that one slip up would get him killed.  Just like you need time to come to terms with what this means for your perception of him, he needs time for it to sink in that it’s okay to talk about this stuff with us.  Do I wish he’d been more upfront about it?  Sure.  Am I surprised he hasn’t been?  Not a whit.”

Charlotte exhaled.  “You’re not wrong.  I don’t suppose it changes our plans at all.  We’re a bit more exposed to discovery, but Lucy already has ISH after her, and it’s only a matter of time before the entire galaxy wants you dead.”

That finally got Cal to stop cooking for a few breaths.  “What’d I do?”

“You got me to iron, Cal.  I know you’re used to having more qi than you know what to do with, but that’s a huge deal, and you did it from bronze.  What happens when you hit the gem stages?  Or the unstable ones?  The balance of power across the galaxy is built on tight control over the limited amount of qi.  If Xavier represents a temporary advantage in the espionage game, you threaten to flip over the entire board.”

“Good.”  Cal spread a layer of sauce before depositing his next pasta sheet into the dish.  “The balance of power deserves to be disrupted.  Cultivators have been trampling mortals underfoot for millennia.”

“And one day you might have the power to change that, assuming you can live that long.  Threads, of all of us, I’m the lucky one.  At least whoever catches us will just incinerate me to contain the spread of nanites instead of trying to enslave me like the rest of you.”

The corner of Cal’s mouth quirked upward.  “Guess we’ll just have to incinerate them first.  I’ll get right on that.”

“Of course!  Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Obviously you grew up too tainted by cultivator culture.  Only my uncultured mortal upbringing could inspire such an infallible plan.”

Charlotte chuckled.  “Uncultured?  You?  Never.”

“Aha, but have you considered that I haven’t saluted once in almost a year now.  Once we get to the Right Eye I’ll be practically courting death.”

Charlotte felt herself deflate at the comment.  “About that… I… may not have been entirely honest about my reasons for going to Fyrion.”

“I figured as much.”  Cal finished off his last layer of sauce and pulled out the cheese grater.  “Your line about wanting to stand on your own merits may’ve worked on drunk me, but sober me?  Not a chance.”

Charlotte bit back her embarrassment.  “In my defense, my ability to lie was just as inhibited as your ability to notice.”  She let out a breath.  “Look, things with my father are… complicated.  When I ran away…”  She trailed off as she noticed Cal’s silencing hand.

“I think we’ve had enough soul-baring for one evening, don’t you?  You’ve certainly left me with more than enough to think about.”

She had?  From the looks of it Cal seemed completely unbothered by the revelations.

“I trust you,” he continued, “and I trust that we’ll be able to deal with whatever family drama you’ve got going on.  Besides, there’s plenty of time between here and the Right Eye.  How ‘bout we hold off until we’ve had a bit more chance to recover.  You can tell us all about it once we’re en route, maybe at a more reasonable hour.  Sound fair?”

His use of the plural didn’t escape her.  Already he implied that her reconciliation with Xavier was a given.  Charlotte didn’t feel so sure.  Nevertheless, she nodded.  “Sounds fair.”

“Besides,” Cal said, sprinkling the last of the cheese atop his creation with a flourish.  “The lasagna’s done.”

He moved to the fridge, depositing the dish to be baked later.

Charlotte glanced at the mess he’d made in the kitchen.  “Do you want some help cleaning up?”

“I would love some help cleaning up.  One caveat, though.”

“And that would be?” Charlotte asked, already rising and moving to the sink.

“Isn’t it obvious?”  He grinned at her.  “Don’t tell Lucy.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

WE LINGERED A week at the center of the crater.  The Left Eye officials never bothered us.  Apparently the story went that we were there as some kind of covert rescue operation on behalf of the Right Eye, and that we’d snuck in because the Right thought the Left wouldn’t want an asset as powerful as Lucy infringing on their territory.  The Right Eye went along with it because it let them imply they had a soulship in their employ.  The Left liked it because it let them point the finger at the Right and demand concessions in exchange for the trespass.  We all liked it because it meant we could leave.

New life had already started to encroach upon the crater by the time we all gathered on the upper deck to bid the ebonleafs adieu.  By the end of the month the remains of the void beast nest and the access point to the former ruined city would be little more than a strange topographical feature in an otherwise indistinguishable stretch of jungle.  At least Ilirian might one day forget what’d happened here.

Charlotte and Xavier strapped in next to each other for take-off.  Of course I hadn’t been present for the conversation that ended their fight, but they seemed to have come to some kind of reconciliation.  She’d stopped sleeping on the couch, at least.

“I still think this is a bad idea,” Charlotte said.  “However much you trust Micaiah, we know nothing about this Mentor Lee character.  The chance this goes south—”

“All opportunities include the risk of failure,” Xavier interrupted.  “It would yet be folly to abandon them.”

I gestured at him with my thumb.  “What he said.  Micaiah saved our lives.  I refuse to believe the man who practically raised her doesn’t share at least some of her morals.”

Charlotte looked askance at Xavier.  “Just tell him.  We all already know, and it’s not like Cal or Lucy is going to leak information.”

Xavier said nothing.

Charlotte sighed.  “Someone thinks there’ll be trouble with the authorities tomorrow morning.  There’s a very real chance we’re headed into a trap.”

I scowled.  Xavier steadfastly refused to so much as imply the existence of his ability to anyone but Charlotte, forcing her to play interpreter between him and the rest of us.  It didn’t surprise me—he’d spent his entire life in fear of the secret getting out—but it certainly annoyed me.

“It sounds to me like Micaiah might need our help,” I said.  “She’s the only one without the Right Eye protecting her.”  I scanned Xavier’s face for any sign of a reaction one way or the other, but I spotted nothing.

“I’m just excited for tonight,” Xavier changed the subject.  “We’re all due some revelry, and we have three advancements to celebrate.”

“I’d be happy just to celebrate that we’ve all lived this long,” I said.  “But I won’t complain about three advancements.”

Of the evening’s invitees, only Xavier and Lucy herself hadn’t advanced since our last karaoke night.  We were due for a blowout.

The Dueling Stars had nearly disappeared beyond the horizon by the time we touched down in the field behind a row of modest bungalows.  Dozens of locals had stepped out onto their back porches to gawk at the unfamiliar skiff, but Lee himself remained conspicuously absent.  We stood and left the observation deck to find the gangway already lowered and Micaiah on the approach.

I almost didn’t recognize her.

Gone were the ragged traveling clothes in favor of a deep purple cocktail dress and matching heels, a getup more suited for a night on the town than what was, for all intents and purposes, us getting wasted and singing karaoke in the living room.  In lieu of sunken eyes with bags beneath them was artfully done purple and black eyeshadow, a splash of brightness on her otherwise dark complexion.  The look was, to put it mildly, very purple, but it suited her.

Most impressive to someone who’d seen her sorry state last week was her hair, big and bold as its curls poofed out in all directions.  I couldn’t imagine the amount of effort it’d taken to rehabilitate the ratty mess I remembered.  In her place I’d have shaved it all off.

“Threads,” Xavier’s muttering pulled me from my thoughts.  “Should we have dressed up?”

“Dressed up in what?” Charlotte countered.  “All you brought is uniforms.”

Before I could comment on my own comparatively casual fare—one of Cedric’s signature leather jackets—Micaiah had made it into earshot.

“Welcome aboard.  I understand you were instrumental in the survival of my passengers.  You have my thanks.”

“Of course, venerable one,” Micaiah replied far too formally.  “They-ah… saved me first.”

“Please, call me Lucy.”

“Lucy, then.  Pleasure to meet you.”

I wrapped her in a hug.  “I’m glad you could make it.  It’s good to see you.”

“Me too.”  She scowled.  “You too.  Whichever.”

I pulled away and stealthily moved to the table while Micaiah greeted Xavier and introduced herself to Charlotte, returning just in time to interrupt their welcome with the joyous pop of a champagne cork.

“Okay, that’s enough about who saved whose life and who owes who a great debt and all that nonsense.”  Lucy handed me a champagne flute and I started pouring, distributing filled glasses as Lucy kept me supplied with empties.  “Ladies and gentlemen, we have assembled tonight with one goal and one goal only: to get absolutely blasted and find a karaoke song difficult enough to make Charlotte sound as bad as the rest of us!  Who’s with me?”

“Hear, hear!” Xavier cheered, raising his glass.

We toasted.  The clink of the glasses seemed to echo through Lucy’s upper deck long after we moved to adjourn to the living room.  It was a welcome sound, a happy sound.  It stuck with me as we chatted and joked and drank our champagne.  Already I felt as if a weight had lifted from my shoulders.

And the night had only just begun.

——

“Owwww.”  I rolled over in bed to find a glass of water on the night stand I certainly hadn’t left there.  I didn’t question it, tilting my neck at an awkward angle to down the whole thing without sitting up.  Sufficiently hydrated, I let my head flop back down onto the pillow as I shut my eyes and focused on my breathing.  The headache faded as cool qi flowed through my blood and kidneys, filtering out the last of the alcohol and hastening the absorption of the water.  I let out a sigh.

A quick glance at my holopad confirmed I had a bit under half an hour before our scheduled brunch with Micaiah’s mentor, the timing so cruelly robbing me of the chance to laze about.  Instead, I forced myself out of bed and into the shower, determined to at least look presentable for the meeting.  I emerged some twenty minutes later to find Charlotte and Xavier waiting in the dining room, the former looking remarkably well-rested.  At least Xavier had the grace to look as ragged as I felt.

“Good morning,” Charlotte greeted me.

“Can you do me a favor,” I said as I moved to the sink for another glass of water, “and smack whoever’s idea it was to schedule a ten AM brunch today?”

“I would,” Xavier replied, no hint of humor in his voice, “but you’re all the way over there.”

“I’m surprised Micaiah isn’t with you,” Charlotte commented with a wry grin.  “The way you were looking at her last night…”

I exhaled.  “She had a bit too much to drink—passed out on the couch, actually, after you two left.  Lucy helped her home.”

Charlotte’s eyes flicked between me and Xavier.  “Well at least you two won’t be the only hungover ones.”

I shook my head.  “You and your iron body.  It’s unfair, I tell you.”

Charlotte cocked an eyebrow at me.  “I’m sorry, are you complaining about unfairness in cultivation?”

I loudly set my empty water glass down.  “Welp, we better get a move on.  Wouldn’t want to be late, after all.”  I strode confidently for the exit, catching the sound of a shared laugh as the others moved to follow me.

The gangway was already down when we reached it, the view of the verdant field behind Micaiah’s house even more idyllic in the daylight.  It made the transition all the more jarring when I first stepped off the metal ramp to feel my foot land not on soft grass but crunch upon gravel.

I blinked and the field and house and Lucy were gone.  Before me wove a garden path through carefully manicured hedges and vibrant flowers.  Xavier almost bowled into me as he too crossed the threshold.

“Well,” Charlotte said, taking in the abrupt change in surroundings, “I guess we’re going to be late for brunch.”

“C’mon,” I said, already moving down the path.  “She owes us three boons, remember?”

“So I do,” the Arcadian Gardener spoke as we rounded a bend to find her kneeling at the side of the path, gloved hands at work pruning some kind of shrub.  

She looked much as I remembered, appearing as little more than a mortal laborer but for the ethereal beauty of her face and the vague sense of significance she gave off.  Her very presence exerted a pressure upon us, as if the world itself felt the need to remind us we stood before something greater than we were.  Nothing about her appearance hinted at her conflict with Lesley.  She, at least, seemed to have won unscathed.

“I suppose I owe you gratitude for finishing off my quarry so completely.  To invoke one of the Mysteries at such a young age is no small thing.  Perhaps you’ll survive the year, after all.”

I couldn’t help myself.  “Is that what that was?  How does it work?”

“Tsk,” she interrupted me.  “If I knew that, they’d hardly be Mysteries, would they?  Regardless, you performed your side of our bargain admirably.”

Charlotte glared at her.  “Did you know what you were getting us into down there?”

That, at least, got the Gardener to look up from her work.  She tilted her head at us, eyes focused on Xavier even as she addressed Charlotte.  “Did you not?”

Charlotte didn’t answer.

The corner of the Gardener’s mouth quirked up.  “You are a curious bunch.  I’m glad I let you live.  You’ve certainly proved entertaining.  I look forward to news of your future exploits.  To that end…”  She turned back to her work, brushing aside the leaves of the hedge in front of her to reveal four wooden charms, each the size and shape of a coin, growing out of the branches within.  One by one she cut them free.  

“Your first boon, a gift of obscurity.  Worn on your person, these will hide you from long-range scrying, as well as concealing your gifts from more discerning onlookers.”  She handed the four tokens to Xavier.  “Bear in mind these won’t hold up to high-level scrutiny.  They’re a boon rightly won, not a masterwork.”

Xavier nodded.

It didn’t escape my notice she’d given us four of the things.  Did she know something we didn’t?  Obviously, she knew loads of things we didn’t, but a fourth token seemed like a very specific message.

The Gardener continued, pressing the blade of her shears into the trunk of a nearby tree and collecting its sap in a glass vial.  “For your second boon, a gift of cultivation.  The skorunti sap will seek to digest you from within, breaking you down into a slurry for easy consumption by its progenitor tree.  Should you survive this crucible, you’ll find your body among the most physically resilient of those at your stage.”

Xavier took the vial and thanked her.  I scowled.  The first boon I could excuse as universally needed, but the second made two particularly targeted towards Xavier.  Even unable to gauge my cultivation, she must’ve known Charlotte was past the need for a crucible.  Did she consider Xavier our leader, or did she somehow recognize that he needed the most assistance?  Either way, I sincerely doubted she had any cultivation aids that’d be any use to me.

Finally, a trowel materialized in the Gardener’s hand out of thin air.  She sank it into the loam before her, digging up, roots and all, a single flower.  It resembled no plant I’d ever seen before, a pale-green stem, four perfectly symmetrical spade leaves, and of course the flower crowning it all.  The petals themselves were a shade of cerulean so vibrant it defied belief, seeming to rob the world around it of color in contrast.  I felt an aura of something emanating from it, but the feeling seemed to slip my mind’s every attempt at pinning it down.  The trowel vanished, and in its place appeared a simple clay pot.  

“For your final boon, a gift of growth.  Properly nurtured, the Beraskin Bloom can elevate an entire garden, syncing disharmonious qis and regulating natural flows to allow all manner of spiritual flora to flourish.”

My eyes widened as I accepted the pot.  It certainly supported the theory that the Gardener had helped grow the apple trees intentionally, but I couldn’t begin to guess what effect the flower would have.  Nick would’ve known.  Nick may well have given everything he owned for such a treasure.

“Thank you,” Charlotte said.  “Truly, you grace us with your generosity.”

“Payment,” the Gardener corrected, “for services rendered.”  At last she pushed herself to her feet, turning to face us head on.  “Now, to save myself the effort of tracking you down through my own obscurity enchantment, I’d like to resolve the last of the outstanding business between us.”

“Your question,” I acknowledged, finally understanding why she’d asked for such a thing in the first place.

“Indeed.  I’d hoped to save it for a future need, but the whims of fate shatter even the best of plans.  Since last we spoke, I’ve been made aware of an anomaly that’s sent the great powers into something of a frenzy.  Something is coming, and nobody seems to know what it is.  The Kai’Deiron speak as one for the first time in recorded history.  The wanderers stand unmoving.  The great machine at Duras Tal calculates in silence.  Across the galaxy, the Threads themselves quake in anticipation of coming upheaval, and the best the greatest divinatory mechanisms known to man have been able to provide is a name.

“So, Xavier Honchel, as the final debt owed in the deal between us, what can you tell me about the Stargazer?”

A jolt of qi through my heart meridian barely managed to keep me calm enough to school my expression.  The Gardener must’ve noticed the irregularity of my pulse, but she didn’t comment on it, her gaze fixed on Xavier.  I followed suit.

I kept the meridian running, supernatural calm flowing through me as I awaited Xavier’s answer.  It was a good thing too, else I might’ve found myself gaping as Xavier, the most honest man I’d ever met, whose dedication to truthfulness was as much a part of him as my left hand was of me, looked dead in the eye of the most powerful cultivator I’d ever seen, and lied.

“The Stargazer is a god, no more real or false than any of the others.  Already the seeds of His worship spread among those beneath the watchers’ notice.  In time, His cult will rise to challenge sect and corp alike, a crusade the likes of which the galaxy has never seen of the disaffected against those that would oppress them.  Worlds will burn.  Stars will die.  The Dark will spread.  The mighty shall know fear, for in His name the bent backs that form the foundations of their empires shall stand to reclaim what was taken from them.  The Stargazer comes, Liara Fints.  Are you ready for Him?”

“A symbol, then, rather than a singular entity.”  The Gardener—Liara, apparently—bowed her head.  “Thank you, for your gift of prophecy.  You’ve given me much to think about.”  She straightened.  “That concludes our business.  Farewell to you all.  I look forward to watching your legend grow.”

Before I could so much as open my mouth to bid her farewell in turn, a gale kicked up, and a flurry of leaves swept from a nearby tree in a great wave.  Twice they spun around us in a whirlwind, obscuring all vision beyond them, only for the wind to pass, carrying the leaves off into the distance.

The Arcadian Gardener was gone.  Her garden had vanished, doubtless to whichever system next had need of her pruning.  We found ourselves again at the base of Lucy’s gangway, the open field around us and the row of houses before us.

Micaiah and an unfamiliar man stood on the back porch, scowling in our direction.

We were, after all, late for brunch.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

I BLINKED, MEETING Micaiah and her mentor’s blank stares with my jaw half agape.  “Um… sorry we’re late.  Let me just…”  I spun and took two steps up onto Lucy’s gangway, where a tendril of qi met me to take the flowerpot from my outstretched hand.  “Thanks, Lucy,” I muttered to her.  “We’ll explain later.”

I stepped back onto the field.  “Sorry about that.  We got… held up.”

Micaiah raised an eyebrow at us.  “I take it that was our fourth savior?”

Right.  After the garden she’d seen underground, appearing in a burst of leaves was a bit of a dead giveaway.  “Yup.  Apparently our business with them is now concluded.”  I looked over to the man standing at her side.  “I’m Cal, by the way.  This is Charlotte and Xavier.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Jeremiah Lee had a look to him I could only describe as weathered.  To mortal eyes he appeared to be in his mid-sixties, though as a cultivator—I think Micaiah had said he was at steel?—his true age was anyone’s guess.  His dark tanned skin spoke of long days in the sun, littered with the wrinkles to prove it.  The faintest beginnings of silver streaked through his short brown hair.  He carried himself like a man who’d seen what’s what, and would thus brook no nonsense, which was a bit of a shame as I considered myself one of the finer purveyors of nonsense this side of the Free Worlds Coalition.

Nevertheless, he smiled warmly.  “Likewise.  You can call me Jeremiah.”  He gestured behind us.  “Lucy here let us know what’d likely happened as soon as you disappeared.  You’ve no need to apologize.  I know how… that type can get.  Come, sit.  I’ll be right out with the food.”  Before we could so much as step up onto the porch, he’d vanished back into the house.

Micaiah had already claimed one of the outward-facing chairs around the set table.  I sat next to her, more than happy to be dining out on the patio given the beautiful late-morning weather.  “How’re you feeling?”

Nothing remotely resembling a word came out as she simply groaned and rubbed her eyes.

“Yeah, me too,” I replied, already reaching for the jug of water at the center of the table.  I filled all four of our glasses.

“I did have fun last night,” she finally said.  “Thank you for inviting me.  I know your group is tight-knit, and it means a lot that you’d welcome me in like that.”

I thought I felt a faint barb hidden somewhere in that comment as Micaiah’s eyes met Charlotte’s, but I couldn’t even begin to disentangle it before the door swung open to admit Jeremiah bearing several plates stacked high with eggs, sausage, and french toast.

We went through the regular rituals of praising how amazing it all looked and smelled and thanking our host profusely for the breakfast as we went about loading up our own plates and dug in.

“So, Jeremiah,” Charlotte said, “Micaiah tells us you’re a ranger of some kind?”

He nodded.  “I work with the Bureau of Forestry and Preservation.  In theory I’m the guy they call in when a spiritual organism of some sort gets too big for its britches and starts causing problems and is too strong for the rank and file to deal with.  In practice I spend most of my time handing out citations for poaching.”

“That’s important work,” Charlotte said.

He nodded as he swallowed his bit of french toast.  “It is.  That void beast infestation would’ve probably been my problem if you hadn’t beaten me to it.”

I took a sip of my water to hide the look on my face, glad I’d left Ariel asleep in my room.  If Jeremiah had caught us hunting spiritual beasts out in the jungle, we’d probably all be in prison right now.

I sat back in my chair and took a deep breath of the fresh outdoor air, letting Jeremiah’s story of tracking down a particularly troublesome spiritual moss wash over me as my mind wandered.  My eyes landed on a pair of children running around further afield, chasing falling leaves as the breeze knocked them free from a towering maple tree.

Something about the scene resonated with me, sending my thoughts down a spiral of trying to figure out why.

There was obviously something peaceful about children at play, a primal part of the brain that recognized it as a sign that this place was safe, free of predators and with sufficient access to shelter, food, and water.  That seemed a shallow answer.

I considered the tree, clearly a transplant given the green of its leaves compared to Ilirian’s natural near-black.  It must’ve either been irrigated with treated water or genetically modified to survive the planet’s own naturally alkaline sources.  It was, like me, I supposed, a being out of place, thrust by forces beyond its control into an environment unsuited for it.  It needed help from others to survive, and to adapt itself to truly thrive.

I considered the leaves, still clinging to the last vestiges of life even as their fall doomed them to inevitable demise.  They danced and fluttered in the wind, their fall an ephemeral thing of chaotic beauty, a fleeting moment of brilliant motion between their year bound to the tree and their weeks of stillness on the ground before they too decayed into nothingness.

They were like us all, I thought, dancing on the winds of circumstances we could neither see nor control, our paths to oblivion unique but never truly different.  Some fell further, twisting at just the right angle to blow an extra ten or even twenty yards away, but most landed beneath the branches that birthed them, their journeys perhaps shorter, but never in a way that truly mattered, not to me sitting all the way on Jeremiah’s porch, nor to anyone unbound to that particular tree.

I considered the children, laughing and screaming and chasing to catch the falling leaves.  Their task was no more or less pointless than any other, the act of ‘play’ a biological drive to exercise and develop fine motor control thinly veiled behind the facade of fun.  Was that what we all did, catch falling leaves of our own, as oblivious as these children to both the reasons behind our actions and their ultimate pointlessness?

That rang hollow to me.

I was missing something.  I could feel it, like a loose thread in the seam of a shirt I couldn’t help but to tug.  If only I could—

“…Cal?”

My reverie shattered as I returned to the here and now.  “Sorry, I zoned out a bit there.”

Xavier slapped me on the shoulder.  “Jeremiah here has a gift for you.”

I blinked.  “Oh.  Thank you.  You really don’t have to—”

“It’s a trifle, really, my way of saying thanks for bringing my Micaiah home safe.”  He handed me what appeared to be an inch-wide ball bearing hanging from a silver chain.  As I took it, I noted a tiny gap along its equator.

“Whatever you’ve got masking that core of yours is a touch conspicuous,” Jeremiah explained.  “You’ll turn a lot of eyes if you show up to the Right Eye invisible to qi sense.  Now, could be that’s what you’re after, but I figured you’d like an alternative, so I whipped this together.  It twists along the top and bottom.  Got built in settings for mortal all the way through to iron.”

I stared at the necklace, unable to truly look at it with my spiritual sense still on the fritz.  Charlotte, thankfully, came to my rescue with an explanation masked as a gasp of surprise.

“A prosthetic core…”

Oh.  My eyes widened.  That would be incredibly useful.  “Thank you so much.  This is… really a remarkable gift.”  I slipped the chain over my head, tucking the fake core into my shirt.  It rested against my sternum.

Jeremiah waved me off.  “I threw it together in an hour.  Like I said, a trifle.  I only wish…” He exhaled.  “There’s something I need to ask you.”

“Mentor Lee,” Micaiah tried to stop him, but he kept going.

“With you lot leaving and the Right Eye folks already safely bound for Fyrion, Micaiah’s the only survivor of that ruin still in the Left Eye’s grasp.  I can scare officials off all day, but if anyone actually important takes an interest, I’m not sure—”

He cut off as a loud knock echoed from the front door.

“Excuse me.”  Jeremiah stood.  “I’ll be—”

“Yes,” Xavier said.

I furrowed my brow.  Charlotte glared at him.  Jeremiah stared, a mix of confusion and relief in his eyes as he took in Xavier’s answer before turning to answer the door.

“Xavier, what the hells?” She cursed at him.  “We talked about this.  You can’t just…” She trailed off as Xavier held a finger to his lips.

“Good morning, Senior Elder Xun,” Jeremiah’s voice sounded in the distance, conspicuously loud enough for us to hear it.

Micaiah’s eyebrows shot up, and she bolted from her seat, disappearing into the house.

I flashed a nervous glance at Xavier.

“Of course, Senior Elder Xun,” Jeremiah’s voice carried as he responded to whoever was at the door.  “I humbly ask you to wait while I go to fetch her.  I’m afraid my abode isn’t suitable to host someone of your august personage at this time.”

Micaiah burst back outside, panic in her eyes and a suitcase in her hand.  Jeremiah followed, moments later.

“Take her with you,” he pleaded, his voice barely a whisper.

“What?” Charlotte said.  “We can’t just—”

“Please,” Jeremiah said.  “I can’t protect her.  Not from them.  They’ll look through her memories and purge her for what they find.”

I froze.  They could do that?

“Shit,” Charlotte cursed.  “He’s right.  We have to take her.”

Micaiah faltered.  “Mentor Lee, I can’t…”

“You have to.”  He grabbed both of her hands in his.  “You’re all I have left of Rita and Sam.  For me.  Please.  Stay alive.”

“What about you?  You’re aiding and abetting a—”

“I’ll be fine,” he dismissed her.  “I’m too useful for them to keep locked up.”  He released her hands and pushed her towards us.  “Go.  Now.  I’ll delay them as long as I can.”  He took a step back towards the door before turning once more to face us.  “Thank you,” he said.  “For keeping her safe.”

He vanished into the house.

Micaiah lingered as she watched him leave.

“C’mon,” Charlotte said, grabbing Micaiah’s arm.  “We have to go.”

We dashed to Lucy’s gangway together.

“Did you catch that?” I called into the air as I stepped aboard.

“I did,” Lucy replied, the ramp already raising behind us.  “Strap in.  Terrestrial drives are already prepped for takeoff.”

We hurried to obey, a pair of qi tendrils securing Micaiah’s suitcase as we took our seats.

Within a minute we were in the air, the field and the houses below us falling away.  In the courtyard below, I caught one last glimpse of Jeremiah Lee, his hands cuffed behind his back as a pair of sect members led him into a transport.  I flicked a sorry glance at Micaiah.

She simply stared, deathly still and eyes unfocused, as we left Ilirian, her mentor, and the only life she’d ever known behind.  I felt for her.  To only have a week’s recovery from the horrific trauma of the underground before being thrust once more into the unknown… threads, she must’ve been terrified.

“Well,” I muttered darkly, “that’s two for two on fleeing the planet as fugitives from the sect.  I’m worried this is becoming a pattern.”

“Please.”  Charlotte scoffed.  “We were only ever kind of fugitives from the Right Eye.  They invited us back, remember?”

“That’s us.”  I chuckled.  “Kind of fugitives.”

Micaiah looked at us, the beginnings of tears already welling in her eyes.  “How are you all so… cavalier about this?”

I shrugged.  “It’s not our first time.”

“Indeed.”  Xavier clapped Micaiah on the shoulder.  “Fret not.  Soon enough you too will temper your spirit in the fires of adventure.”

Micaiah blinked.  “What?”

I laughed.  “He means don’t worry.  You’ll get used to it.”  I smiled at her as we burst through the atmosphere and into low orbit, the curve of the planet below arcing beautifully before us.  “Welcome to the crew.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

I STOOD ALONE in Lucy’s observation deck, staring out the port side window for the most unobscured view of the stars I could find.  Brepa and its two moons orbited in the distance, more a massive hunk of ice than a planet, but the lights of the colonists who cultivated there littered its surface.  Given our current standing with the Dragon’s Left Eye, we wouldn’t be visiting there any time soon.

To my right, our destination loomed.  The enchantments caging the Dueling Stars were among the more simplistic I’d seen, certainly they paled in comparison to the mega station around New Heravia back home, but that star was about eighteen hundred times the size of the ones in front of me.  At least the engineering involved in keeping a station constructed in the shape of qi-gathering enchantments stable amidst the gravitational forces of the binary stars was impressive.

We were lucky to be making the trip when we were.  A few months later and Ilirian would’ve orbited enough to force us to travel around the Left Eye to get to the Right, nearly doubling our travel time.  As it was, we’d been en route for four days and would arrive in only three more.

Things aboard Lucy had… largely settled.  Charlotte still refused to fully trust Micaiah with our more sensitive secrets—an issue Xavier frustratingly refused to definitively settle—which meant we had to keep the garden locked and I couldn’t use my Vac Suit to supply qi to the others.  In practice that meant the three of them spent most of their time clawing at scraps that leaked out in Lucy’s core room, a solution nobody liked—least of all Lucy after what’d happened to the last person to sustain themselves that way—but that would nevertheless last the duration of our trip.

At least the others had agreed it prudent that I give my spot at the Right Eye to Micaiah.  I hardly needed access to focus rooms or technique databases, so as long as I could procure any information or cultivation materials I needed via the others, I was more than happy to keep my distance from scheming elders and young masters alike.

Really, I was just excited to be in a real city again.  Much as I’d enjoyed the quiet on the freighter and RF-31 or the nature on Ilirian, Brady and I had grown up amid the hustle and bustle, and despite the trauma I remained somewhat nostalgic for it.  The mortal district of Fyrion had… somewhat scratched that itch, but a tiny mining colony did not a megacity make.

Megacity?

“Yep,” I muttered, scratching Ariel’s head where they perched on my shoulder.  “We’re going to a megacity.”  I wasn’t sure they could feel the gesture through their chitinous plates, but I knew they could understand the intent behind it.

The only point of anxiety remained Charlotte’s family drama, which she’d promised she’d brief us on after I finished with today’s endeavor.  I’d agreed.  The fewer distractions, the better.

I exhaled and let my eyes unfocus as I stared into the emptiness of space, reflecting on my recent meditations.  What I was doing today was dangerous, properly dangerous.  All cultivation carried some element of risk, but while it was remarkably easy to injure or cripple yourself in the process of opening meridians or forming your first core, failure today would almost certainly prove lethal, especially given my choice of crucible.

Was I ready?  I thought I was ready.  “You ready, buddy?”

Ready!

I grinned.  Ariel was getting better at grasping and communicating more abstract concepts.  “Let’s do this.”

I turned and left the observation deck, heading not for the cultivation room nor my quarters belowdeck, but for the one place on Lucy I’d probably spent the least time.

The doors to the airlock rumbled as they opened.

I sat cross-legged on the bare metal, running qi through my heart meridian to calm both my nerves and my recollections of my last visit to this particular bit of floor.

I couldn’t breathe.  My abdomen ached in a dozen places.  The shattered bones in my right hand stabbed into the surrounding flesh.  Air hissed through the hole in my lungs.  I couldn’t breathe.  They were dead.  They were all dead.  I couldn’t breathe.  Foreman and Brady and—

I took a deep breath, accepting the trauma for what it was and pushing past it.  I hadn’t died on the floor of this airlock then.  I wouldn’t now, either.

I took a while to center myself, carefully cutting the flow of qi through my meridians and letting the anxiety pass through me.  For nearly two hours I meditated there, acclimating myself to this particular bit of floor, these particular bad memories.  Only when the last of my worries had run their course did I quietly, calmly, pull up my holopad, navigate to the door controls, tap through both confirmation windows, and pass the point of no return.

The entrance sealed behind me.  The air pumps whirred to life.  Ariel hopped down to land in my lap.

The airlock opened.

The last of the air rushed past me into the void beyond.  The fluids in my body began to boil as the last of my body heat pushed them well above the transition point at such low pressures.  My eardrums ruptured.  My eyes burst.  My flesh swelled.

I cultivated.

Qi coursed through all twelve meridians, reinforcing my body even as the void ravaged it.

My core began to drain.  My body temperature plummeted.  Ice crystals formed across my skin, freezing the blood before it could leave my veins.  Gamma rays scorched my cells, cosmic radiation piercing deeper into my body than even the cold could reach.

I cultivated.

Qi leaked through growing tears in my meridians, seeping out and into the flesh around them.  Bit by bit it worked against the ongoing destruction, cooling and stilling and solidifying me against the ruination the vacuum wrought.

It wasn’t enough.  My core slowly depleted, emptying itself of its vital qi as my cultivation fought to reforge my body into something that could survive the extremity to which I’d exposed it.  It wasn’t enough.  My thoughts grew sluggish, my focus threatening to lapse as my brain lost function from lack of oxygen.  It wasn’t enough.

There was a reason cultivators didn’t use the vacuum of space as an iron crucible.  Its damage was too absolute, its harm too significant.  A bronze core, even supplemented with the best pills on the market, simply didn’t have enough qi to overcome it.

So I took some more.

Closer to it than I’d ever been, the infinite sea practically welcomed me as I plunged into its icy waters.  Ariel and I drank from it in tandem, its dark power cycling through the bond between us.  Relief washed through me.

My dwindling supply of qi no longer mattered.

My fear of failure no longer mattered.

The agony of my dying body, burning and freezing and boiling at once, no longer mattered.

It was all so small, so petty.  The difference between death today and death in a thousand years hardly existed at any relevant scale.  Why did I bother?  The pointless squabbles, the stresses, the unending torments of existence, none of it mattered.  All of it would end if I would—

Just

Let

Go.

Oblivion beckoned.  It sang to me in silent refrain, in cold and ceaseless promise that at any point I could stop this futile flailing against infinity and accept defeat to eternity’s inexorable dominion.  To end was the only permanent action I could take, the one and only capability I had over the endless.

I refused.  I’d been here before.  I’d faced the reality of nonexistence and continued to wage my war against it.  Today’s battle would be fought beneath a towering maple, where two children raced after falling leaves fluttering in the wind.

The inherent meaninglessness of the act resonated with me.  A maple leaf was hardly worth chasing.  It held no inherent value, and indeed scarcely lingered in the victorious child’s hand a few seconds before being released to complete its fleeting fall.

The children didn’t care.  They didn’t stop to examine their game nor lament the pointlessness of their actions.  The pointlessness, in a very real way, was the point.  Each moment, each infinitesimal moment, existed entirely on its own, devoid of before and after, devoid of anything, really, save for the leaf twirling about on its first and final journey.  

Was it only in ignorance, in youthful naivety or willful blindness to the scale of existence that one could bring themselves to catch a falling leaf?  It seemed at first the very antithesis of flailing against infinity, choosing not to fight back against inevitable eternity, but to ignore it in search of solace in the meaningless.

It’d taken days of meditation to rid myself of that misconception.

If to cultivate was to flail against infinity, to seek higher heights and strive forever to better oneself and leave one’s mark, however temporary, upon the universe uncaring, then to catch a falling leaf was to reject the very premise.  Such an act of deliberate meaninglessness acknowledged that the self, the moment, the action, didn’t matter, and posited that neither did the vastness of eternity.

If nothing mattered, why should I care how small I was in comparison to infinity?  Infinity didn’t matter either.  I might as well chase falling leaves, seek what little joy, what little understanding I could find in those slight moments.  The vast, by sheer virtue of existence, didn’t deserve more of my attention than the minuscule.

I was a small and fleeting thing in an endless and eternal universe.  I would think useless thoughts.  I would do pointless things.  I would flail against the grandiosity of infinity, and I would catch falling leaves along the way.  Tomorrow I may not be, but for these paltry seconds in the span of forever, and perhaps a few seconds more, I was alive.

And I intended to stay that way.

Like a tidal wave the qi washed through me, flooding my core, my meridians, my body with icy calm.  It sank into my flesh, condensing and condensing as it fused with my blood and my bones and my muscles and my skin.  It filled in the places I’d been torn, knitted over that which had been burned, and quietly mended that which the vacuum had broken.

My meridians resolidified, tempered and broadened by the damage they’d been dealt.  My core compressed, shrinking to a third of its original size as the qi within grew ever denser.

The sluggishness vanished from my brain.  The burning agony faded, a comfortable coolness taking its place.  Vision returned behind my shuttered eyelids.

From where I sat, still adrift in the infinite sea, I took in my surroundings.  I felt Lucy’s core, bright and brilliant behind me and to my left.  Around it I sensed the others, Charlotte’s comparatively tiny iron core brimming with power next to Xavier’s and Micaiah’s bulkier, weaker bronze cores.  In my lap in front of me I sensed Ariel, the beginnings of a core of their own forming of dark qi just behind the carved rib bone at their chest.

I’d found, hidden away in the vastness of infinity, those falling leaves I’d deigned to catch.

And in my chest, the heart of my voidforged iron body thrummed a steady beat.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

“VICTOR: MARTHA VESPER.”

Theresa Hunter saluted her as Martha withdrew her practice spear from her throat.  “Congratulations, Senior Cadet.  You fight like a devil.”

Martha just grunted, stepping past her defeated foe to hop out of the arena.  She had another lesson with Instructor Ro to get to, and after that she’d have to relocate her belongings to the new quarters she’d just earned in Student Housing A.

As she walked, Martha typed out a message to her mother asking after the spiritual-grade qi absorption pill she’d been waiting on.  The hunting expedition from Ilirian had finally returned with an absolute pittance of resources.  Her father would have to sell shares in his pharmaceutical company to afford the natural treasures she’d need to craft a focus next year, a purchase that had to be made now before prices rose yet further as people realized there wouldn’t be another sect visit to Ilirian for another cycle at least.

She flashed an annoyed glance at Jack Peterson as she passed him by, catching him retelling for the thousandth time the tale of their expedition getting trapped underground for months only to be rescued by Caliban of all people.

Ever since the three survivors had returned, he’d blabbed to anyone who would listen, singing Cal’s praises all the while.  It smacked of bullshit to Martha.  She refused to believe a cultivator with Edwin’s reputation had simply given up and taken his own life after a few months underground, and Jack's entire tale about losing his leg in a valiant clash with the Mistral Prince of all things absolutely reeked of falsehood.  That a Sil enchantment, famously decrepit, primitive things, had somehow stumped them all stank even more.

She’d pressed him for details, of course, mostly about Cal, but the story seemed to shift with each telling.  The only fact she could pin down in Jack’s repeated attempts at self-aggrandizement was that Cal had apparently shown up out of nowhere as a bronze cultivator with a voidbeast of all things bound as his focus.  He’d purportedly saved the expedition members—though the details of how remained unclear—and in return been offered a place among the inner members of the Right Eye.

The other cadet who’d lived, one Alice Garett, remained tightlipped about the whole affair, loyally keeping whatever secrets Cal had bound her to.  Elder Berkowitz remained inaccessible, locked in closed-door cultivation since her return, not that Martha would dare question her.

In the end, all she could do was keep meticulous notes, add whatever had happened beneath Ilirian to the list of Caliban’s conspiracies to be disentangled, and stay the course.  Distractions notwithstanding, today’s promotion into Student Housing A was an important step, an unheard-of achievement for a seventeen-year-old.

Martha didn’t celebrate.  She didn’t go out for drinks or spend time with friends or buy herself a luxury.  She didn’t so much as call her parents.

After all, she had a combat lesson to get to.

* * *

“Maria?  By the threads, is that you?”

Maria’s eyes blinked open.  A man from another life stood over her, his face cleanly shaved, his eyebrows plucked, his uniform laundered and pressed within the past few days.  She rubbed at the jaw she’d been clenching against the pain.  “Diego.  You’ve reached iron.  Congratulations.”

Her younger brother squatted in front of her, refusing to let the clean knees of his trousers touch the dirty floor.  “What happened to you?  I know Fyrion was a dead-end post, but last we spoke you were determined to make it back here.”

She chuckled.  “I suppose I’ve managed that much, haven’t I?”

Diego recoiled.  “Not—not like this.  Maria, what happened?  Your core is… you failed your iron advancement, didn’t you?  Mother told you not to try it there.  The Fyrion focus rooms just don’t supply enough qi to safely—”

“I never made it that far,” she interrupted.  “Praise Him I never made it that far.  He stopped me before I could make that mistake.”

“Who stopped you?  What mistake?”

“The Stargazer, of course.”

Diego blinked and flashed a look to Ron where he preached to the ignorant passersby.  “This… Stargazer—” disbelief practically soaked the word, the fool— “told you not to push for iron?”

“Better.  He showed me.  My foundation was flawed, wrong, contrary to His way.  I shattered it to the last in penance for my sins so I may rebuild myself in His image.”

Diego scowled, glaring at Ron.  “Did that… lunatic put you up to this?”

Lunatic, Maria thought, that’s better than ‘drug addict.’  She’d worked hard, in her months here, to refurbish Ron’s image.  Filthy vagrants with the telltale wide eyes of a Float high didn’t attract converts.  It’d taken weeks of saving what few credits she could beg to acquire the second-hand suit, and even now nearly half their income went towards weekly access to the showers of a nearby gym.

The end result was a Ron transformed, hair buzzed off to hide its infrequent washings, beard tamed and oiled, clothes—if somewhat ill-fitting and slowly wearing out—the black jacket and tie of a respectable preacher rather than a sorry wastrel.  Maria kept tight control of their Float supply, only allowing him to take the drug in the late hours of the evening, after foot traffic had lightened and he’d changed out of his more presentable clothes.

Those dark nights gave her hope.  While by day they scarcely managed to catch the ear of a lingering passerby, none that remained or returned, by night Ron reaffirmed His coming.  Adrift on a measured dose of Float he read what he could from the threads, mostly a vaguely growing sense of the Stargazer’s import.

Maria carefully recorded the madness he uttered, editing and rephrasing and interpreting as she went, reading the drug-fueled ramblings like tea leaves as she toiled away on His gospel.  It was this work, more than any, that kept Maria going through the months, through the countless dismissive glances, through the gnawing hunger and the aches of sleeping on the bare ground.

“I’m where I’m meant to be,” she responded to Diego’s condescension.

“You’re sleeping in the gutter,” Diego snapped back.  “Come home, Maria.  We can reestablish you as an outer member, get you a lesser focus room allotment, treatment for whatever… happened to you.”

“No,” she said simply.  “I’ve forsworn that life.  I belong here, among those most ready to hear His message.  If you wish to help, a contribution to our church…”  She gestured to the ragged basket at her side.  Diego ignored it.

Pleasant as a shower and a bed might’ve been, she could ill afford them.  With Ron cleaned up and looking respectable, it fell to her to appear as piteous as possible to keep their begging income up.  While nothing in His gospel demanded asceticism other than rejection of the endless pursuit of qi, Maria took it as part of her penance.

Diego rubbed at the bridge of his nose.  “If mother saw you like this…”  He sighed.  “This isn’t over.  I’m sure the lawyers can find a way to force you into treatment.  The high elders aren’t too happy with you.  Whatever you’ve done, you’ve managed to almost alienate three of our most promising new recruits.”

That gave Maria pause.  “New recruits?”

“It’s the talk of the sect.  Three runaway prodigies, two at bronze, one at iron, appeared out of nowhere to rescue three sect members trapped on Ilirian.  Supposedly they almost turned down positions as inner members here because of something you did.”

Maria’s heart raced.  Bronze and iron?  That He had elevated His disciples to bronze so quickly reaffirmed her belief.  Xavier Honchel and Charlotte Velereau had certainly not been prodigies before Caliban Rex had shown up.  That He was posing as iron, now, left her with much to ponder, but something else Diego had said pulled at her attention more.

“Almost, you said?”

“They should be here in three days, on a soulship, rumor has it.  Whatever you did to upset them, you’d better stay clear.  The elders have high hopes for those three.”

“Of course,” Maria said, nodding her head respectfully.  “This is wondrous news.  Thank you.”

“I’ll be back.  The family can’t have you living like this.  It won’t stand.”  He turned and left.

Maria let him go.  He could pull whatever tricks he wanted; she was perfectly ready to prove herself of sound mind should the need arise.  She had more important things to think about.  She’d have to speak to Ron.  She’d have to update the gospel.  They had plans to make, and only three days in which to make them.

The Stargazer was coming, and Maria Lopez had every intention of taking full advantage.

* * *

Andross Hong, Vanquisher of the second Void Dragon, Butcher of Tius, Sect Master of the Black Maw, zoned out as the two peak diamond cultivators dueled to the very end in the arena before him.  His mind had been elsewhere when Elder Nguyen had recounted whatever petty grudge had led to the death match, and he could hardly bring himself to care about the paragons of mediocrity before him.  He had greater worries.

The wanderers hadn’t moved in almost sixteen months, and Andross was growing annoyed.

Under normal circumstance, the sixty-seven eyeless, earless, and tongueless thread sensitives the Black Maw had hunted from across its territory would, as per the name, wander across their vast chamber, their movements meticulously recorded as they passed or lingered upon the comprehensive set of sigils painted on the floor.  Dozens of core disciples earned their contribution points tracking and interpreting their paths, translating collections of words and concepts into actionable divination.

Now, a single anomaly had all but shut down the Black Maw’s most esoteric source of strategic intelligence.  Each morning, as their minders ushered the wanderers from their cells into the chamber of sigils, they divided in two, half clustering around one mark, and half another, where they stood unmoving until it came time for their keepers to guide them back to their cells.

Andross swept his spiritual perception back over the chamber for the thousandth time, turning the anomalous reading over in his head yet again.

Star.

Eye.

His subordinates had long compiled a list of possible interpretations, ordered, of course, by most likely to least.  He’d already ordered an increase to the contribution rewards for the Astronomer’s Association, taking the most obvious approach of keeping an eye on the stars.  The results had been troubling.

Three reports had already crossed his holopad of stars vanishing from the night sky, all in void beast territory.  The Dark hadn’t been so active in millennia, and the last great incursion had led to the fall of The Lost Sector.

That didn’t explain the anomaly.  Neither the ‘void beast’ nor the ‘Dark’ sigil had attracted a single wanderer, and as catastrophic as a great incursion would be, it wasn’t Andross’s problem.  The Ce’rang Empire would bear the brunt of it.

A cheer erupted through the stands outside his private box as the spear-carrying duelist narrowly ducked beneath a concentrated beam of black fire from his opponent’s starmetal staff.  Andross suppressed a sigh at the clumsy attempt at infusing Intent into the technique.  Boring as it was, the duel was necessary, one of a few critical methods by which the Black Maw purged itself of weak talents.

Lightning crackled along the spearman’s form as he darted in for a counterstrike.  

A tug at the edge of Andross’s senses pulled his attention away from the exchange.  It was a request, a subtle knock on the door of his Domain.  He recognized its source as a particular greedy bitch he hadn’t had the misfortune of conversing with for nearly a millennium.

He glanced down at the duel, where the staff wielder had started flooding the arena with noxious fumes.  Whatever she wanted had to be more interesting than this, Andross mused.

“Leave me.”

At once his various subordinates and hangers on stood and vacated his box.  The door had hardly closed behind them before he accepted the distant request.

“A death match?”  Alabastra tilted her head as she appeared at the front of his box, gazing out the window at the arena below.  “How… rustic.”

“If you’re here to try and sneak in more subversives disguised as merchants, I’ll have to disappoint you.”

She turned to face him, a flawlessly executed condescending smile on her face.  “Why, Andross, I can hardly be held responsible for the political views of my citizens.  That they would… take issue… with the way you run things is hardly my fault.”

Andross huffed.  “It’s a weak leader who fails to take responsibility for the actions of her underlings.”

“It’s a weak man who needs all his citizens to agree with him.”

“What do you want, Madame Chairwoman?” he cut to the chase.  Andross had always found it better to skip the pretense with creatures like Alabastra Ren.  Her ilk could talk around an issue ad nauseam, inventing complications and excuses and specious arguments faster than they could be disproven.  The trick was not to let them.

“The same thing I always want.  To make a deal.”

“No.”  The answer required no thought from Andross.  “I’d sooner make a deal with a starving void beast than with you.  At least I’d know for certain what the void beast wants.”

Alabastra mockingly placed a hand over the empty cavity where most people would have a heart.  “You wound me.  I’ll make this simple, then.  Some time ago, a soulship slipped out in the middle of a thread walk.  My diviners have placed its location somewhere in your territory.  I’d like a writ of passage to send a search party.”

“It sounds like this soulship of yours doesn’t want to be found.”

“She almost certainly doesn’t, but she has no passengers capable of walking the threads, so she’s bound to sub-light travel.  We’ll find her.  It’s a matter of time.”

“Time and me, apparently,” Andross muttered.  “Now what about this soulship justifies chasing so far from home?  Surely Illustrious Sky Holdings has more than enough awakened vessels.”

True to form, Alabastra didn’t offer up an answer.  “In return, I believe I can shed some light on your little wanderer problem.”

So the Kai’Deiron are acting up too.  Andross filed that revelation away.  “And I’m to take your word that you have information of value?”

“Please, we both know that what they lack in sensitivity the Kai’Deiron more than make up for in specificity.  I’m sure you have a hundred different interpretations for this particular omen.  I can narrow it down to one.”

He had a hundred and forty-six, to be specific, but he wasn’t going to tell her that.  She was asking… remarkably little for the information on offer.  That, more than anything, worried him.  Either she had some ulterior motive to this, or she was truly desperate to find whatever this soulship had taken.

If Andross knew anything, it was never to assume an adversary was desperate.

“One ship,” he finally countered.  “I’ll allow one ship, and only a single cultivator above diamond and below radium to facilitate thread walking.”

“I’ll want assurances, then, that the Black Maw won’t attempt to inhibit the chosen representative from recovering ISH property.”

“Fine,” he spat.  “A crew of no more than fifty,” Andross continued in his stipulations, “and they’re not to disembark, fraternize, or otherwise spread ISH propaganda amongst my populace.”

Alabastra, to her credit, didn’t attempt to refute his description of her people’s insidious ideas.  “That’s acceptable.”

Andross nodded.  This was too easy, but he needed this information.  “Then you’ll have your assurances, and you’ll have your writ of passage.  Assuming, of course, your intel is good.”

“The Kai’Deiron speak as one for the first time since their inception.  Three words, the gist of which I imagine is somewhere on that list of yours.  ‘The Stargazer comes.’”

Andross scowled.  “And this ‘Stargazer’ is…?”

“Something new, as far as we can tell.  Something dangerous.”  She stepped forward, displaying her glimmering white teeth as she smiled at him.  “Was that useful enough, for you?  Do we have a deal?”

A riotous cheer shook the walls of the private box.  Andross’s eyes drifted past the snake in front of him to the arena beyond, where the spearman held in his one remaining arm the staff wielder’s severed head.  The crowd approved.

“We have a deal.”
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