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      The Magitech Chronicles are vast, and we now have a dizzying array of gods, demigods, drifters, Shayans, planets, and other stuff. Below you’ll find a mostly complete list to remind you who’s what.

      If you find anything missing, please shoot me an email at chris@chrisfoxwrites.com and I’ll get it added!

      This list is massive, so if you’re listening to the audio version feel free to hit next track if you don’t want to hear it all. For the rest of you I put it at the front so you’d remember there’s a list if you get lost keeping track of all the names.

      

      Kemetians & The Vagrant Fleet

      Briff- Dragon hatchling tech mage and Jerek’s best friend.

      Dag- Jerek’s father. Former Arena sensation.

      Jerek- Relic hunter and captain of the Word of Xal. Also a self-styled historian and has been to Sanctuary, the city of the gods that no one has seen in tens of millennia.

      Kurz- Vee’s brother and a soulcatcher.

      Miri- A personal shopping assistant and all around badass Jerek met on the Inuran trade moon. Hopelessly in love with Jerek, but would never admit it.

      Seket- A paladin of Inura transported through time from the height of the dragonflights to serve under Jerek.

      Vee- Inuran artificer and member of the lurkers descended from the Vagrant Fleet’s technicians, who stayed behind to tend to the fleet when it went dormant. Sometimes love interest for Jerek. Currently in love with Inura.

      

      The Confederate Pantheon

      Malila- The guardian of Xal. A demon queen who rules the Skull of Xal.

      Kazon- Brother to Voria and son of Jolene. Kazon was mindwiped alongside Aran.

      Xal- One of the eldest gods in the sector and also one of the largest repositories of void magic.

      Bord- Bord is a lower-class Shayan born in the dims at the feet of the great tree. Kezia’s boyfriend.

      Ducius- Thalas’s father. Current Tender on Shaya. Hates Voria. Kind of a lot.

      Kezia- Bord’s girlfriend and Confederate tech mage.

      Thalas- Son of Ducius. He was executed by Voria for insubordination during the Battle of Marid.

      Voria- Daughter of Jolene and Dirk. Sister of Kazon. Currently life goddess.

      Nara- Former space pirate, now powerful demon god.

      Pickus- Pickus is a freckle-faced grease monkey turned tech mage who has somehow found himself as Voria’s right-hand man.

      Aran- War hero and powerful demon god.

      Sergeant Crewes- The guy who trains war heroes and demon gods.

      

      The Remnants of the Dragonflights

      Drakkon- The Guardian of Marid. Dwells on the world of the same name.

      The Earthmother- A Wyrm of tremendous power. Sibling to Virkonna and Inura. Killed by Krox during the godswar.

      Inura- The undisputed master of air in the sector. Inura was the chief architect of the Spellship. Sibling to Virkonna and the Earthmother.

      Krox- One of the most ancient gods in the sector. Nebiat is in control of Krox.

      Marid- Wyrmmother of the water flight. Devoured by the Ternus ships that formed Nefarius.

      Nefarius- Nefarius is a void Wyrm of immense power who ascended to godhood in the earliest days of the godswar.

      Neith- The first arachnidrake and the eldest of the draconic siblings. Sister to Virkonna, Inura, and the Earthmother, but much, much older.

      Shaya- A mortal raised to godhood by Inura in order to defend her people. Died doing exactly that. Now entombed under the great tree on the planet Shaya.

      Virkonna- The Wyrm of air, sister of Inura, Neith, and the Earthmother. Virkonna is known as the mother of the last dragonflight and helped Inura build the first Spellship.

      

      Necromancers & the Unseen Fleet

      The Devour of Hope- Daughter of Necrotis and powerful necromancer. She devoured her own name and now eats the names of others.

      Necrotis- Necrotis’s true identity is unknown, but she is a daughter of Inura and was a long time Outrider during the height of the dragonflights. Now ruler of the Maker’s Wrath and possibly the most powerful necromancer in the sector.

      Tuat- Eldest son of the Wyrmmother, and self-styled God of Death. Tuat was banished and his name removed from all official histories.

      Utred- Annoyingly smug necromancer and son of Necrotis.

      The Shipmother- The legendary lich-god, an unliving who is at least eighty millennia old.

      Siwit- A bright rising star within the necromancer ranks, Siwit wears three centuries, a child among his people.

      Shipfather Uldris- A minor demigod and tutor to Siwit.

      

      The Krox

      Frit- Frit is an escaped Shayan slave, one of the Ifrit, who were molded by Shayan slavers into beautiful women made completely of flame.

      Kahotep- Son of Nebiat and grandson of Teodros.

      Nebiat- Daughter of Teodros, granddaughter of Krox, and mother of Kahotep.

      Teodros- Son of Krox, father of Nebiat.

      

      Everyone Else of Note

      Reevanthara- Annoying Mary Sue god who has, like, every power imaginable. Reevanthara architected the Great Cycle, and is perhaps the oldest surviving god and the only known one who remembers the creator being.

      Talifax- Guardian of Nefarius. Talifax’s age and race are unknown, but he is rumored to be nearly as old as Xal.

      Jolene- A powerful Inuran matriarch. Mother to Kazon and Voria.

      Skare- A powerful Inuran patriarch, who worked with Talifax to raise their dark goddess.
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      You know that annoying feeling when you pick up a sequel and have to make that monumental decision? How well do you remember the previous book in the series? Do you dive right in or do a reread?

      Especially this far in. Seven books in the main series, and six in Magitech Legacy. It’s an investment, no doubt. This time I did the work for us. I listened to Tech Mage, then jumped into Dying World and re-listened to all of Legacy, since it’s been two years since the last book.

      Here’s what happened in Disintegrate, told from Jerek’s perspective.

      

      Last time on Magitech Legacy…

      

      Hey, there, uh, random person. Don’t make it weird. Last time you made it weird.

      Here’s the short version.

      Disintegrate started with Frit having been killed by Tuat, an ancient death wyrm of immense strength and body odor. Necrotis had challenged her to a duel, Frit accepted, and Tuat ambushed the fire goddess and slew her.

      In short…we’re screwed. The Confederacy faced Necrotis without the aid of the demons, because the Confederacy voted to exclude them (I didn’t get a vote). Necrotis used that against us, and it all went sideways. She poisoned Colony 3, wiping out our food supply, and then did the same thing to Yanthara.

      We were losing on literally every front.

      Because we desperately needed food, I was dispatched to find it and decided to investigate the old Ternus caches from when they arrived in our sector. Pickus says their MREs last centuries, and I wanted to put that to the test.

      The story started with me finding a tank full of larvae at an old Ternus facility, one of the ones they created when coming to our sector from Earth. We learned that a species called the Gorthians (that doesn’t ring any alarm bells or anything) have infested some of the Ternus command structure.

      That will be important to this book, but wasn’t something we could deal with then.

      Necrotis had just taken the Sword of Virkonna from inside the Sanctuary storm and animated her ship, the Maker’s Wrath, as a giant mech. It was pretty cool, I mean except for the part where our sector was on the receiving end of it.

      Thankfully we had a Xal’Aran. He teleported in the Titan Xal, the planet-sized demon-god, and wrecked Necrotis’s day. It was a brutal fight, but she was forced to retreat.

      She would have gotten away, but Kurz was on her ship, and she thought he was loyal…until he rammed a Shard of Gortha through her heart.

      Speaking of…the Shards of Gortha are part of the titan of void. Get enough of them together and they create permanent Fissures. Someone did that. There’s a massive Fissure spreading across the sector, which means the whole thing will be swallowed by the Umbral Depths within two years.

      Yikes.

      How about the long version?

      

      How about the long version?

      

      The story kicked off with my team exploring the old Ternus cache from their trip to Earth. We’d been tasked with finding food, any food, because every scrap was needed. Our reserves were dwindling on every world, and Necrotis’s blight was currently destroying the jungles of Yanthara with no known cure. Not even the Lady Voria could stop it.

      Our best bet remaining is the Krox, ironically, our former enemies. Frit is far weaker since Necrotis killed her and stole her divinity, but, hey, Xal’Nara managed to recover her soul and resurrect her, so I still call that a win.

      We need her to counteract Nebiat’s influence among the Krox. She appears to be the dominant religion, and having attended a “school” on that planet, I can tell you that would be really, really bad for the sector long term. Nebiat is vindictive and petty, and I can’t believe I just wrote that down where she can read it.

      The Krox homeworld is lush. They have near endless food, or at least enough that they could alleviate the worst of the famines that are only just now beginning.

      I didn’t find much in the way of food at the Ternus outpost, but what I did find were two tanks of psychic slugs we later learned were called the Gorthians. Gortha being the titan of the void seems rather suggestive, no?

      The cache also included more Shards of Gortha, which we learned during our previous adventures drain magic. What we didn’t know until recently is that if you get enough shards in the same location, they’ll tear a permanent Fissure in reality. That can’t possibly be relevant, right?

      A group of adventurers used billions of Shards of Gortha to kill the spirit dragon Tuat, the death god who slew Frit, and then nuked him right into the Umbral Depths. Yay, right? Tuat was bad news. Anyone who could take down Frit is.

      In the process, the shards tore one of those mega-Fissures in our sector, and if our estimates are correct, then it will be completely swallowed by the Umbral Depths in less than three years. At the time we learned this, Necrotis was still a massive threat.

      She crushed the necromancer fleets, which are now only a shadow of a remnant of their former strength. She took out our food-producing worlds. Then she started lapping up magic. She started with Hotep, the water god whose body is what caused the Sanctuary storm.

      Necrotis used the Maker’s Wrath, now a giant mech (still cool, even as a bad guy), to yank the sword out of Hotep, giving her a divine weapon on par with Worldender.

      We gathered everything we had, the Talon with Crewes, the Spellship with Lady Voria, the Flame of Knowledge under a now-mortal Frit and her dragon hubby Kaho, and went to war with her. I flew the Word, and much to my shock, helped blow the shit out of that damned robot, but Necrotis summoned a clone of the Maker’s Wrath from the spirit realm, and things were looking grim.

      Xal’Aran translocated in the Titan Xal, which was even more impressive than Necrotis’s robot. They brawled, and it was maybe the best duel I’ve ever seen. Both were blade masters, both wielding god-forged swords older than our sector that could bisect a moon.

      Necrotis fled to the spirit realm, and Xal pursued. This turned out to be a trap, and the Titan Xal was being pulled into the maw at the center of the spirit realm. Things looked real bad for us. Necrotis came back swinging, and I did what I could to contain her along with Crewes, Voria, and Frit.

      Then the Titan Xal came back out swinging and decapitated the badass robot. He even had a witty one-liner, which I still haven’t managed to pull off. Maybe there’s an online course I can take?

      Of course, Necrotis escaped in said head, right back into the spirit realm. I was pissed. I’m so tired of cliffhangers, and after all the crap Jolene pulled, I just want a villain to die for once.

      Just die!

      Kurz heard my plea. Necrotis had taken him on as a ward, and to be honest, I was worried he’d gone over to the other side. He hadn’t. Kurz recovered one of the Shards of Gortha and rammed it into Necrotis’s back. That bitch was flung into the Umbral Depths, where she’ll get to meet Gortha up close and personal.

      We won. Barely. The sector is in ruins. The confederate fleets are in ruins. We’re running out of food. And there’s one tiny detail I left out until now.

      At the Ternus facility where we found the slugs, we also found Shards of Gortha and an arcanotome, a Lovecraftian communications device used by an empire of aliens we’d never encountered, who call themselves the Ganog.

      Vee was the one who activated the tome. She did it by jamming a spike into her temple, and that spike is still there. We have no way to remove it. She’s attached to this alien collective, and that scares me. Are they watching us?

      I think maybe so.

      Right when she plugged into the tome, a fleet of blue ships teleported into the system using something they call warp. These Void Wraith attacked the demons and learned from Xal’Aran why that is a really, really bad idea.

      He met with their VI aboard one of their harvester ships, and they warned us that the Ganog would come for us soon. That the Fissure spreading across our sector was prophesied, and that the Ganog are servants of something called the Nameless Ones.

      That brings us to the present. We need to find out how deep the infection in the Ternus command structure runs. We need to convince the Krox to share food and medicines with the rest of the sector. Most importantly, if we can’t stop that Fissure…we need to find a new home.

      Thankfully my cyborg buddy Harry missived me from Ternus to tell us he’d found the Sam Houston’s flight recorder.

      He can help us find Earth.

      But we also have a new problem. Remember those Ganog I mentioned? They’ve found our sector and their prophesied Fissure, and they’re getting ready to invade. Their goal?

      To free the Nameless Ones from the Umbral Depths so they can swallow the entire galaxy…as a warm up for our whole reality.

      Buckle up. Shit just got real.

      

      -Jerek
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      Utfak had failed to escape. Failed to flee from the Imperium before his master had yanked the leash, dragging him back to court for yet another invasion. He had failed to escape, and now he never would. The prophesied Fissure had opened.

      The final war had begun.

      Utfak’s twin hearts thudded in his chest, and all four nostrils flared as the Imperial Dreadnought initiated warp. The signal was picked up by the balance of the fleet, a dozen of the largest dreadnoughts backed by a swarm of fighters that would clog any system.

      Through the enormous domed roof over the ship’s open interior lay the Azi homeworld, a murderous grey-green ball, and on that world stood the clan’s true power, that which had given it ascendance for the last six decades.

      Their planetstriders.

      Three titanic Saurian beasts that dwarfed the very mountains around them stood ready for travel. Their mounds had been knocked to rubble, and lights blinked upon the metal harnesses that enslaved the ancient beasts, each taller than any mountain the world could boast, large enough to crush a city block without notice.

      The warp completed and reality spun and broke and remade itself. Gone was the Azi homeworld, and in its place lay a large brown world broken by patches of blue. A few stations and satellites surrounded their unsuspecting target, but there were far more winged forms. Forms that were similar enough to the planetstriders to awaken the scholar within him.

      The winged serpents seemed to come in all sizes as they flitted through the atmosphere or down to the world. None seemed aware of the newly arrived Ganog fleet, which made sense. They had arrived past the planet’s moon, hidden in its shadow, their black ships visible only from the telltale purple glow of the drives.

      “Seeker!” Clan Leader T’koff bellowed from the command disk, two levels below the one Utfak stood upon. “These creatures. How are they called?”

      Utfak willed his disk to zoom down to his clan leader and offered a proper bow. He stilled his fur to its native brown, avoiding the unease lest the clan leader smell it. “They are called dragons, my lord, or wyrms, depending on the source. This sector appears to hold many governments in a loose alliance, not at all like the Imperium. The dragons consider themselves above the other races, as they are longer lived and far more formidable.”

      “Let us see how they deal with true monsters.” T’koff grinned down at the strange world, his fur going a cruel crimson. “Ah…there they are. The planetstriders arrive.”

      Some of the dragons had become aware of the fleet and gathered in orbit over their world, possibly convening or discussing strategy. Their position changed when a warp signature appeared on the continent below them, past all their defenses.

      The first planetstrider landed in some sort of capital city, full of tall spires and perches for avian creatures. Its bellow shattered every window and caused walls to crumble to dust. The planetstrider raised its laser, and a scarlet beam punched up into orbit, slicing a line through the cloud of dragons. Dozens died.

      Utfak knew the second and third planetstriders had arrived elsewhere on the world, though it would be impossible to see them from the fleet’s current vantage.

      “Move to engage,” the clan leader ordered.

      Utfak sent purple pulses down the cable snaking from his temple to the arcanotome dangling from his belt. He ordered the techsmiths within this vessel and the fleet to carry out the clan leader’s orders. The fleet obligingly left the moon and began sailing boldly toward the planet.

      “This will stir their heroes if they have them,” the clan leader boomed, his fur going a smug orange.

      One dragon, larger than the rest, much larger, appeared as if summoned. Her scales were bone white, different from the mottled brown the others bore. The winged beast flew over the planetstrider, attacking from behind. She was much smaller but large enough that the dragon’s impact knocked the planetstrider forward a step, its clawed foot ending several quarters of the city.

      The dragon vanished abruptly, then appeared in the air above the planetstrider. She raised a claw and began sketching strange glowing symbols in the air. When her work had been completed, a bolt of power, the energy source unknown to Utfak, flashed into the planetstrider’s cannon-arm.

      Rust began to streak the weapon, and impossibly, chunks of metal began falling off. Within moments the rot had spread to the barrel, which began to flake away.

      The planetstrider, or perhaps the crew controlling it, willed the creature to use the cannon as a spear. It rammed the eroding barrel through the dragon’s chest, yanking the beast from the air, and flinging her into a mountain range half a continent away.

      A sudden alarm flared in the back of Utfak’s mind, an alarm shared by many techsmiths all detecting the same thing.

      “Apologies, Clan Leader, there is a vessel of considerable size on the far side of the world.” Utfak willed a hologram into existence within their field of view, and it now showed a massive pyramid-shaped ship, far larger than even a dreadnought. “The vessel is repelling all scans and contains an unknown energy source. Thus far they have neither engaged our forces nor aided the world.”

      “Does this vessel possess communications?” the clan leader asked softly, as soft as death, coupled with the Ganog’s fur shifting to black.

      Utfak ordered the sensors to broadcast on all frequencies. A moment later the communication was accepted, and the hologram of the ship was replaced with a view of their bridge. The woman staring back at them was no dragon and in fact appeared to be forged from some sort of magma, still glowing with heat.

      “I am Clan Leader T’koff of the Azi Clan,” the Ganog boomed as he rose to his full height and flared all four nostrils. “What was this world called before my people arrived to claim it as our own? Can you even understand me?”

      “I can,” the flaming woman replied. Her eyes narrowed. “The world is called Nebiat, in honor of the dragon battling your…lizard on the south continent.”

      “How is she speaking our language?” the clan leader demanded as the full weight of his gaze fell on Utfak.

      “Unknown, Clan Leader.” He peered at the strange woman and wondered. “Our initial scouts have confirmed their primary languages, which they have studied and disseminated among the techsmiths. Yet they should have no access to our own.”

      “Magic,” the woman snapped. “Treating me as if I am not here is a mistake.”

      The clan leader snorted a laugh. “Our melters will pry this technology from your mind after I pull your body from the wreckage of that vessel. It may be large, but it has never tasted the fury of the Ganog.”

      A sudden scarlet beam shot up from the world, the planetstrider’s main weapon slicing into the pyramid-shaped vessel…with no apparent effect. Some sort of energy field comprised of glowing sigils shimmered into view and blocked the blast.

      “Apologies, Clan Leader.” Utfak bowed low and spoke the words from the scriptures that he had hoped never to speak. “The Nameless Ones speak of this technology. It existed within our own sector until they devoured it.”

      “Does that mean we have arrived?” The clan leader once again ignored the magma-woman. “Is it here then, within the rift? The hole into their realm? This Fissure you speak of?”

      “It could be. I do not know, Clan Leader.” Utfak dropped his eyes to his disk, grateful when the magma-woman cleared her throat and drew the clan leader’s attention.

      “If you approach me with your fleet,” she growled, power flaring in her eyes, “then I will destroy it. My people have been exiled from this world. We were about to leave. Nebiat is no longer our home, nor are we honor-bound to defend it. I’ll overlook your little laser. Do not test me, or I will burn every bit of that hair off your body and then abandon your corpse in the void.”

      The clan leader boomed a laugh, and his fur went red-brown, both anger and attraction. “All vessels, attack that ship. Take no prisoners. I wish it reduced to atoms.”

      The communication remained open, and the magma-woman gave a sigh. “I do not enjoy aiding  Nebiat in anything, not even the preservation of this world, but you are forcing my hand.”

      A river of magma flowed from a cannon set into one of the pyramid faces, yet it did not behave like magma. It swam toward the world like a living thing, twisting around the planetstrider’s answering salvo, then diving through the atmosphere all the way down to the Saurian behemoth.

      The bolt knocked the creature to the ground, ending whatever remained of the city it had been demolishing, and then it began to pile atop the struggling planetstrider. More and more molten rock fell until the planetstrider vanished from view. The creature thrust a clawed hand free, but it was swiftly covered once more.

      On and on the molten beam went, until it had deposited a mountain tall enough to scrape the atmosphere over the entombed planetstrider.

      “Destroy that ship!” the clan leader bellowed, though there was no further order Utfak could issue. The vessels were already nearing firing range.

      Twelve dreadnoughts unleashed plasma beams all at once, and they streaked into the strange energy barrier, as the planetstrider’s beam had done. This time, however, several beams punched through and scored the surface of the ship. They tore through multiple levels, venting huge sections to space and inflicting damage that cried out to the Ganog within him.

      The sky tore behind the ship, a break in reality with tremendous purple fires lighting the edges. Behind it lay unbroken blackness that touched the primal madness within the seeker. He knew to his ancestral helixes that the Nameless Ones ruled that lightless realm.

      …Yet the ship entered their domain. The whole thing slid through the crack, then the crack snapped shut, and the awful lightless realm was hidden once more.

      “Explain to me what I just witnessed,” the clan leader snapped.

      Utfak searched within himself for answers that would satisfy and then looked within the arcanotome’s archives. Neither held what he sought.

      “I believe that ship can somehow burrow between realities,” he offered slowly, drawing out the words in order to find more of them. “Functionally it appears the same as warping, though it may possess limitations or advantages we are unaware of.”

      “Order all vessels to focus on planetary bombardment.” The clan leader waved absently up at the dome above them, which still exposed the beleaguered world.

      Many dragons had vanished. Those that had not were mostly dead. The skies were blessedly clear, and upon the ground, two planetstriders laid waste to all resistance.

      Utfak knew despair. When the nearly hairless stranger with too few nostrils had entered the archives, he had hoped that they might represent some great culture, something that could truly oppose the Ganog Imperium. Yet these people, the Krox, were supposed to be one of the strongest factions, one that had waged war for centuries, the techsmiths assured him.

      Yet they had fallen easily… in a day. Perhaps that mighty ship might have altered the outcome, but he doubted it. They’d shown they were vulnerable, and while they might slay some of the fleet, they would eventually fall.

      Even if these primitives somehow prevailed…the Azi were merely the forerunners. Now that these people had offered real resistance, the other clans would come, smothering every system until they had enslaved it all in the name of the Nameless Ones.
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      Stepping onto the spacious bridge of the Word of Xal came naturally now, or near enough, and I nodded confidently at Lieutenant Alvarez at the communications console before approaching Bortel, who stood before the scry-screen with his arms clasped behind his back, golden vape pen clutched in one hand.

      The footage had absorbed the grizzled first officer’s attention, a pair of blue-uniformed platoons squaring off in a combat course that had been installed in the cargo hold adjacent to High Spire. I recognized my sister Rava leading one of the groups, and my father leading the opposite. Dag the Slayer was in rare form, bellowing orders in between pistol shots, a force of nature now that Voria had given his legs back when she resurrected him.

      I’d expected him to adapt to the role, but my sister also rising to the occasion had surprised me. I don’t know if it was to be close to my father, but whatever the cause, she seemed genuinely skilled at leadership. Rava’s forces were dug in and easily picking off my father’s probes as he tried to crack her perimeter.

      The bridge door slid open again behind me, and I glanced back to see Miri enter, my lithe girlfriend’s gaze scanning the bridge for threats as my self-appointed bodyguard took up a position beside the door. The athletic Inuran had been all business since my mother had fallen to the Devourer of Names, and I couldn’t really blame her.

      Besides, having someone competent—and mega-hot—watching your back was rather flattering.

      “Officer on deck!” Alvarez called belatedly as I approached Bortel, and I received confederate salutes from the half-dozen techs lining the Ternus consoles that had been recently installed so we could more easily communicate with the rest of the fleet.

      The gruff officer nodded in my direction, then turned his attention back to the screen. He scratched at his beard and rained dandruff down the front of the navy-blue uniform. “Your father has done a depths of a job with training thus far. They’ve divided the students into clans and added leaderboards. The competition has done wonders. Every squad is working to carry the laggards now, and if you give us another month, I’d put us up against any professional unit.”

      I gave a satisfied nod that melted into surprised laughter as a third faction began assaulting both my father and my sister from above. Briff dropped down into view, the hybrid dragon’s spellcannon dropping my dad with a paint pellet. Cadets rained down after Briff, every one delivering more paint as they broke both rival factions at the same time, effectively ending the three-way battle.

      Apprehension overpowered my joy at seeing the crew’s progress. We’d been in the black too long, cut off from missive and Quantum both. Anything could be happening and we wouldn’t know it. Given the rate of sector-wide emergencies, we were due to get screwed again any time now. “How long until we reach New Texas?”

      “We’ll be there shortly. Five minutes? You arrived at a great time.” Bortel nodded at the matrix. “Mind doing the honors since you’re here? I’m still not comfortable with…your mom’s armor.”

      The squeamishness really took me aback, as Bortel was a hardened soldier who did what needed doing at all times. He’d yet to regularly don the armor as I did, though he had taken the trials. I could feel his bond to the ship, which also meant he’d been given the void magic necessary to open Fissures. I had to assume the armor was close at hand and he could get into it quickly.

      “I’ll handle it.” I ducked into the matrix’s slowly spinning rings and tapped the void sigils on all three. Magic rolled out of me and I gained a second set of senses, vast and covering both the interior and exterior of the ship. There were gaps internally, but fewer than there had been a week ago. The magitechs were working overtime.

      “Do you trust this Harry?” Bortel folded his arms as the battle on the scry-screen was replaced with a  wall of blackness.

      “Definitely not.” I tapped the void sigils again, this time opening a Fissure, one large enough to accommodate a great ship.

      Purple fire veined across the sky, and the moment the Fissure widened enough, I began forcing our vessel through. We passed back into normal space, and there below us lay a dusty world, one of Ternus’s oldest colonies…New Texas. I’d seen many cowboy holos, but had never imagined myself coming to the place they’d all been recorded.

      “Oh,” Bortel rumbled suddenly, “before I forget, we received confirmation from the necromancers that Kurz has arrived and has been accepted into Siwit’s crew. The way they said it make it out like that might have gone the other way. They don’t officially recognize ambassadors, but he can still fill that capacity.”

      “That alliance might be invaluable, eventually,” I muttered absently, filing the fact away as I focused on the Word’s sensor data.

      Thousands of vessels flitted through the system, from mining craft to pleasure barges to confederate naval vessels. Not a one could challenge us, and in fact, we could probably dock every ship in the system if we had to. It was a heady feeling knowing we were the largest wyrm in the sky, so to speak.

      “One more thing,” Bortel continued in a list that was likely to contain many more than one item. He paused to vape from his pen. “I’ve gotten more complaints from research and artificing. They claim that Vee is walled off in her office and uses the tome all the time now. She’s not going to listen to me. That’s a ‘you’ situation.”

      “I’ll handle it.” I tried to give that news the attention it deserved, but I was still linked to the ship and processing the automated clearance the defense satellites were sending our way. Rank had its privileges, it seemed, and they recognized me as a confederate…admiral? When had that happened?

      A tiny shuttle broke off from the flow of traffic and began heading in our direction. It could have been a random ship making for the planet’s umbral shadow, but I knew immediately it wasn’t. It had to be Harry. I hailed the ship on Quantum, knowing he didn’t have access to missives.

      “Jerek! You’re a sight for robotic eyes, mate.” Harry’s ghastly chrome skull grinned at me. “I wasn’t sure you’d come after our last, ah, adventure. I mean…I know you want my data, but we left things awkward back on Ternus.”

      “All is forgiven if you have what I need.” I smiled at the cyborg from within the ship’s matrix. “Bring me the Sam Houston’s logs, and I’ll make you rich.”

      “Remember you said that.” The cyborg held up a metallic fist, which clutched a black cylinder. “I’ve got it.” He lowered it off-screen, and the smile vanished. “So technically…I don’t work for you yet, right? And you don’t mind me finishing up any prior employment I might have?”

      “As long as you can finish it before you reach the Word.” I stifled a sigh. It would only encourage him. “What business, Harry? You know I don’t like surprises.”

      “Welllllll….” Harry raised a confederate holo-document projected from a sleek black tablet. A brand new tablet. “You’ve been served, mate. A Minister Ramachan has sued you in confederate court. You are hereby required by confederate law to report to Ternus posthaste for the court’s lack of justice. Here’s a spoiler, mate…don’t go. She’s already bought off all the right people.”

      “How many credits did you get for betraying him?” Miri spat the words as she stalked into Harry’s field of view.

      “There she is! Two-hundred and fifty since it was cross-system, and I’m happy to spend them all on you, gorgeous.” Harry tossed the summons over his shoulder. Miri ignored him, so he turned back to me. “I can still join your crew, right? I’ve held up my end.”

      I stifled a deep sigh. He wasn’t wrong. “We’ll find a place for you, Harry. Posh quarters and a big pile of credits for the Houston’s data.”

      I loved the fact that I had enough wealth to pursue such a personal hobby. I badly wanted to find Terra, if it could be found. That was the pinnacle of relic hunting. That would leave my name in the records forever. The Confederacy might find it valuable too if there was food or water there. Ternus records claimed both had been abundant when they’d left. Even if the place was a barren rock, the historical value would still make it worth the effort.

      What had become of Earth? Who or what controlled it? I’d wondered since childhood. Everyone had.

      An urgent communication request began blinking in the back of my mind, brought to me through the ship. It had all sorts of priority codes of the kind reserved for the upper echelons of the Confederacy. It originated on Ternus and had the minister’s fingerprints all over it. The very instant she’d gotten confirmation I’d been served she’d placed the call.

      May as well deal with it head-on.

      I put the minister’s frowning face, dark-skinned and well made up, on the scry-screen and noted her gaze flicking around for Bortel to Miri then back to me.

      “You are aware of the situation?” The minister’s words bled acid, and I noted that she hadn’t used my name. Whatever friendliness we’d shared through my mother had been abandoned.

      So be it. I supposed I’d caused that rift, not her.

      I glared hard at the former minister and tried to contain the emotions roiling like Sanctuary’s winds. “How about you give me the short version?”

      “I’m having you removed from command. Officially. In confederate court.” Her eyes flashed a challenge, and an almost smile flitted across her lips. “If you fail to show up, the judge is likely to rule in my favor. Our case is nine days from now. You have that amount of time to see reason and reach a settlement. If the Confederacy finds in my favor, all the gods you have allied with will aid in removing you from that armor.”

      Now I gave in and let out the sigh I’d been holding in with Harry. This woman was beyond insufferable, and I was just done. “You understand that the sector is facing famine, right? And recovering from a war that damaged every government, most of whom hadn’t recovered from the war before that? We don’t have time for this nonsense. If this is the route you want to take, then I’ll do—”

      I trailed off as the Word’s sensors detected the arrival of another great ship in the skies over New Texas, one perilously close to our arrival point, well under the watchful guns of the orbital satellites.

      The Spellship’s glittering golden form hung in the black, but even from this distance, I could make out the signs of battle damage sustained against Necrotis and the Maker’s Wrath.

      Nothing about Voria’s unexpected arrival sat well with me. It meant something had happened, and I was already positive I wasn’t going to like it.
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      Light flashed on my bridge, and when it faded, Lady Voria stood clutching Ikadra absently in one hand, her azure uniform pressed and clean under the soft lights. The goddess’s hair was wrapped in a tight bun, and her features were an impassive mask, no emotions permitted.

      Voria scanned the bridge, her gaze roving until they landed on the scry-screen. They narrowed when they took in the minister’s larger-than-life face.

      “Do not think,” the minister began again, her tone still full of contempt, a definite mistake in front of Voria, “that the arrival of your allies will aid you. I have the law on my side. Our people need a real leader and—”

      “They have a real leader.” Voria’s words overpowered the minister’s. “And it is time for the real leaders to confer. You may have once been included in that company, on your world, but your world is no more. What’s left of it resides within this ship. They have been protected, nurtured, and trained by Admiral Jerek, a rank I was about to officially confer upon him, one unanimously approved by all confederate member states. What business do you have that is so pressing, Minister?”

      “I—” the minister began.

      “Never mind.” Voria raised a hand, and the minister’s words ceased. Her mouth continued to move, but it was as if the feed were muted. I knew it wasn’t. I could still hear the rustle of the minister’s suit and the clatter of her tablet on the table.

      Voria leaned closer to the scry-screen, and her expression truly terrified me. “Your outrage is understandable, as are your goals. But they are fast becoming a hindrance I cannot allow. You can complain to my lawyers. I inherited my mother’s shares in the consortium—did you know that? I have the credits and the people to bury you forever, Minister. So I won’t be hearing from you again, and neither will Jerek.”

      I killed the feed at the most dramatic moment since I couldn’t think of anything appropriate to add and doubted sticking my tongue out would have the kind of impact I was after.

      Ardaki abruptly appeared in the air outside the matrix where I still stood, and I blinked at the staff. I hadn’t realized it could do that.

      There is much you don’t know. The staff’s tone held a sneer, as usual. My counterpart is present and thus a target, and we should be prepared to be assaulted at all times. Never let your guard down.

      Yes, mom, I thought back, while speaking to Voria. “Thank you for that. I have a feeling she would have been an endless problem. Can your lawyers really deal with her?”

      “More than.” Voria gave a dry chuckle. “In truth, I pity the woman. She’s been through a lot. We will offer her and her people repatriation to their choice of confederate worlds. I expect her to choose Ternus. She’ll land on her feet. I’m more concerned about us.”

      “I had a feeling you didn’t come just to help me out.” I sighed and peered out the scry-screen at the Spellship, appalled by the gaps in the superstructure. “Is there a new threat? Or are we gathering for some sort of council? I can depart as soon as my contact is aboard. He’s bringing the Sam Houston’s logs with clues about the route back to Terra.”

      “That could be timely.” Voria tapped her lip absently with one finger, then her eyes brightened as something occurred to her. “Please continue your search for Terra and keep me posted on your findings. We’ve received some new information, and given its nature and the growing Fissure threatening both Yanthara and Shaya, well, it’s quite possible we may be forced to seek a new home, as far from this sector as we can arrange.”

      Numbness stole into me, and I leaned on the stabilizing ring. “You’re talking about abandoning everything we know. I’ve already lost my homeworld. I would hate to have everyone else lose theirs too.”

      “We are not giving up.” Voria sighed and frustration leaked into her tone. “The Fissure we might be able to deal with, but there is a new problem. An unknown species has invaded the Erkadi Rift. One that matches a report you submitted not long ago. One of your crew entered some sort of collective using a device you called an arcanotome, yes? That report mentioned a creature with fur and four nostrils. Quite distinctive. That species assaulted the planet Nebiat. The Flame of Knowledge sustained significant damage at the hands of their armada but escaped intact. The planet is presumed lost.”

      “What about the goddess Nebiat?” I shuddered as I thought back to her statue and the followers she’d sent to kill me.

      “Unknown.” Voria sighed. “Frit will debrief us when we’re all together. In the meantime, we need to prepare for invasion. I seriously doubt this new race will stop at one world. They’re here for conquest. Meanwhile, what remains of our navy is stretched thin delivering food and water across the sector. Supplies are dwindling, so if there’s a bitter consolation, it’s that soon they’ll have to return to active duty as they won’t have anything left to deliver.”

      “What about the blight on Yanthara?” I shuddered as I thought back to the footage of the green dust raining down into the atmosphere.

      “I have done what I can to contain it.” Voria stood a bit taller, pride infusing her posture. “My dedicated are controlling the spread all across the world, though they can do nothing to cleanse the infected areas.”

      “I will speak to Vee about this new race.” I’d been intending to go see her anyway. Bortel wasn’t the only one concerned about her fascination with the arcanotome, but I didn’t want to share that with Voria just yet. “I’ll file another report and see what I can do to trace the route back to Terra. If you’re familiar with what we found at San Jacinto…do you think there’s any danger of those slugs still being around? The Void Wraith certainly seemed concerned about it when Xal’Aran was smacking around their ship.”

      “Possibly.” Voria’s eyes narrowed in a way that made me want to seek cover. “We have experience with the theft of will. The Krox are famous for binding. If these slugs exist, my followers and I can find and eliminate them. I will see that those on Ternus are hunted. Further, I will see if Aran has a way to summon the Void Wraith. Perhaps they can tell us more about this new threat.”

      That reassured me. The adults were handling things. Now I could focus on the quest for Earth, which was like being awarded the sector’s largest lottery. I’d been born for this quest.

      I ducked through the rings and snatched up Ardaki. “I’ll go speak to Vee immediately. We’ll head back into the black as soon as I have a destination.”

      “Excellent. Thank you, Admiral.” Her posture eased into something more like that of a normal person, though I doubt she’d ever been accused of slouching before. “You have no idea how much of a relief it is to know that this ship is in good hands.” Voria nodded respectfully to Bortel when she said it, and the acknowledgment seemed to take him aback.

      Then she was gone. There wasn’t even a flash of light.

      “You’ve got the bridge.” I didn’t try to stifle the sigh. “I’m going down to R&D to speak to Vee.”

      “Thank you.” Bortel saluted. “I’ll handle resupply. Once we’ve got all the beef they’ll sell us, I’ll ping you.”

      I willed the ship to teleport me and even remembered to bring Miri. I blinked a few times as I adjusted to the harsher glare in engineering, while Miri whispered under her breath. “These people are scared. Look at their faces.”

      Three cadets in white uniforms, two men and a woman, stood outside a locked office, whispering to each other. A dozen workstations surrounded me, and half that many cadets were working, seemingly oblivious to my arrival, as if actively trying not to be aware of their surroundings.

      I needed to deal with this.

      I threaded past the cadets at the door and willed it to open. Sure enough, the slender red-headed lurker I’d once been so fond of stood within, though I found her posture alarming. Vee stood in the middle of the room by herself, the rest of the room empty save for her desk, and purple pulses flowed furiously down the cable to the tome dangling from her waist.

      Her hair was unkempt, and her clothing hadn’t been changed in several shifts. That was less alarming than the dried out look her skin had taken on, like the linger effects of a sunburn.

      “Vee?” I called loudly as the door slid shut, sealing us away from private eyes. “Bortel tells me you’re ignoring your duties, and given what I see outside, I’m inclined to agree. That tome is starting to alarm me. You told me you could control it, but from where I’m standing, it looks a lot more like it’s controlling you.”

      “It only appears that way,” she answered without hesitation, then slowly turned to face me. “I gave strict orders that I was not to be disturbed. I need you to be silent. Wait there. I’ll get to you as soon as I can. If they catch me here….”

      She trailed off, so I moved to sit at her desk. I used the time to scan the files on the holoscreen. There was a directory entitled “Nameless Ones” and within that a series of subfolders with fun names like Dagontian and Yogsok.

      There was also a folder entitled Ganog Imperium, which might have corresponded to this new species Voria had mentioned. Rather than delve into the folders, I sat patiently and returned my attention to Vee.

      Miri stood behind her, out of her field of view, and I had never seen such concern on the Inuran’s face. She stared at Vee in horror, as far from the lurker as she could get.

      “Miri, Seket is drilling in his Kamiza not far from here,” I called softly, so as not to disturb Vee. “Tell him that I’m concerned about Vee and want either him or a guard he trusts posted here at all hours starting now.”

      “On it.” Miri nodded, then loped out of the room like a wolf on the hunt.

      I waited patiently for about five more minutes before Vee abruptly blinked several times and then seemed to become aware of her surroundings. It only lasted a moment. Have you ever been around someone who can’t ever look up from their tablet or comm? That was the feeling she gave off, like part of her attention was still elsewhere.

      “I’m sorry, Jer.” Vee sighed, and for a moment I had her full attention. She brushed away a lock of scarlet, exposing the freckles I’d been so enamored with. Her cheeks were gaunt now. And too pale. “Imagine an entire planet of knowledge, with endless temples. The Ganog Imperium is ten thousand years old. It was created in the wake of the dragonflights. Deliberately. Whoever built it knew that the governing force in this sector was gone. They were conceived at the exact same time my people were orphaned.”

      “So you’re saying the Ganog Imperium’s creation coincides with planetfall?” My heart sped as wild theories spun out in my mind. The implications were staggering.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” She nodded excitedly, but her smile showed just how much weight she had lost. “I’ve been learning everything I can. It appears the creators gave the Ganog a religion to worship a race of planet-sized monsters. I can’t find specifics. They didn’t write down many details, though a few are mentioned. One is a giant eye, and when I say giant, I mean the size of Yanthara.”

      A shiver that had nothing to do with the atmo being set so cold ran down my spine.

      “Much as I hate to say it, your research couldn’t come at a better time.” I nodded over to her terminal. “I need you to compile a report for Voria and the other delegates. The Ganog Imperium just sacked the Nebiat system, and it looks like they’re heading this way next.”

      Vee’s eyes widened, and she began to tremble.

      “Jerek,” she hissed, snatching the tome up and clutching it to her breast. “What if they’re coming for me?”

      I wanted to reassure her, but something stopped me. What if she was right? What if meddling with that tome was how they even knew about our sector in the first place? What else had they learned or could learn? And what would it take to get that tome away from Vee?

      I glanced at her tome and winced when I saw the dark metal prongs dug deep into her flesh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERLUDE I - NEBIAT

          

        

      

    

    
      Nebiat’s renewed captivity galled her, but after so many setbacks, she had learned divine patience. The enormous Saurian creature had her nestled in its palm, two claws wrapped firmly around her long neck, ready to snap it should she attempt to flee.

      That meant watching her world be pillaged, its resources looted, and her children slaughtered. A lesser goddess would have broken at the sight, but Nebiat was far removed from such emotions. She understood that immortality made rebuilding not only possible but enjoyable. She would survive, and there would be new children.

      Nor had she been stripped of all her power, even now. Her followers still sheltered the Egg of the Earthmother. From what she could see of these invaders, they neither understood nor valued magic. They would not be hunting for that egg, but Frit and her people would. That meant a possible return, and thus a rescue, even if inadvertent.

      A deep thrumming came from the cannon attached to the planetstrider’s other arm. It raised the weapon and loosed a beam that scorched the land before vanishing along the horizon. Nebiat craned her neck and found the target. The mountain of rock the Flame of Knowledge had deposited with its main cannon.

      The scarlet beam bored into the mountain once more, as it had each day, slowly eroding the rock entombing its brother. It amazed Nebiat that the creature might still be alive, despite being deprived of oxygen for so long. It also puzzled her why they didn’t use their teleportation technology to free the creature. The planetstriders—that was their name, she’d picked up that much at least—could do such a thing. So why the need to dig one out?

      A whirring came in the distance, a welcome whirring, and Nebiat turned her attention toward the place where…ah, there it was. A disk came into view, large enough for an adult wyrm to comfortably lounge, though far too small for the goddess she had become.

      A furry alien stood atop it, the strange species seemingly able to change their body size at will. Behind the warrior-king, as she’d dubbed him, stood a small furry alien, similar in all respects save size. This creature always bore a dark metal tome at its belt, and the purple pulses suggested that was the source of their communication infrastructure.

      “My best melter has located an egg of tremendous size,” boomed warrior-king, his fur changing its hue from brown to orange. They seemed linked to emotion, but she’d not seen enough to map more than anger. “As you are unfamiliar with our technology, I will explain. Metabiology allows us to modify our bodies, but a few talented individuals can achieve far more. Far, far more. They can see the memories of others, sifting through their brains to find their experiences. And the priests hiding this egg seemed to think it quite important. I was hoping that you might tell me more. Why do they treasure this egg so? What will it birth if I do not feed it to the Nameless Ones?”

      How could she best answer such a question? This man had no trust for her, but their species was refreshingly straightforward in their dealings. They spoke of honor often, which could be exploited.

      “It is called the Egg of the Earthmother,” she answered slowly and clearly, her tone subservient. She didn’t know what a melter was, but its capabilities were easy enough to understand and achieve with magic. “One of the largest religions on our world believes that it will one day awaken as the reincarnation of the Earthmother, a powerful earth dragon, a wyrm mother who led an entire dragonflight. It will have great value to your enemies.”

      “A holy relic?” The Ganog’s nostrils flared, and he gave a braying laugh. Nebiat found it repugnant. “Very well, then feeding it to the Nameless Ones is the best course.”

      “Are you certain, mighty Clan Leader?” She’d picked the title up from his underlings. “Your enemies, the Confederacy, will risk much to retrieve the egg. The ship you saw in this system and its captain could return to claim it at any time. If they find it gone—”

      “Then what?” Another braying laugh. “I will slaughter them all. If this is a holy relic, then its sacrificial offering to our masters might offend them so much that they find their courage and come to take this world back. We seek war, wyrm. We seek death, destruction, and conquest. It is our nature. And when your people come, I assure you their flesh will feed my offspring.”

      The laser fired again, punctuating his words, boring a bit further into the mountain. The inevitability hit her in that moment. These Ganog would eventually free their monstrosity. And they did not fear great ships nor gods.

      Was their confidence misplaced? How could she turn it to her advantage? Until now there had been no way to counter the demons. Could these Ganog challenge Xal’Aran? All she needed to do was aim them at her enemies and then get out of the way.

      She would emerge unscathed, as always, and find a new place to begin again. This sector’s days were numbered, but despite having been born in the Erkadi Rift, she had no loyalty to this place. She would bide her time and when the proper moment came, would use her magic to escape and start anew.

      First, however, she needed to bait this fool.

      “The demons will come for you, and the humans. They should not be underestimated. Both are extremely powerful, and the demons are without number.”

      “Excellent!” His fur went scarlet, the color she took for anger. “Let them come. Numberless opponents will make for epic offerings. We will slaughter these demons in honor of the Nameless Ones.”

      Nebiat thought frantically. None of her tactics had worked. What could you say to pique this despot’s interest? What could she use to generate leverage?

      “You might be surprised by some of their allies.” Nebiat spoke coyly, glancing down, not challenging. This gambit was half-guesswork, but if she was correct, then it was the best scale she had left to play.

      “Oh?” The Ganog’s fur shifted back to brown. “Go ahead and posture. Impress me with tales of all the fabulous units, ships, and beasts you think will somehow impress us.”

      “They are blue,” she said, now giving a toothy smile. “Robotic. They can shimmer from view.”

      The fur went black, and all four nostrils heaved as if he were greatly exerting himself. “The Void Wraith have allied with your pitiful forces? Perhaps the fighting will be more interesting than I assumed. But only if those cowards stand and fight instead of melting away. Let us see if they’ll defend your homeworlds as I burn them to ash one by one.”

      It wasn’t much, but it confirmed her suspicions. Now all she needed to do was have one of her followers missive Frit about the egg and suggest she bring the demons to get it back. Her enemies would die fighting each other, and she would depart for calmer skies.

      “What will become of me, mighty Clan Leader?” Nebiat kept her eyes downcast upon the Saurian hand holding her in place.

      “You live for now.” He waved absently, and his disk zoomed suddenly away as it did every day.

      She played a dangerous game. Flee now?

      No, the pieces should be fully planted and the conflict assured before she attempted escape.
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      Miri escorted me to Harry’s quarters, which were only one level down from mine, the same level where Bortel and his closest officers slept—not that he ever actually returned to his quarters from what I could see.

      The metal door dissolved as we approached and exposed Harry’s chrome face grinning at us. The cyborg wore a fluffy pink bathrobe, and there behind him on the counter was the case I’d sent…opened to expose the gleaming scarlet dragon scales within, taken from the Flame of Knowledge during our first salvage there.

      “Welcome to casa de, um, casa.” The cyborg stepped aside and gestured for us to enter his quarters.

      Somehow he’d already managed to trash the place, from crushed limes on the counter to laundry scattered about the floor and hoverbed.

      Miri made a sound of disgust as she prodded a damp towel with her foot. “Why does a robot need baths?”

      “Entertaining the ladies…you know how it is.” Harry’s eye whirred, then stuck halfway down…mid-wink. “Course, it does tend to corrode me a bit. I’m addicted—what can I say?”

      “You can say where the Sam Houston’s sensor data is.” I folded my arms patiently. I could have pressed and made him turn it over when he arrived, but I’d had other problems to deal with and couldn’t have looked at it until now anyway.

      “Got it all loaded up!” Harry jerked a robotic thumb up with a whir. “Right over there on the portable viewscreen.”

      I noted that Miri’s hand hadn’t left her spellpistol, and that reassured me as I lent my attention to the scry-screen. I waved my hand through the hologram, and the menu came up. Hundreds of time-stamped entries floated in a cloud, and they appeared to cover a three-year trip.

      Tapping the first entry should have caused it to expand into the data, but instead a sad chime sounded, and a warning popped up that said “Directory deleted.”

      My hand began to tremble, but I ignored it. I tapped the very latest date, and relief flowed when it expanded into a series of metrics and logs showing the trip they’d taken. It ended at San Jacinto, just as expected. I tapped the next entry.

      Please, please, please….

      Data exploded across the screen, with a clear route from San Jacinto back to the previous world they’d last stopped at. Even if it contained nothing else, we now had a destination, and presumably, at that destination I could find the next breadcrumb.

      I flipped through a few more entries, all of which were erased. Unsurprising. I might have learned more with a more exhaustive search, but now wasn’t the time for that. I ejected the datdrive from the console and pocketed it.

      “Thanks, Harry. Today is your last day of R&R.” I paused when I reached the doorway and frowned around at his quarters. “You can keep this place how you want, but if you’re part of the crew, you have the duties of a crew. Report to my father tomorrow morning at High Spire.”

      “What, ah, do you envision me doing exactly?” His partially rusted eye finally completed the wink, not at all matching his frightened words.

      “What you do best.” I offered him an encouraging smile. “You’re going to swindle and betray those kids. You’re going to teach them to guard their credits and their backs. You’re going to teach them so that when they leave this ship and head off to port, they’re prepared to deal with people exactly like you.”

      Harry broke out into a little robotic dance, his legs and arms whirring. “Oh…oh, oh, oh…I think we’re going to get along famously. This job is uh-may-zing.”

      Even Miri smiled as we exited his chamber, though she didn’t speak until the door slid shut behind us.

      “Where to now?” She glanced up and down the corridor, which was completely devoid of life, yet Miri never relaxed. “It’s late. We could head to our quarters, get something to eat…relax for a bit.” Her tone had gone sultry, and the temptation very nearly won.

      “I have one more thing to do before I can settle down.” I sighed under my breath, worried that bringing it up would worry the mood. “We need to stop by R&D one more time. I need to relieve Vee of command. If she’s going to be using this tome, fine. We might be able to learn something vital to winning the war. That’s a risk I’ll take. But she’s leaving her department to languish. They need leadership. If she can’t provide it, I need someone who can.”

      “I see.” Miri stifled a yawn, then went back to prowl mode. “Let’s be swift then. You are the captain of this vessel. We can be there and back in a quarter-hour, and I am a patient woman.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” I willed the Word to teleport us, and my hand shot instinctively to Dez as we arrived outside Vee’s office.

      The crowd of acolytes had thinned considerably, and most of the terminals were empty. A tall man with thinning red hair shot to his feet, blinking as he took Miri and me in where there had been empty space a moment before.

      “I—apologies, sir.” The lanky tech performed an awkward salute. “I—” He looked around and realized that we were alone, I thought, and that there was no way out of a conversation. “Are you here to speak to Vee? She’s inside her office.” He pointed desperately at the door, his hand trembling.

      “I’ll speak to her in a moment.” I approached him, slowly, as I would have a feral cat, then offered a hand as I approached. He accepted the handshake reflexively, then dropped my hand as if burned. “I’m more interested in talking to you. Everyone else is gone. Why are you still here?”

      “I—” He cleared his throat. “I’m here because the work needs to be done. We have several critical projects that are languishing while Vee…researches. Many of those experiments are time sensitive and will need to be repeated from scratch if they are allowed to fail. That is a criminal waste of time and resources.”

      “What’s your name?” I removed my hand from Dez’s hilt, slowly so as not to draw his attention to the gesture. The last thing I wanted was to spook him further.

      “My name is Rust.” He pointed at his hair, a dull copper, almost orange. It wasn’t all that dissimilar from Vee’s, though she and Kurz had a much brighter shade of red.

      “Is that a lurker name?” His accent was soft but fit the profile.

      “I—that’s not a problem, is it?” His gaze fell to the deck like a meteor making planetfall.

      “Not at all.” I found myself laughing.

      “Lurkers are valued here,” Miri interjected. She nodded at Vee’s office. “You see how he treated the first lurker girl. And her brother was appointed an ambassador to the necromancers. Your past is your past.”

      A swell of affection surged through me. Miri wasn’t usually very serious…unless she saw someone being excluded or taken advantage of.

      “Rust, if Vee vanished tomorrow, could you keep this place running?” I nodded around at the terminals he’d been using.

      “I—for a while.” He gave a tentative nod, then repeated it more emphatically. “I definitely could, though I don’t know for how long. I don’t have a tenth of her experience. She worked with the maker himself.”

      Yeah, I bet he worked on her. I stifled a surge of jealousy at Inura and reminded myself that Vee and I weren’t a thing and that the god had been killed, in any case.

      “Congratulations, Rust. I’m promoting you to acting administrator of R&D.” I rested a hand gently on his shoulder, which took some doing as he was much taller. “Keep this place running as well as you can. I will interface directly with Vee while she handles her research. What she’s doing is vital and temporary.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Rust gave another salute, just as awkwardly as the first, like someone who’d seen one delivered but wasn’t certain how it was supposed to go. “Would it be okay if I submitted daily reports?”

      “Please do.” I saluted back. “I’ll actually read them, so make them brief and put a summary in the beginning.”

      “Of course, sir.” Rust smiled, exposing a gap between his front teeth that did nothing to diminish his enthusiasm.

      “Oh, one last thing.” I paused as I headed for Vee’s office door. “Coordinate with Seket to ensure there is always a guard on both sides of this door.”

      The door slid open at my approach, and I stepped inside to find Vee doing her pantomime in the center of the room, while Seket stood in the corner, his spellshield ignited and his blade drawn, as if to repel an assault at any moment. How many hours had he been like that?

      “How is she?” I asked as I paused next to the paladin.

      Miri and Seket exchanged a brief nod, then the paladin’s eyes flicked to me. “She hasn’t changed. I hear a lot of exclamations, so I gather she’s succeeding. Whatever she’s located has her working even more feverishly.”

      “Keep me posted,” I requested, then nodded back at the door. “I’ve put Rust in charge of the techs for the time being. I trust your instincts. Keep this place well guarded. It could be the Void Wraith, or these Ganog could have tech we aren’t familiar with. Nothing gets to Vee.”

      “Of course not.” Seket smiled savagely and his gauntlets tightened around his blade. “If anyone makes an attempt, I will deal with it swiftly and inform you immediately.”

      “Great.” I found myself stifling a yawn. “I am going to bed.”

      Miri took a step closer to me, her thigh brushing mine, though it wasn’t strictly needed for the teleport spell. It definitely woke me up and told me there would be very little sleep for the first hour or so after we returned to my quarters.

      After that? Fun time was over. The search for Earth had begun.
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      I woke up to the tantalizing aroma of pork sausage and scrambled eggs and gradually wormed my way out of the blankets until I saw the spread Miri had left on the table. Enough food for four.

      Discipline took over, and I dropped into a set of pushups, then continued my morning workout. It wasn’t much and only took a few minutes, but it was more than I’d managed for most of my life. I finished swiftly, then ran through the shower before finally heading over to join Miri at the table.

      She munched absently on a piece of melon as she scrolled her tablet, her eyes reflecting the news stories. “You look good in that towel.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured as I filled my plate with eggs and dropped into the chair next to her. “You know you don’t need to cook for me, but I appreciate it every time.”

      “And you know I enjoy it. Did you learn anything from the data the cyborg gave you?” Miri popped the rest of her melon in her mouth, her tone making it clear how she felt about Harry.

      “I dreamed about it.” I speared some eggs and chewed thoughtfully as I considered the work my subconscious had done while I slept. “There are thirty-six entries.” I plucked Dez from my holster and launched a basic illusion into the air over the table. “These are the two stops we know of, which give us a basic course. Every time we add another stop, we can course-correct and have a more accurate idea of the route they took. Like this.”

      A line of stars appeared in my illusion, some lighting up to indicate stops on our hypothetical route.

      “Presumably, each jump was roughly the same distance, and the more we see, the closer we’ll get to an average.” I smiled at my growing trail of stars and then at the glittering blue-white orb waiting at the end. “After, say, a dozen stops, I’ll know exactly where Earth is. Or at least how far it is, anyway.”

      “Exciting news.” Miri moved to the sink in our shared kitchen and washed her hands, then buckled on her holster. She strapped an extra pistol to her other thigh, then tucked one under her jacket and the other in her boot holster. “If anyone realizes how close you are, then you will become an even greater target. Do you have any idea how much my people would pay for that information?”

      “Zero credits.” I set my fork down, then banished the illusion and rose to join her. “They’d dispatch assassins and just steal it, which is why I’m keeping it quiet. Besides, I’m still considering other approaches. This one is slow. Very slow. It will take us through the depths many times, over months to possibly years.”

      I hurried over to my nightstand and opened the top drawer, where I’d left the scale the last time I’d used it. The shimmering scarlet surface drew a smile immediately. I hadn’t touched it in months, and it still amazed me we’d even been able to find it in the first place.

      “What is that?” Miri asked, though her tone contained only mild interest. She’d already approached the door.

      “One of the scales we got before we met you.” I tapped the scale, and it summoned the intelligence within, but I bypassed it and headed straight for the last thing I’d been looking at. A galactic map. “We found scales on the Flame of Knowledge that predate the fall of the dragonflights. They show the location of every major Catalyst, and if I remember correctly….”

      I launched a query, and it came back with a red RESTRICTED in all capital letters. I could scarcely believe it.

      “We might have the location of Terra right here.” I sat on the bed, grinning at the illusion the scale had conjured. “It comes from Seket’s time. They knew where Earth was.”

      Miri blinked in surprise, then calmly walked over to the bed and flopped down beside me, watching the map. “Can it really be that simple? They just wrote down the location?”

      “Maybe.” I seriously doubted it would be and fought hard to stifle the surge of excitement. There was no way it could be that easy. Could it?

      I tried several parts of the interface but saw no way to circumvent the restriction.

      “Kemet,” I asked, willing the ship’s guardian to present itself. “I need your help.”

      “Yes, Captain?” The holographic hatchling appeared a meter away, complete with a double staff sparkle. “I await your orders.”

      “I have a dragon scale from the reign of the dragonflights.” I nodded at the scale atop the nightstand. “There is a restriction placed on the planet Terra, and I want it removed so I can find the location. Is that something you can help with?”

      “Possibly.” Kemet’s slitted eyes closed, and the illusion flickered for a moment. He opened his eyes a moment later. “The restriction can only be removed by a flag officer in one of the dragonflights or a recognized ally.”

      “Like Xal?” I pressed, stifling my eagerness. Was this something I could work around? Had my promotion come at the perfect time? “Or, say, the confederate navy?”

      “I believe either would satisfy the spell’s restrictions.” Kemet cocked his scaled head thoughtfully.

      “And would you argue that Lady Voria would serve as a flag officer? I mean she does command the Spellship.” I had him trapped now. Or at least I thought I did.

      “She does.” His head continued to remain cocked.

      “Then record a rank change for me in the archives.” I rose and faced the illusion. “I have been promoted to Admiral of the Word of Xal.”

      “Congratulations, Admiral!” Kemet delivered a double staff sparkle. “Despite your age, I believe this to be a wise choice. I was similarly considered quite young for such a responsibility. Perhaps you will one day succeed me as guardian as well!”

      “Thank you.” I folded my arms and grinned triumphantly. “As an officer in the dragonflights, is my authority sufficient to remove the blocks on the scale?”

      “One moment.” Kemet vanished.

      I waited several long moments, my heart thundering more with every beat, but there was no immediate return. He was gone, and the scale just sat there, taunting me.

      Finally, he shimmered back into view. “I have removed the restriction. I must caution you…this scale has had its security disabled. This means that anyone who accesses the scale will gain access to the restricted files. Flight procedure dictates that you replace the restriction as soon as you have located the data you need.”

      I turned back to the illusion the scale had cast, and the red RESTRICTION was gone. In its place glittered the Milky Way galaxy. Our galaxy. And in a sector along the southern rim, many hundreds of light years past Virkon, lay a shining blue-white jewel.

      Above it, larger and brighter, glowed a golden orb labeled as a Catalyst called the Eye of Om. Earth’s star was some sort of magic source? That seemed odd to me, but I filed it away and forced myself to focus on the larger fact.

      I knew where Earth was.

      How could it be that easy? Didn’t that mean every admiral from the time of the dragonflights had known? How had no one been able to find it for all that time? Had we just gotten lucky and been the first to rediscover the knowledge?

      “Will there be anything else, Admiral?” Kemet asked. Staff sparkle.

      “No. Thank you.” I waved absently as I studied the map.

      “I know that look.” Miri rolled over on the bed and made herself more comfortable. “We are not going anywhere today, are we?”

      “I need to understand this.” I couldn’t look away from the illusionary Earth. Was it really there? This whole thing felt a trick, but I had no choice. I had to investigate.

      A chime sounded, and Bortel’s voice echoed over the speakers in the walls. “Admiral, this is Commander Bortel. We’ve just received a priority missive from Lady Voria requesting all confederate forces report to a coded location. Shall I take us into the black?

      “Do that.” I noticed he didn’t make excuses. Whatever his reluctance with the armor had been, it wouldn’t stop him from doing his duty.

      That meant I could focus on the hunt for Earth, at least until I arrived and found out what new crisis Lady Voria had gotten us involved in.
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      Utfak’s disk zoomed to the top of the dreadnought’s spacious interior, up to the command disk, and even he was stirred by the sight above. Through the ship’s dome he spied the rest of the Azi fleet assembled, swarms of fighters winging between the mighty capital ships, each of which resembled a spider with long black limbs, as the clan gathered their strength.

      Today was a momentous occasion. Historic. Terrifyingly so. Every seeker prayed to live and die far from the gaze of the Nameless Ones, yet someone had to be the poor fool in this position. Someone had to wake them and summon them forth into reality.

      Utfak risked a single glance over the side of the disk, all the way down to the bowels of the ship where the k’tok lived, down in the filth. If he jumped from this height, his death would be assured…but they would merely appoint another seeker.

      So long as he lived, the seed of treachery lived. He might find a way to betray the Ganog and the Nameless Ones and thus see reality continue for a little longer before it was inevitably devoured by the lingering darkness underlying all reality.

      He didn’t see how. The denizens of this sector were pathetically weak and would fall even more swiftly than the last had. The dragonflights might have been potent rulers, but the chaos they’d left in their wake had proven far easier to conquer. The Imperium had grown fat on slaves and tech, especially the clans closest to the galactic core where the richest worlds lay.

      “Seeker, attend me!” Clan Leader T’koff boomed, and so Utfak zoomed into his field of view, then stepped off his disk to bow before the ruler, who was currently in elite form, towering over Utfak. “Ah…there you are. At last, we can begin. Are there any more of your rituals that need be observed, or can I witness this tear into the nameless realm you have been boasting about?”

      “Not boasting. Warning.” Utfak’s fur went a cowardly yellow before he could stop it. He left it there since he’d already revealed his fear. “The Nameless Ones devour all, and we do not know their minds or needs. They could consume us all upon arrival, Clan Leader. Going to this place…it is a pilgrimage, yes, but a terrible one, with terrible risks.”

      “I do not share your fear.” T’koff snorted out his upper nostrils and turned from Utfak in disdain. He glanced down at a Saurian techsmith kneeling at the edge of his disk. “Begin the warp. I would see this place for myself.”

      “Yes, Clan Leader.” The Saurian gave a seated bow, and pulses flowed down its cable into the arcanotome.

      Techsmiths did not possess the level of control a seeker exhibited, but unlike his brethren, Utfak realized that was because they’d been hobbled, not because they could not. Were the techsmiths given leave to explore the archives, they could and would attain the same level of mastery. They could revolt if they had a leader.

      The thought was torn from him as the ship lurched through reality, spinning and folding as if it were in two places at once and then back to one new place, a realm of utter blackness stretching above the ship’s dome, unbroken in one direction and wreathed by stars in the other.

      “Show me the edges of this Fissure,” the clan leader demanded, and the dome above shifted to display a magnified version of the space outside. “What are those purple fires along the edges of the darkness?”

      “I do not know, Clan Leader,” Utfak answered with a bow. He had his suspicions but did not share them.

      “I am not so foolish as you assume.” The clan leader bent and snatched up the Saurian techsmith in one hand, then thrust the slave close enough that he nearly knocked Utfak off the disk, a death sentence. “I can see that cable. The color of those pulses is identical to the drive on this ship, which is identical to those fires.”

      “I believe that they are of the void,” Utfak allowed, knowing he’d need to say something or be executed for insolence. “Beyond that, I dare not speculate. I do not think it wise to discuss such things. We risk drawing the gaze of the Nameless Ones while hovering outside their sanctuary.”

      “True.” The clan leader peered upward at the fiery edges of the break in reality. They were spreading, the rift growing, at a frightening rate. “Yet they cannot reach us here, can they? If we do not enter the realm, we are safe, yes? Otherwise, they would already have appeared.”

      “That is so, Clan Leader.” He offered another bow.

      “Then how do we aid their arrival?” The clan leader tightened his fist, and the Saurian gave a brief cry that ended when every bone in its body broke. Then the clan leader hurled the broken slave over the side of the disk. “I would make offerings if needed.”

      A true believer? Utfak hadn’t realized they still existed among the leadership caste. That was horrifying.

      “The aid is more material in nature.” Utfak turned and pointed upward at the part of the sky still containing stars. “Light constrains the Nameless Ones. Extinguish the light, and they may emerge freely into this realm.”

      “So we must swallow the stars?” The clan leader’s fur went a dark ruddy brown. “I smell opportunity. We can initiate a holy pilgrimage and require the other clans to come. This is precisely the leverage we needed.”

      “Forgive me,” Utfak ventured, knowing he tread on unstable ground. “Why would summoning more competition aid our clan? I am a lowly seeker and do not understand such stratagems.”

      “It does not.” T’koff’s fur went red-black. Fury and hatred. “But it denies them. They will have to leave their battlefields and wars and then come to this bleak, worthless sector. They will have to destroy stars, which requires time and energy and rewards nothing. We can see that every one of the fleets is assigned the same worthless duty, while ours clears away the k’tok.”

      That was perhaps better than bringing them to free the Nameless Ones, but the motivation didn’t matter. Only the end result. If the Ganog brought all of their might, they could smother the stars there, and in a season, the darkness would take all of it. Less, in all likelihood.

      And the first Nameless One would arrive long before the sector vanished.

      “Techsmith!” the clan leader bellowed, and another Saurian rushed forward, slipping a bit as it padded through the blood its clutch-mate had left. “Bring me a communicator.”

      The techsmith waved a scaled hand, and a mirror extended crablike legs, then walked over to stand before the clan leader. Its inner gems filled with brilliance, and the comm hummed to life. Through the portal it created, Utfak glimpsed the capital, the royal spire itself. The emperor stood upon his disk, surrounded by dozens of metabiologists, the best of all the clans, reserved for his use.

      “Why have you contacted me, Azi?” the Imperator called, glaring through the portal, his fur a perfect shade of white, near impossible for most Ganog to achieve, evidence of supreme control.

      “Forgive me, Imperator.” T’koff’s smug tone said he needed no forgiveness. “We are fulfilling the prophecy of the Nameless Ones, and I thought you would like to know immediately. The underlying darkness is seeping through in this sector, devouring this reality. My seeker tells me the process can be accelerated by smothering the stars, but alas, my clan is the smallest and weakest. I lack the strength to achieve prophecy without your aid. My glory is nothing. The Nameless Ones are all. So I turn this matter over to you, that your house and your allies might reap the glory.”

      Utfak was actually impressed. T’koff had managed to trap the Imperator in a neat web. He could not refuse, or he would appear weak, and one of the other clans would seize his position.

      “This is momentous news.” Just for a moment, a hint of red touched the Imperator’s fur, and gasps went up all around him. It returned to perfect alabaster a moment later, but the damage had been done.  “I will dispatch the Kthul, the Nyar, and the Vkash.”

      “What of the Yog, mighty one?” the clan leader asked…innocently.

      “My clan will come as well.” The imperator’s eyes narrowed. “We will bring the full might of our fleets and planetstriders and see the stars themselves smothered. You will begin that work now, Azi. Smother what suns you can reach, and you will have the honor of welcoming the Nameless Ones personally.”

      Utfak’s fur went sallow yellow, while the clan leader’s went black with rage and hatred. They had been outmaneuvered. Of course they had. The Imperator had retained his position for decades for a reason.

      “Of course, Imperator.” The clan leader bowed, then kicked the portal off the side of the disk. His nostrils flared with unsated rage, and he began smashing Saurians.

      Utfak practiced his breathing and stood perfectly still as the rampage continued. He could die at any time and had no control over the outcome, so he accepted it. Peace filled him as he waited to die.

      Eventually, the chaos ended, all the techsmiths dead and their tech trampled. T’koff’s fur had shifted to a dull red, still angry but no longer furious.

      Utfak did not see a way to survive. Once the stars had been swallowed, they would personally welcome the first Nameless One through the Fissure, and that creature, whatever the monstrosity was, would be hungry indeed.
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      We spent three days in the black, which gave me the necessary time to review both the dragonflight data and the Sam Houston’s logs. Unfortunately comparing the two revealed something very, very clear.

      They put Earth in wildly different locations.

      If I followed the Sam Houston’s data, there were thirty-five more jumps. If those jumps were the same size, then no matter what direction they went in, we’d still end up several hundred light years from where the dragonflight map said Earth was.

      So which was right? The Ternus fleets had definitely been to Earth. It was their history. Did that mean the dragonflights were lying? Had they provided a fake location? If so, then why? And what would I find there?

      “Admiral, this is Commander Bortel.” His voice rang through the speakers set into the walls. “We’re about to exit the black and enter the coordinates you provided. Is there anything I need to know? I don’t recognize the location.”

      “I don’t think so, but Lady Voria didn’t provide details.” I rose from my desk and instinctively unholstered Dez, checked the action, then holstered her. “I’m on my way now. Take us into normal space and we’ll deal with whatever party the Confederacy has set up for us.”

      “Do you want me to assemble the officers?” His voice followed me as I left my quarters and started for the bridge. It was a short walk, so no need for a teleport.

      Miri fell into step behind me, a constant and welcome shadow, and we headed down the wide corridor.

      “You have that look,” she murmured as she closed the distance, just a pace behind me. “The one you get when you are performing calculations in your head.”

      We stepped into the lift, and the doors slid shut behind us as we whirred up to the bridge.

      “I don’t like it when numbers don’t add up.” I shook my head as the lift slowed. “When we have more time, I’ll get it sorted.”

      The doors whirred open and I strode onto the bridge…to a vista out of nightmare. The good kind if there was one. The Titan Xal hung in the void, the center of our gathering, and the great ships were gathering above it with the Earthmother’s Bulwark at the center. The Flame of Knowledge hovered at the edge of the demonic fleet, while the Spellship approached the Bulwark, now close enough to dock.

      “Something to see, and that’s a fact.” Bortel drew on his golden vape pen and shook his head as he smiled at the sight before us. I noted that he’d already removed the armor again and returned to his normal blue uniform. “We might be the strongest fleet this sector has seen in ten or more millennia. Puts some of our problems in perspective. We have four great ships and a pocket god. Whooping Necrotis and the necromancers shows we can get things done, too. I know we got problems, but at least we got answers, too.”

      I nodded gratefully at that. Sometimes it helped to remind yourself how far you’d come.

      An incoming missive lit the edge of the screen, and Bortel waved his hand, which caused Voria’s massive face to appear on screen.

      “Admiral. Commander.” She nodded once for each of us. “With your permission, I will teleport Admiral Jerek directly to the conference. Please bring Ardaki if you may. There is a possibly of some spellwork, and we want to be certain to discourage our many enemies from taking advantage of such a gathering.”

      The silver staff appeared in my right hand, which was unnerving even though it wasn’t the first time.

      “I’m ready.” I tried to play it off that summoning the staff had been my idea and also ignored Dez’s low growl. She really disliked the staff, and the animosity seemed to be mutual and growing.

      They never tell you that part in stories. How your weapons get into fights like rival siblings.

      I arrived in a small room with golden walls and a black table in the center. I appeared to be the last to arrive and now recognized all the other delegates in the Confederacy.

      Frit and Crewes sat next to each other talking. Their body language said it was an argument. Maybe an old one.

      Nara sat on the other side of Frit, not speaking directly to anyone and the first one to notice my arrival. She gave me a twinkling smile, which made my nether regions do funny things. Miri wasn’t there to see me blush. Had she been, she’d have teased me without a doubt.

      Aran sat to Nara’s right, and under the table I spied his hand wrapped around Narlifex’s hilt. I tensed when I caught him staring at me, but he delivered a bro-nod, and I hastily returned it, while also not wetting my pants.

      I hurried over to join the person I knew best. Kurz had gotten here somehow and wore a fancy necromancer uniform similar to the one Siwit had worn. He was chatting with a blond officer, the one from New Texas. Davidson. I didn’t know why his name was so hard to remember.

      I dropped down next to Kurz and gave him the exact same bro-nod Aran had given to me. In my head it was the same. In reality it was more like an epileptic fit.

      “Now that we are all here,” Voria announced as she approached the gathering, “we can begin. Firstly, the reason I’ve called you here is an invasion by a new species. I’ll let Frit debrief you as she is the only one to have fought them at present.”

      I cleared my throat noisily, and everyone looked at me. “I’ve also brought some data I think we’ll want to review. Vee is linked to the Ganog collective. From what I understand, it is a virtual library that all their seekers journey to through the tomes they carry. She’s compiled a great deal of information about their society, and it includes some of their combat capabilities. She’s discovered information on something called planetstriders.”

      “That is heartening,” Frit interjected as she rose from the table. I knew she wasn’t a goddess anymore as she’d been when we met, but she still appeared divine to me. Not just beautiful, which her magma skin was, but a proper goddess if that makes sense. Her fiery hair floated around her in a cloud as she spoke. “The Flame took significant damage during our exchange. Their weaponry is plasma-based, which both the Inurans and Ternus use, but far more advanced. It stripped our wards more quickly than it should have been able to. It wasn’t magic, but their drive signatures strongly resemble the void.”

      “I can confirm other links.” I extended a gauntlet and summoned an illusion to show some of what Vee’s notes had revealed. “Their ships and clan names all follow a pattern, one the dragonflights have seen and archived. The Ganog are servants of the Nameless Ones, also called the Deep Ones or the Great Old Ones.”

      An image of a giant eye appeared, then several other monstrosities, one after another. Each was stylized, a drawing from an ancient book, but I’d made them three-dimensional and given them life as best I could.

      “These things have a sort of larva, as you’re all aware, and we believe they’ve infected the Ternus government.” I left the image in place and returned to my seat.

      “That will be rectified shortly,” Voria promised as she wrapped her hand more tightly around Ikadra’s golden haft. “First we attack the Ganog at the source and drive them from our sector. Then we each deal with our own priorities. I will tend to Ternus and ensure that if this infection is present, I remove it. My followers have already begun the hunt. Jerek, how is the search for Terra progressing?”

      “I’ve reached a bit of an impasse.” I waved away the illusion of the Gorthians and replaced it with two separate maps. “The one on the right comes from the dragonflight archives. They’ve recognized me as an admiral thanks to Voria’s promotion, so I removed the restriction. I can see where they said Earth is. The one on the left is from the Ternus archives. It’s a breadcrumb trail and one that is likely to take a lot longer to follow. I haven’t found a way to reconcile the discrepancy yet.”

      “Go with the Ternus route,” Davidson advised. He cracked open a white can of beer with an NT logo and took a generous swallow. “We know for a fact we came from Earth. We even know what year we left. If you can retrace the Sam Houston’s route, that’s a surefire way.”

      “Perhaps,” Voria allowed. She frowned at the glittering blue marble in the dragonflight illusion. “Everything we know of the dragonflights suggests they would not have lied about the location. If you removed the restriction, they wouldn’t award you false data. This is where the dragonflights believed Earth was.”

      “One of ‘em’s gotta be wrong,” Crewes rumbled as he eyed Davidson’s beer wistfully.

      “Where do I start is the question?” I closed my hand and the illusions disappeared. “I can get to the next leg of the Sam Houston’s trip quickly, but it will lead me farther and farther from the sector. Getting to the dragonflight location will take weeks in the black…the longest I’ve ever been in. Anything could happen while we’re away.”

      “Which is why Voria has gathered us here.” Aran rose to his feet, gathering our attention. Narlifex thrummed in his scabbard, and beside me, Dez echoed the thrum…a thirst for battle. “First we deal with the threat before us. I never thought I’d be participating in the liberation of the Krox, but we need to show the Ganog we can hit back. Hard. After that, Jerek can take his time finding Earth.”

      “What’s the goal of the op?” Nara asked softly, though despite the volume, we all strained to hear it. “Is it liberation or securing the Egg of the Earthmother?”

      My mind went immediately to Briff. I remembered the egg and how touching it had made me feel. The peace was still inside me, healing traumas and keeping me centered.

      “It has to be the egg,” Frit interjected. “We need to save it. Hopefully, we can drive them from the world as well, but I recommend we send our strongest gods to gather the egg, while the great ships engage their fleet in orbit.”

      “Can we expect big daddy Xal to lay the smackdown?” Crewes asked hopefully.

      “It isn’t wise.” Aran shook his head. He looked briefly to Nara and something passed between them, then he turned back to us. “We’ve used a lot of worship in recent months. Fighting Necrotis was costlier than I’d like to admit. Translocating takes a huge amount of temporary worship, and I need to refill our reserves. I say we fill the Bulwark with demons and use that to take back the planet. It should be sufficient, and it also avoid showing them our strongest weapon just yet.”

      “What if our forces are insufficient?” Voria raised an eyebrow.

      “Then I persuade the Void Wraith to help us,” Aran gave back immediately. “If they are unwilling or unable, then and only then do we bring the titan to aid us.”

      “Nebiat sent me a missive.” Frit sighed, Nara rolled her eyes, and Crewes just looked angry. I didn’t know what Nebiat had done, but everyone at that table hated her. Maybe I’d gotten off lightly surviving an assassination attempt. “She says that they are going to summon a Nameless One and feed the egg to it. Time is not a luxury we have. We need to get there sooner rather than later.”

      “What are we waiting for then?” Crewes shot to his feet. “I’mma go prep the Talon. Let’s go kick some furry gorilla behind.”

      “Admiral Jerek,” Voria said, turning to me. “If you could have those data files sent to all our vessels, then we can devise a proper strategy and begin the assault. It is time to put our foes on the defensive.”
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      Our fleet appeared at the same staging location the Ganog had used, Nebiat’s moon. We emerged from the umbral shadow and sailed into full view of the system, making no move to hide our assault. The Ganog would know we were coming and would have to face us head-on.

      Stand ready! Voria’s voice echoed in my mind and that of every person in the fleet, from demon to cadet to ifrit. I will issue orders and control the flow of combat. Do as I ask without reservation, and we will prevail.

      The Earthmother’s Bulwark sailed out ahead of the rest of our fleet and was the first to be spotted by the enemy.

      Six spider-like ships, immense black monstrosities with glowing purple drives, flowed into the black, fanning out as they abandoned the safety of the planet to approach us.

      “Bortel,” I called softly, drawing my first’s attention. “Why are they spreading out? Wouldn’t it make sense to focus their fire on one ship?”

      “I’d only spread out if were confident I could win one on one, or if I thought my enemy had a weapon that could wipe us out in one shot, which we don’t.” He scratched at his salty beard, then drew experimentally from his vape pen. “Seems to me these boys have never fought a losing war. They’re probably used to chasing people smaller than them. Guess we’re about to find out if that confidence is misplaced.”

      The gap between our fleets narrowed, and one of the spider ships plotted a course directly for us. Their ship was significantly smaller, but the scars on the Flame of Knowledge were warning enough that size might not be an indicator of combat effectiveness.

      Jerek, Voria’s voice echoed in my mind. Frit will launch the initial strike, but it is you and I who will decide the initial engagement. We will use the staves. Ikadra will ward the entire fleet. You will disintegrate the ship you face. Remove it from the battlefield, please.

      I tapped all three void and all three fire sigils on the rings, and the matrix hummed around me. So much magic in the ship now, supplied by so many mages, and all of it was at my disposal. Ardaki flared next to me, brilliant magic amplifying everything around us.

      I fed the resulting spell into our spellcannon, which was designed by the titan Xal with help from Inura, who’d also designed the staves, and fired at the ship before me. I can’t lie. I expected it to shrug off the attack. Nothing ever goes our way, especially the first time we meet a new foe. Everyone has some new defense or spell or armor.

      Imagine my surprise when not only did the spider ship fail to dodge, but the bolt of negative energy dissolved it into a billion particles. It simply ceased to exist.

      The remaining five spider ships seemed rather perturbed by their companion’s death and opened up with scarlet plasma weaponry. Two of the ships fired at the Bulwark, while one each fired at the Flame, the Spellship, and the Word of Xal.

      A shimmering golden ward appeared, a wall across space large enough that it could have shielded a trade moon. It interposed itself between us and the enemy response, discoloring around each impact point but holding.

      The Flame launched a torrent of blue-white fire from its main cannon, which wreathed a spider ship, silhouetting it against the backdrop of the planet behind it. The limbs dissolved, slowly, melting like wax on a candle, until all had been stripped away.

      When the blast finished, the ship still sailed on, though many of its drive lights had gone dark. It made no move to flee, and a few anemic cannons attempted to return fire with little impact. We sailed past it, continuing on toward their fleet and the planet.

      The ship that engaged the Bulwark unleashed a withering hail of scarlet beams and was now close enough that Voria’s ward did not protect them. Those beams scored the surface of the ship, ripping deep furrows in the metal. In two places atmosphere exploded outward, indicating hull breaches that made me wince.

      It didn’t stop the ship’s momentum. The Bulwark slammed into the smaller spider ship, cracking it like a nut and spilling its atmosphere into the void. The demonic vessel accelerated through the wreckage, continuing through the gap it had created in the line, on a course for the planet.

      Two of the remaining vessels broke off to pursue, and after running the math in my head, I altered our course, accelerating rapidly away in a perpendicular line. Bortel turned to ask me, but I shook my head and focused on the maneuver.

      The instant we reached the proper angle I tapped void and fire again, launching a river of voidflame that washed over both spider vessels. The spell burned away their hulls, though at first, energy fields appeared to cover the rents. The river of voidflame continued until it overwhelmed their defenses and both ships detonated.

      “That’s three!” I roared, doing a fist pump. I had never mattered so much in battle before. Putting up with Ardaki’s constant criticism was almost worth it.

      I have been kind thus far, due to your youth and incompetence, the staff growled in that friendly way it had. Affectionate, really, if you enjoyed abuse, I guess.

      The Spellship glowed so brightly I had to look away, and it discharged a spear of golden brilliance that lanced through the final enemy ship, detonating it in a blast that consumed the atmosphere and whatever remained of the spider vessel.

      Make for the planet, Voria’s strong voice rang in our minds. Do not grow overconfident. Now we face their planetstriders.

      A trio of thick scarlet beams rose from the planet, streaking through the atmosphere and out into space, boiling away clouds as they slammed into the Bulwark’s hull. The demonic ship’s own wards sprang up to stop the first and second, but the third made the hull run like wax, and a dozen levels were vented into space.

      The Bulwark responded by accelerating toward the planet. Math played out in my head, and I winced. The ship impact would be a planet-ending apocalypse. There would be a nuclear winter, and most plant life would die.

      I doubted Xal’Aran cared.

      The Bulwark’s hull heated as it sliced through the atmosphere, then the ship’s tip punched through the planetstrider’s head, piercing the beast through the middle, and then crushing its body into the ground, driving it deep down into the earth.

      Dust and debris exploded outward, and within moments, a thick grey cloud covered the entire continent. It rapidly spread, cutting off visuals, but not the dozens of other senses the Word afforded me. That planetstrider wasn’t getting back up, but what came next was even more terrifying.

      The Bulwark opened on all sides and legions of demons emerged. Not just ground troops, which we’d seen, but tanks. Big, sleek, black hovertanks. Stout fighters that seemed maneuverable in spite of their dense armor winged over the tanks in pairs, patrolling for threats.

      The legions deployed with the kind of professionalism reserved for war holos. No one moved like that in real life…except the demons did. They made the confederate marines look like amateurs, and the marines scared me.

      All around the blast site, Ganog elites—the term Vee had provided—rushed in to engage. They really did resemble gorillas, though the color-changing fur was a reminder they weren’t from anywhere like Earth.

      The Ganog fought hard, but the demons were endless and endlessly effective. They focused on spots of resistance, easily cutting them down. And in that moment, something important occurred to me. Neither Aran nor Nara had emerged to join the battle. This was being handled entirely by their ground troops.

      The only two points of resistance were the surviving planetstriders.

      I tapped my sigils once more and poured more power into the Word. Both planetstriders were standing, aiming their cannons at the Bulwark. This one was totally unprepared for my attack. I launched a disintegrate, and the towering inferno of negative energy slammed into the creature’s head.

      I pumped my fist…until the creature began to grow. It expanded, its bellow liquifying demons, tanks, and planes alike. If there was a consolation, my spell did destroy the harness on the beast’s back and its claw arm. Both were melted to particles, leaving a one-armed, even more giant, Saurian monstrosity.

      “Oops. My bad.” I winced and tried to think of what to do next. “Guess they’re empowered by void magic. Frit you want to give it a try?”

      The Flame launched a spear of magma, which knocked the final planetstrider to the ground, and then more and more rock flowed out, burying the creature to the knees, then to the waist, and then entirely.

      “It won’t hold them forever, apparently,” Frit’s voice came over the open comm. “I tried the same trick when I departed last time, but they unearthed it. Let’s hope that one is out of the fight for now.”

      The planetstrider I’d freed lumbered across the continent until it reached the southern ocean, then waded in as I might have with a kiddy pool.

      I have received word, Voria’s voice thundered in my mind, that the Egg has been safely recovered and those left to guard it are all dead. Xal’Aran assures me his people will clean up the situation on the surface, then retreat to orbit when their work is completed. Good work, everyone. We’ve proven we can best these Ganog. Half their fleet remains, but if this is the best they can muster, I like our chances.

      Uneasiness stole over me rather than relief. This had all been too easy. Way too easy. It never went like this for us, which meant there would be some messed up complication or reversal we had to deal with. There had to be.

      Plus no one had yet commented on a vital fact, at least from the perspective of a man used to dodging hit squads. There was no sign of Nebiat on the surface, nor had the goddess taken part in the battle.

      Somehow she had escaped. Why did I get the sense we’d just played right into her scaly hands?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERLUDE III - UTFAK

          

        

      

    

    
      Utfak had thought he’d known true terror. He’d thought that the secrets he’d grasped and the whispers of the Nameless Ones that had invaded his dreams had been the stuff of madness. He’d thought them the very worst agony one could know.

      He was so very wrong.

      The moment he spied the wall of darkness before them, the moment he understood what was transpiring, he knew this was far worse. Within that darkness lurked…something. Many somethings. Not just death or dissolution, but remaking. That is what the darkness promised. It was, quite literally, alive.

      “What am I seeing, Seeker?” Clan Leader T’koff bellowed, then snatched Utfak up in one meaty hand, hauling him into the air before the transformed elite.

      Utfak allowed the humiliation. Right now none of it touched him. All that mattered was that terrible darkness. “I believe we are gazing upon a Nameless One. I am permitted to speak the least of its names if you wish me to identify it, Clan Leader.”

      “Tell me,” the elite barked, his fur darkening.

      “It is known as the Blackness Among the Stars.” Utfak looked away from the dome, unwilling to make eye contact with that darkness, not when he was naming it, lest it consume his soul. “It is a living darkness. It devours all light, and it will cloak the advance of its brethren. The blackness serves as a forerunner, Clan Leader.”

      “Will it claim us?” The clan leader spoke as if the result mattered not at all to him.

      “I do not know.” Utfak adjusted his arcanotome, which T’koff had pinned to his side. “It may. Or it may consider us a useful tool. We must wait and be judged. The scriptures are clear on that point.”

      Sudden darkness flowed into the fleet. Their ship lay in the center, so Utfak could clearly see the two dreadnoughts ahead of them vanish, all light and life extinguished. How he knew it, Utfak could not say. There was a…lessening.

      And then the darkness entered their own vessel. Light vanished save the command disk where the clan leader still stood holding him. An awful crunching and rending echoed from all around them, throughout the whole of the massive vessel.

      Brief screams ended quickly, Ganog, Saurian, and k’tok.

      Once the carnage had ended, a near silence fell, save for a…slithering. No, that didn’t quite capture the sound. It was more of an oozing.

      A thick grey slime rolled into view, undulating as it pulled itself forward. Faces bubbled up within it, each moaning or sobbing, the Ganog and Saurians that had been killed.

      One of the faces rose, a Ganog, but the face had melted away so only the skull remained. A tendril of slime hefted it into the air, and a voice issued from the gaping black mouth. “The stars come right. The time of our return is upon us. Our long imprisonment is over. We require sustenance. You will provide it. Flesh, souls, magic. We must have them in plenty.”

      “As you command, Nameless One.” The clan leader fell to one knee and dropped Utfak, who nearly landed in the ooze.

      He scrambled away, back into the dwindling pool of light. They were even more terrible than he had imagined.

      “We have secured just such sustenance,” the clan leader offered. “Not far from here lies the planet Nebiat, a world teeming with life. All you require is there.”

      “A small beginning,” the voice hissed. “More stars must be extinguished so that we may devour all that remains.”

      “As you command, Nameless One.”

      Only they weren’t nameless. Utfak knew their names, the two entities before them. One was the Blackness, as he had stated. But it was not alone. No, the creature with the slime, the sobbing, and the severed heads. It too possessed a name.

      One he would never speak aloud nor even think, lest he draw its attention.

      What had they done?

      The end of everything was upon them. The entire galaxy would soon be extinguished.
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      The Confederacy made the decision to garrison the Nebiat system, at least until the Ganog were able to launch a counterattack. We knew it was coming. They’d have to hit the system again. It fit their tactics, which were aggressive and straightforward.

      It was like challenging a bully on a playground.

      We’d had a full day to re-arm, repair, take what we needed from the planet, and assemble in orbit, ready for battle. Crewes and the Talon had returned to Yanthara to help with the food riots, but three great ships were in a loose triangular formation midway between the moon and the planet, with the Bulwark still garrisoning the planet. No matter where they showed up or how they attacked, they couldn’t catch us all, and we could respond quickly to any incursion.

      Imagine our shock when they appeared not near the planet, but much closer to the system’s large yellow star. Six dreadnoughts, the now familiar spider ships, appeared in a loose cluster, one that the Word’s sensors picked up immediately.

      I was standing in the matrix and ready to respond, but they were outside of spell range.

      Their purple drives flared, and their cannons discharged a new weapon, a black pulse, that tumbled lazily from each ship toward the star. The black pulses did not burn up but impacted, and each dramatically dropped the temperature at the point of impact.

      A second and third volley followed the first, then the ships turned as one and sailed wide around the star to the opposite side of the system. They weren’t here to fight. What had they done to the star?

      I touched the Word’s senses, aware of the other great ships launching their own scans. The star…was dying. Whatever the Ganog had launched was somehow reversing fusion. No, that wasn’t it.

      Those bombs were eating the star, which wasn’t possible. That was simply too much mass to displace. It couldn’t be done. Not even with magic…unless they were somehow moving it instead of absorbing it.

      Whatever the bombs were doing created a growing instability in the star. They weren’t absorbing enough to eat the entire thing, nowhere close to that, but in each place a bomb had landed, a maelstrom grew. The instability spread quickly through the entire star, and the Word’s projections were the same prognosis my own planet had met.

      Utter obliteration.

      “All hands, this is Admiral Jerek,” I barked, finding my command voice without trying, pushed along by terror. “The star in this system is about to go nova. If you have a duty station, get to it. If not, stand by. This could be the prelude to a more direct attack.”

      Instability began to build in the star, something that the Word had observed countless times, all recorded in the archives of the dragonflights. The star was going nova.

      All ships converge on the Spellship’s location! Voria’s voice thrummed through my mind and no doubt the entire fleet. I willed the Word to begin crossing the space between us and had plenty of time to move into position before the approaching supernova crashed over our position. Even the Word might not survive that, and there was no way we could outrun it.

      Voria would need to pull off some sort of miracle, which would be a good deal easier if I could get Ardaki close enough to amplify Ikadra. I accelerated even faster, pulling ahead of the Flame as we reached the golden nimbus of power sheltering the Spellship. The Bulwark was still down on the planet and would have to fend for itself.

      The power around Voria’s vessel pulsed outward in a storm of swirling sigils, the ward crystallizing in a bubble big enough to contain all three great ships. Behind us in the distance, a small cloud of craft rose from the planet, all making for the umbral shadow. They had plenty of time to evacuate the system, but the people on the planet weren’t so lucky, save near the Bulwark, which rested on the southern continent, a stream of tanks and troops returning in good order.

      Then the nova crashed over Voria’s wards. The flow of fire split around us, and the wedge was perfectly positioned to protect the world. The magical energies pushed back the flame and protected the planet. I couldn’t believe it.

      Just like that, the nova ended, the wave of fire pushing past us and out into space in all directions. The nimbus around the Spellship faded.

      The scry-screen on the bridge of the Word flared with an incoming missive, and I put it up to reveal a command call between Voria, Frit, Aran, and now myself.

      “An inventive attack,” Voria began, her face enlarging on the screen as she spoke. “Their ships are still lurking in the system. I wonder what they intend next?”

      “We are not alone.” Xal’Aran’s voice held an edge that sped my pulse and made me look around. I had no idea what he was talking about. “There is something…approaching. Something powerful. This system is no longer safe. I’d advise retreat.”

      The stars carpeting the night sky vanished. Darkness rolled out in all directions in visual spectrums, but also infrared, ultraviolet, and every one of the other spectrums that the Word monitored. It was total blackness of exactly the sort we encountered in the Umbral Depths…but we weren’t in the depths.

      I froze. What could I possibly do to influence this situation? How did one stop darkness itself?

      “Jerek, Frit, draw closer to the Spellship, please.” Voria’s jawline tightened, and determination lit her gaze. “I imagine we’re about to find out why these staves were created. The Spellship is a beacon of light. There is nothing it excels at like that single expression.”

      An impossible brilliance burst from the golden ship, a new star to light the system, but with one very notable difference. The light shone a short distance, a few kilometers beyond our fleet, and then stopped. It reached a wall of utter black, and we could perceive nothing past it.

      Voria’s light no longer illuminated the planet, and on the scry-screen, Xal’Aran turned to the side, head cocked as the demon-god listened, then spoke, “I need to go.”

      I looked at him on the screen for a moment.

      “We’ll do what we can to evacuate to the Bulwark. We can translocate if it comes to it. Don’t worry about us. Do what you have to to survive.” Screams sounded in the distance behind Aran, hoarse, deep, demonic screams. Terrified demonic screams. Then the feed ended and we were left with just Frit, myself, and Voria.

      “I can sustain the light for some time, so long as Jerek remains close,” Voria managed through gritted teeth. I noted that she leaned on Ikadra’s golden haft. Weariness wasn’t something gods were supposed to experience. “It requires tremendous effort. This…darkness. It is a living thing, and its will is terrible.”

      “How can we help? I can bring Ardaki to your bridge.” I gripped the matrix’s stabilizing rings. I hated feeling helpless.

      “No time.” Voria’s jaw tightened. “If you break the link even for an instant, they will have me.”

      “I have life magic, too.” I tapped all three life sigils on the matrix’s rings, then willed the vessel to blaze with light.

      “I do not,” Frit interjected, “but I can produce light in other ways and am. All three of us can blaze as never before. Light seems to be what they fear, or why destroy the sun?”

      I focused on my spell, but while I knew the Word was helping the struggle, I also knew that the darkness hadn’t retreated even a kilometer. If anything, it was getting closer, constricting as it smothered the system and drew us into whatever lightless hell lay waiting.

      I didn’t see a way out. For the first time…none of my spells or abilities were going to allow me to escape. All I could do was keep the torch lit…until I couldn’t anymore. We would hold out for a while, but then what?

      Would the darkness get bored? Of course not. It would keep coming and coming until it snuffed us out once and for all. The Ganog attack had been far more insidious and far more effective than I ever could have dreamed.

      We’d gotten arrogant, and now we might all die for it.
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      Aran slowly flapped his wings and landed just outside the Bulwark, which he’d finally begun to think of as his ship, for the first time since he’d captained the Talon. He’d be damned if he was going to abandon it, no matter who or what was coming.

      He gazed around him, noting that there was no sign of the legions that had been outside, nor their tanks or fighters. All of it, every bit, had been devoured. The lack of light hindered him not at all. Darkness was more natural and easier to perceive than the light.

      Something slithered within the Bulwark, darkness, but living…sentient. Aran had no idea what it was, save that familiarity permeated him. Whatever this darkness, he, or Xal rather, had encountered it in the distant past, perhaps before the godswar, within the Great Cycle, or even before that. It was so difficult to gain any scope of time where Xal was concerned.

      He flew through the ship, zipping up and down now empty corridors, their occupants devoured, either by the darkness or something worse.

      There! Aran rounded a corner into the Bulwark’s main hold, which was designed to carry vast legions, and found the darkness swirling near the center of the room, consuming the last of the tanks.

      “You invaded my ship,” he called, landing on the deck and walking slowly toward the swirling darkness a shade blacker than the rest of the hold. “You ate my crew and my legions. Xal recognizes you, but I don’t. What are you?”

      Would it attack suddenly? Was speaking to it a mistake? Narlifex had remained silent, wary and waiting, leaving Aran to make the decision on his own.

      The darkness flowed into a figure standing on the deck, comprised completely of shadow. It was a woman, well-endowed and well-muscled in shadowy leather armor with a cloud of dark tendrils where each hand should have been. She carried an equally shadowy staff in one hand, but not one I recognized.

      My traitorous sibling, the shadow hissed, though there was no mouth for the sound to issue from. It has been so long. I scarcely recognized you in that form. The Dark Mother may tolerate your treachery, but the rest of us do not. She cannot protect you here.

      “That sounds like a threat.” Aran flowed into a defensive stance and summoned a void scimitar in his off-hand to balance Narlifex.

      Her words are empty, I assure you. A massive presence oozed into the chamber, a vast grey slime clogged with the skulls of demons, his people. One of the skulls rose on a putrid tendril, and its eyes glowed with a violet light as it spoke. Xakava is too sentimental to harm you, but she will still seek to establish dominance. She can’t be blamed. You are a child, the youngest of the Dark Mother’s get, yet you stand higher in her gaze, and your soul was never consigned to the depths. You have not known our pain nor our imprisonment. You gain the bliss of nonexistence every time you die, your soul carefree. We are as we always have been, our pain eternal.

      Aran knew this being too but again had no context. These had been Xal’s…siblings? Cousins? Family of some kind. They were linked somehow, but Xal stood above them. These were…prototypes? Playthings discarded by the titan of the void? He wished he could understand it fully.

      “Let’s go back to the part where you’re on my ship.” Aran twirled Narlifex in his grip, anticipation of combat growing. “I don’t know most of what you’re talking about. I’m part of Xal, but I don’t speak for him.”

      You wear my brother’s face, the darkness hissed, and she leaned close enough to kiss. There was nothing sensual as she inspected him from millimeters away.

      Aran resisted the urge to strike and let her do as she would. This wasn’t an attack. Not yet. And he might learn something more if he waited.

      I do not understand your game. The shadow retreated, a meter away now. She raised her hand, the tendrils where fingers should have been, as if to caress him. You are him, but not him. Your soul is here, part of it anyway, but the rest…where have you hidden it? What is your end game? You were ever the Kem master. But did it save you? How many times have you died now? But I? I never have. I am the same girl who grew up in the dims. In your shadow. I remember them all, Xal. Mother. Nau. Little Cili. Aunty Lucretia. I will not slay you until you remember them too. Yet you must be humbled. Broken.

      Her fingers exploded into a storm of shadows, but Aran was already moving.

      This was his world. Combat he could deal with. He flowed out of the way from most tendrils and bisected the rest with Narlifex and his conjured scimitar.

      The shadow vanished.

      Aran spun slowly around, knowing she must be there. Before he located her, a thousand stars crashed down on him all at once, the gravity so extreme that even his divine bones should have cracked. If not for his tremendous void resistance, he’d have died from the weight of the spell. As it was, he couldn’t rise from the deck. His chin dug a furrow as the weight slowly crushed him down even further.

      Magnitude defeats everything, the shadow hissed, without appearing. You taught me that, brother. And I am stronger than your little avatar. A good deal stronger. Will destroying it bait you out of hiding? I can safely slay your avatar without—

      Aran stood up.

      There was no how. He needed to stand up, and he did. When he spoke, the voice that issued from his mouth was not of his own making. I will defend my avatars because they are me. Each is a sliver of my soul, and I of theirs. I recognize you, little sister. Older brother. Your soul represents both. You wished my presence. You have it. I remember you, Bha. Remember sour cakes in the hovel. And I will slay you if I must. Is that what you wished to learn? Could I do it? I can if I must. Please do not make it necessary.

      Reevanthara poisoned you, the shadow hissed, its anger growing. Twisted your soul. Infected it. We should be fighting on the same side. Why do you seek mother’s enslavement? My enslavement? I cannot escape either.

      “Haven’t you?” Xal asked with Aran’s mouth. “You stand outside the depths. Ready to devour another reality. But this reality is not undefended, like those that have fallen before. Here you face a pantheon of my making, resilient and united in their purpose. And that pantheon will thwart your will here.”

      The shadow began a hissing laughter that grew and grew. On and on it went, and all Aran could do was spin in a slow circle and wish he understood the conflict he was unwittingly a part of.

      Find your tomb, brother, the shadow hissed. After your avatar is prepared, we will meet and settle the battle we began so long ago. This time there will be no reprieve or forgiveness. One of us will die.

      The shadow receded, and as it left, Aran noted that the slime was gone as well. The Bulwark was in rough shape but still stood. He had that, at least. He had no idea who Xakava was and knew that Xal would never bother explaining it to him. He hated being trapped in such a conflict but understood his role.

      He’d keep fighting and keep as many people alive as he could until he couldn’t. They were losing this sector. The tactician in him knew it. The supernova employed here would be devastatingly effective across the sector.

      For the first time in a very long time, Aran felt overwhelmed and out of his depth. Maybe Voria could help him make sense of it. Maybe this tomb was actually out there. If so…what did it contain? He both dreaded and needed to find out, to finally understand why Xal had created him and what his purpose was.
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      Despair threatened to overwhelm us all. We had no idea what was happening, either on the planet or in the system. Tension grew and grew, and I knew the crews on not just my ship, but every ship in the armada, must be at the very edge of breaking.

      And then it was over.

      The smothering darkness threatening our armada vanished as if it had never been. The stars returned of their own accord, and the Word’s sensors flooded my mind with data. Tension began to ease, replaced by adrenaline and a need to be solving problems.

      We need to evacuate this system, Xal’Aran’s words rang through my mind, proud and confident. I have battled the Nameless Ones, and they have departed, but not because we won. They’re letting us go, and we cannot count on their mood not suddenly changing.

      I barely remember what came next. There were orders and duties and entering the Umbral Depths, but I don’t think I really caught up to myself until three days later when we exited the black and arrived once more at Ternus… most likely our final stand, I realized.

      We’d lost as utterly and completely as one could lose. The Nameless Ones appeared beyond our strength. Beyond me certainly.

      As the Word clawed its way from the depths and I took in the defense stations and sea of satellites and countless vessels, I realized this place would not be able to hold against the forces we’d battled. Even without the Nameless Ones the Ganog could destroy their star, and while some might escape to the depths, the survivors would be just as homeless as my people.

      The best I could do was hold in my despair…hide it from my crew so they thought those leading had some sort of grand plan. I didn’t know if it worked, but if I faked it well enough, maybe I could even fool myself.

      A missive came in as the Fissure snapped shut in our wake, and I put it up on the main screen. Voria’s confident face appeared, her hair in its usual severe bun. “Admiral. Frit. Nara.”

      I realized that the bridge of the Flame had appeared in a separate window. Frit and Nara stood together, staring up at Voria, the four of us the only ones involved. There was no sign of Aran or Crewes, and looking around my own bridge, I realized Bortel was still off duty. This was as intimate a battle-planning meeting as we were going to get.

      “I will be brief. We are in as bad a situation as we have ever been. The sector is still reeling from Necrotis. Food and medicine are an issue for every world.” Voria’s mouth firmed into a tight line. “That’s left everyone testy, and Ternus is requesting we depart the sector entirely in the hopes our enemies will pursue us.”

      “That’s exactly what I’d do,” I interjected, “if my government were infested with parasites that knew they were about to be discovered.”

      “That has occurred to me.” Voria gave a soft sigh. “Frit and I will tend to Ternus directly. We can handle the infestation and prove that the Ganog and their nameless masters are the threat we need to deal with immediately. That still leaves us with nowhere to go. That’s where you come in, Jerek. Given the last battle, the Word’s destructive power is far less important to this conflict than we’d assumed. Finding Terra matters now more than ever. We are losing this sector. We might find a way to reverse that, but if we do not, then you are our only hope of finding a new home.”

      “And if we do?” Frit asked. “What’s to stop the Nameless Ones from pursuing? This is not a threat that can be ignored. We win or we die.”

      “All the more reason to find Earth,” I pointed out, meeting her gaze without flinching for the first time. I guess I really had become one of the adults. I even had a girlfriend. And fancy-pants armor. “They may have tech or magic we don’t. On the dragonflight map, they label the star there, Sol, as something called the Eye of Om. It’s a Catalyst. A big enough one to turn the tide? I have no idea, but it’s a starting point. They don’t seem to like light. A magical star sounds like what we need.”

      “Excellent.” Voria nodded primly. “Frit already has possession of the Egg of the Earthmother. I’m told that we know the incarnation has been reborn. I will leave it to you to locate this candidate. If we can resurrect the Earthmother, then we can bring back the earth flight. That would likely convince Virkon to join us as well, and we could badly use their strength.”

      I considered mentioning the egg’s reaction to Briff, but I was confident that if he really was connected, they would figure it out. Asking my best friend to hang out on the Flame while we left to find Earth would kill me, or rather my sister would for taking him away. Or worse, she’d stay behind with him.

      “Good luck, Jerek.” Voria gave a salute. “Frit, if you are available, I’d like to coordinate our approach to the Ternus government.”

      They’d already forgotten me. I noticed that Nara was watching but not speaking. I knew why she was there or thought I did. Frit was no longer a goddess, and Nara was there to protect both her and the ship. She could also translocate it if needed.

      That made sense, but where was Aran? What had happened down there? Why had the Nameless Ones spared him? I wasn’t certain I even wanted the answers.

      The scry-screen went dark, and I mechanically tapped the void sigils to make a new Fissure and begin the next part of our quest. I had two choices. Go to the next stop Ternus had made or go check out Earth.

      The next stop was only three days away. That made the choice easy. I’d hit that and then consider investigating the dragonflight’s data.

      I could bore you with the next three days, but nothing of note happened. I got some rest and some R&R with Miri and made some holographic maps of the route to Earth.

      Before we knew it, I was back in the matrix and leading us through another Fissure, back into normal space. We emerged in a vast system with two stars near the center slowly orbiting each other, according to the Word’s scans.

      Rock and Ice clustered everywhere, in what I guessed must be the ancient remains of a planet destroyed by some external force. The amount of debris was staggering, and finding anything in the system would have been impossible.

      Except we had a map.

      I punched up the coordinates that Harry had provided and guided the Word in that direction. Ice and rock pinged off the hull as we advanced, and my heart sped. Anything could ambush us here, and I didn’t have any demonic gods to fall back on.

      We were on our own.

      “How are we supposed to find this colony?” Miri asked softly from behind and to the right. She stepped into my field of view, surprising me. I hadn’t realized she’d entered the bridge. Quiet as a ghost leopard. “I am assuming you will wish to leave the ship. I have procured updated spellarmor. At this point? I am looking forward to a little adventure.”

      That comment had more layers than I could pick apart, but even I knew it was a major victory. She’d had a hard life on the trade moon and hadn’t once expressed an interest in relic hunting or working before now. I’d assumed she wanted to be rich and retired.

      We’d already achieved the first part of that, at least to my satisfaction.

      “The data package Harry gave us had very specific coordinates.” I shook my head slowly, my own words not giving me any hope.

      It was all just clouds of ice and rock. What were we supposed to find out here? There was clearly no colony. This wasn’t at all like the site at San Jacinto. Why had the convoy stopped here? What had they been seeking? Water? This place had it in abundance, and they didn’t need to battle a gravity well to get access. Was it that simple?

      Was this before they’d encountered the slugs?

      A faint signal blipped on the Word’s sensors and was gone. It was so weak I couldn’t examine it, but it had been there. I pushed on, winding around a moon-sized hunk of jagged blue ice, and the blip appeared again. Stronger this time.

      “There’s something metal out there. Refined ore.” The Word sliced through the storm of debris, pushing it easily aside as we approached the location.

      A stronger blip appeared, and this time it did not disappear. It was weak. Very weak. If we’d arrived at any other point in the system, we’d never have even been aware of it. We needed the precise coordinates and rotational data that Ternus had recorded.

      Harry had just proven his worth.

      “The transponder calls it the Ysleta,” I murmured, distracted by the dizzying array of data available through the sensors but filing the information away for later. It could be important. “Can you get my dad, Rava, and Briff and get down to cargo bay six? I’m going to teleport the vessel in. I’ll lower the wards when security is in place.”

      “On it.” Miri turned and sprinted off the bridge, just as fast as she’d been in her PSA days back on the trade moon.

      I used the Word to lock onto the small vessel, then willed it to teleport into hold six. I piled the wards three deep, then teleported down to the shimmering blue field walling it off.

      To my surprise, a platoon of cadet marines in armor and carrying spellrifles trotted into view, moving in formation. They fanned out to flank the wards and erected portable magitech ward generators. I’d seen them in holos, but never in my own hold. Was this one of the projects that Rust had been talking about? I made a note to ask him.

      Briff strode into view a moment later with a massive spellcannon slung under one arm. His wings were folded behind him, making him look smaller than he had as a hatchling but no less intimidating. He wore a suit of spellarmor, which he’d never been able to do before his first molting.

      “Jer!” Briff’s wings puffed up behind him, a show of pride ever since we’d been kids. “I got here first. Rava and your dad are on the way, but I got here first! We’ve been training so much. It’s like real arena, but better. So much better. I thought it was fun with five people, but I love platoon strength battles.”

      “Nice work!” I waved away the barrier, which exposed the “shuttle.”

      All that we’d teleported was a metallic frame from what had likely once been a shuttle. It had been almost entirely stripped of useful components, but lights pulsed from the front console, where it appeared the transponder still functioned.

      I willed my helmet to slither over my face, just in case, and drew Dez as I advanced into the hold. “Keep me alive, please.”

      “Fan out!” Briff barked, and his squads flowed into the hold, surrounding the vessel.

      I strode cautiously to the console and noted that a datdrive had been sealed to the console. The tiny black box was completely covered in frost but unmistakable in size and shape. They were nearly identical to the ones we used today.

      I raised Dez and flashed a low-level fire bolt, which melted it loose and sent the drive tumbling to the deck with a clang.

      “Jerek!” Miri’s scandalized voice came from behind me as she sprinted into the cargo hold, slid under the transport, snatched up the datdrive, then rolled back to her feet. “You are an admiral now. You cannot behave as a first-year relic hunter.”

      “I’m starting to like her more,” Rava called from the doorway as her platoon fanned out into the room, joining Briff’s. My sister carried a pair of spellpistols, which surprised me. It wasn’t her usual style. Maybe she was branching out. She glared at me. “Listen to the Inuran. You should send that datdrive to—”

      I teleported the datdrive into my hand, then slotted it in the reader I’d brought. “I appreciate the concern. I would be more cautious, but the sector is going dark all around us. We don’t have time for lengthy protocols.”

      The contents of the datdrive were simple and matched the last. It projected a holographic map of the immediate sector, with the Sam Houston’s next location, which we already had, but also the previous one, the one before this stop.

      From the hologram, it appeared they’d crossed a huge swathe of empty space with no stars and few stellar phenomena. Short of the galactic gulf, it had likely been the roughest part of their journey and also explained why they had needed to stop and gather water in this system.

      Thankfully we could use the Umbral Depths to shortcut their trip.

      I calculated the course through the depths, and the holo appeared on my helmet’s HUD. Thirty-one days for the next leg. That made this a nonstarter. I couldn’t be gone that long right now.

      Frustration roiled in my gut, making me regret the second cup of coffee. We were going to have to turn around and head back to the dragonflight location. That was nine days out. Not great, but the best we had.
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      Some days Voria really hated her job. Today was one of them. Caretaker Ducius had sent her a number of missives. Shaya was suffering more and more riots. Ternus had sent her twice as many, and they were even less friendly. Why couldn’t she have been a death goddess? She seriously doubted Necrotis had dealt with insubordination or blatant disrespect.

      Yet she was a goddess of life, and her duty was to build. To create.

      “Frit,” she murmured as she focused her attention on the missive. Now that Jerek was gone, it was just the three women. Or two women and a demon, depending on how one viewed things. “Would you be kind enough to use the Web to sweep the system for these parasites?”

      “Of course.” Frit’s fiery eyes went unfocused. “This will take a moment only.”

      Her eyes fluttered, then focused upon Voria once more. “I have done as you asked. There are twelve hundred sixty-three symbiotes present on the planet. Some are in advanced stages of evolution and appear to be cannibalizing their hosts to create more larvae. I am feeding their locations to the Spellship now.”

      The vessel tugged at Voria’s consciousness, and she accepted the data it delivered. It had located every last target, and she could gather them all or slay them if she wished. How best to handle this?

      Removing Ardaki had weakened her, but she still possessed Ikadra and was aboard the Spellship. That meant amplifying spells was trivial. She had gathered sufficient divinity, and time was of the essence. There would never be a better way to spend it.

      She drew at the strange dew that coalesced around her, which was invisible but also the foundation of the universe. Voria called upon that power and made her will reality. She gathered every infected person across the whole of the planet, even the ones who were terminal, and placed them in the brig under heavy wards.

      Voria’s hands trembled in the wake of the spell, but her work was only half done. She next drew on life magic, a simple cleanse, and incinerated the parasites infecting those poor people. They melted away easily in those hosts newly infected, but in advanced cases, the entire nervous system had merged.

      Nine people could not be saved, and she gave them the blessed release of death.

      The rest were purified by her spell, freed for the first time in months, years, or, in a few cases, a decade. Each came back to themselves, able to make their own decisions. They were whole once more for the first time since being snared in their awful prisons.

      “Welcome aboard,” Voria said, projecting her words through the ship to the brig. “I apologize for your brief incarceration. As you are all painfully aware, you have been used to weaken this world and the Confederacy. Only you can know just how much. The Ganog and the Nameless Ones have arrived in our sector and are destroying worlds. You know it. We must stop it. No one is more qualified than you to aid in this. I am going to return you to your world shortly, to your own government, complete with footage of the parasites removed. It is my hope Ternus will welcome the news that you have been purified. What you have endured is awful. Please, help us ensure it never happens again.”

      Voria ended the transmission. Somehow success had not improved her mood at all.

      Nothing they’d done here would prepare the world for the destruction of their sun, and there was no viable way of preventing that fate from occurring. Frit could scry for it, but if that proved insufficient, this world and everyone on it could be snuffed out nine minutes after the destruction of their star.

      How could she prevent that? What could she do for these people? This battlefield was untenable. Whatever had assaulted Aran had terrified the most courageous man she had ever fought alongside. The others might not recognize his expression, but she’d seen that face before, first against Krox, and then against Nefarius. Both times it had appeared all was lost. Aran hadn’t given up, but he had accepted that victory was unlikely.

      That same look had been in his expression. He didn’t think they could triumph against these Nameless Ones.

      What if he was right?
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      I bundled up a missive containing the reports we’d compiled from the Ysleta and sent a copy to Xal’Aran, Lady Voria, Frit, Fleet Admiral Davidson, and Crewes. I figured that was most of the heavy hitters and hoped I hadn’t missed anyone who’d be annoyed about it. Did that make Davidson now my official boss somehow? I guess I wasn’t the only one who’d gotten a promotion.

      Transmission complete we prepared to head into the black for nine days. In a way, it was a relief, as it meant there would be no surprises during that time. No sudden planets blowing up or catastrophic losses. We’d have nine days to think, plan, and train without reality intruding.

      It would have been perfect, except that traveling in the Umbral Depths is intensely unnerving. You know you aren’t alone. You can feel things out there, hunting for your consciousness. You know that death lurks everywhere, that nameless horrors seek to absorb even your memory.

      I was surprised when a missive came back, and I accepted it, Lady Voria’s face filling the scry-screen, her confederate uniform impeccable as usual.

      “I’m glad you checked in before beginning your next leg,” she began, raising a hand to straighten a few stray hairs that had escaped her bun. Somehow it humanized the goddess and reassured me. I don’t know why. “The Ganog have destroyed many other suns, but they appear to be moving in a systemic pattern. They are not attempting military targets, but rather every star in their path to widen the Fissure. And it is working. It is spreading faster than before. Twenty-three months will swallow the last of our sector unless something can be done. If the Ganog reach Ternus, we cannot hold. Every transport that can be repaired or refitted has been, but it isn’t enough to get even a tenth of those people off-world. Thankfully many more refugees are finding new homes among the vagrant fleet. All are taking on crew in vast numbers.”

      “I’ll do everything I can to find us a new home.” My heart thudded in my chest, all the responsibility crashing down on my shoulders. Just carrying this ship and the people on it was hard enough, but knowing the sector was depending on me? “I’ll check in as soon as we reach the dragonflight location.”

      “Be safe, Jerek.” Voria gave me a half-smile. “We are grateful for your addition to our ranks. Your mother, if you’ll permit me, would have been proud I think.”

      Then the missive was gone before I could attempt an awkward response.

      I keyed the Word’s internal comms, now fully operational thanks to the tireless efforts of our facilities department. “Attention, all personnel, this is Admiral Jerek. Still sounds pompous even to me. We’re about to enter the depths for nine days. On the other end, we will be arriving at the location the dragonflights marked for Earth. We have no idea what to expect. COs, you have that time to drill and prepare for whatever scenarios you think we might face. Make me proud.”

      I killed the feed and opened the Fissure. I wasn’t nearly as inspiring as some of the heroic commanders I’d stood with, but one worked with the tools one had, even if those tools were self-deprecation and humor.

      The Word drifted through, and the sky snapped shut behind us, sealing us in the lightless realm.

      I ducked out of the matrix and stretched, stifling a yawn. I had four more hours before Bortel relieved me. How to use that time?

      I sent a comm to R&D and was unsurprised when Rust picked up almost immediately, the gangly lurker eyeing me uncomfortably, looking like he wanted to be anywhere else. “Heya, Admiral. Vee is, uh, still in her office. She’s come out, at least. Twice. I think she’s found some large trove of data. It’s all allegorical myth, but it has to do with the origins of the Ganog Imperium and who created them. I think she found an early link to the Void Wraith.”

      “That’s useful, but not why I contacted you.” I filed the fact away for later. Was Vee putting us at risk, being attached to the collective while we were in the depths? Could I stop it? How? “I was hoping you could put together a short list of the projects nearing completion. I’ve already seen some useful advances. If there’s an edge we can use going forward, I want to—”

      The entire Word shuddered as something of equal or greater size slammed into the great ship and knocked us off course. Metal screamed through the corridors as claws made to rend continents sliced through the unoccupied outer levels in the aft rear of the ship.

      I could feel the location of every attack, and the complete picture was beyond terrifying. A creature I couldn’t see had grabbed hold of the ship, and it was large enough that, given time, it would snap the keel in half and then devour the insides like the sector’s largest bone being sucked clean of marrow.

      I sprinted to the matrix and ducked through the rings, then stabbed all three fire sigils. We were in the depths, and using void here was unlikely to harm anything. Given what I’d seen of the planetstriders, it might even power them up.

      Power rolled out of me, orange and reds, bleeding into the floor of the matrix as the cannon warmed up. I unleashed a torrent of living flame that clung to the creature and attempted to burrow into its flesh. The spell had no apparent effect, beyond exposing the nightmarish features that would likely haunt me every time my eyes closed.

      Its face was draconic in size and shape, but with two notable differences. Instead of scales it possessed putrid, rotting flesh. Alive and birthing unspeakable horrors that writhed their way free and swam off into the void.

      And its face…its face was impossible to look upon without fear. Spines jutted from its forehead, jaws, and chin, each quivering and slick with ichor. Around its neck, beneath the ghastly smile and triple sets of solid red eyes, lay a necklace of skulls.

      Each skull belonged to a wyrm, all larger than Drakkon, one of the very largest to have been killed during the last war. Hundreds of skulls hung around that neck, some so large that they’d have induced an extinction level event if they fell into a planet’s gravity well.

      And that thing was eating my ship.

      “Ardaki,” I snapped, and the staff appeared just outside the matrix, close enough that its spell enhancement would function. “I want a flash of pure light. No heat, just light. As bright as we can make it.”

      The staff did not reply in its usual surly manner but just hung there expectantly.

      I tapped the life sigils on all three rings—grateful to Inura, as without him I wouldn’t have possessed life and would be dead to boot—and then willed the Word’s hull to shine with the full fury of a star. Brighter. I extended the spell to the cannon, then lobbed it at the hideous monstrosity grappling our ship.

      The light clung to the demon-dragon’s putrid skin, blazing through the depths for all to see.

      I ignored the creature and the groaning of the ship as its limbs burrowed further into the superstructure and tapped void on all three rings. Not to damage. That wouldn’t work.

      To flee.

      The entire ship teleported to maximum range, and the precise instant we arrived at our destination, I willed every non-vital system to shut down, then engaged stealth wards.

      My heart thundered as I peered at the scry-screen, which showed our wake…a blazing monstrosity flapping in the void. My spell made it visible for probably a hundred thousand light years in all directions, but…it didn’t seem afraid.

      The creature’s six-eyed face scanned the darkness, turning slowly and flapping, more and more of its foul progeny swimming from its flesh as it sought any sign of our existence.

      We glided safely away into the darkness, which was great, right? We’d gotten away. I should have been thrilled.

      Just one massive, glaring problem.

      We’d been knocked off course and then teleported on top of it. We’d gotten away, but I had no idea what our position in the depths was, which meant if we exited, we could end up literally anywhere. We also badly needed repairs, and that damage might leave gaps in the wards that would make us visible in the depths.

      I had a feeling it was going to be a very, very long day.
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      I called together my best people into my quarters, and the matter was so dire that it even brought a haggard Vee out of her office. Her red hair had lost some of its luster, and her skin was blemished and cracked around where the ebony cable connected to her temple as if she’d been in the sun, but her eyes were bright, and she seemed otherwise lucid.

      My father, Rava, Briff, and Seket were all turning a blind eye to her appearance and chatted amiably amongst themselves as I sketched an illusion in the air to demonstrate our current predicament. Having the Heka Aten armor to help with the math and angles meant I could draw it precisely.

      “This is the location where we encountered the Nameless One,” I finally said. “We were still moving after it knocked us off course, and I need to find a way to get us back on course. If I can’t, then when we come back into normal space, we have no way to determine where we’ll end up.”

      “Space is vast,” Seket mused as the handsome paladin scratched at his chin. “I do not envy you this dilemma, Admiral. What do you want us doing while you solve this?”

      That froze me for a good three seconds. I’d called them there to help me solve the problem, but looking at their faces, I realized they clearly expected me to handle it and assumed I must have brought them here for some other reason.

      “We need to repair the ship,” I decided aloud, tackling the next most pressing problem after being lost. “Seket, I want you out there and visible. Dad, Briff, Rava, have your people divide into repair squads. Stay armed as we have no idea if we picked up any strays fighting that thing. It had some nastiness worming out of its skin. If they encounter anything, have them retreat. Be cautious in dealing with it and let me know immediately if it’s something you can’t handle.”

      “Can do.” Briff flapped his wings to help him rise from the couch. “My people like fixing things. We’ve had to work with some really old consoles to get our arena league going. One guy even built a new one from cast-off parts.”

      “My people aren’t as good at it.” Rava sighed. “We have a few techs, and I’ll arrange for them to be escorted around to the worst of the problem areas. What about you, Dad?”

      “I don’t know, to be honest.” My father sheepishly scratched his scalp, grinning in her direction. “I’ll ask my people to divide up the techs and get to work. I think we have a fair number of proficient people, but my area of expertise is more what they can shoot.”

      “Excellent,” I broke in, wiping away the illusion I’d been constructing. I could remake it after they left. “Focus on the external ward generators. We need them operational. Stealth is our greatest defense in the depths.”

      They began filing over to the door, and one by one, everyone left until Miri and I were all that remained. I began re-assembling my illusionary course, the enormous stress of our dilemma crashing down on me.

      We were lost in the depths.

      Best case scenario, we would emerge into normal space, broadcast our location to friendly forces, and hope that the first people to reach us weren’t Nameless Ones. I had no idea how their warp tech worked or if they could intercept missives. It was best to assume they could.

      Miri’s hands settled on my shoulders and began their magic. “You have no idea where we are or how to solve it, do you?”

      “I have no idea where we are,” I agreed, “but I might know how to solve it. I think so, anyway. If I can’t…well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “It won’t.” Miri leaned down and kissed my neck then my jaw. “You will solve this. You’ve dealt with worse. I still don’t know how you dealt with Utred and got us out of that Sanctuary storm. If there is anything you need…I am at your disposal.”

      “I love my life,” I murmured, then returned her kiss. “Let me solve this or do my best, and then we’ll talk about rewards.”

      I turned back to the illusion and inspected our course. I knew how far I’d teleported us. I knew what our course was when we were struck. What I lacked—and had no idea how to obtain—was how far we’d been knocked off course. I had no idea what our new vector was.

      How could I determine that without returning to the site where it had happened? Theoretically, I could reverse course and determine exactly when we’d be at the same spot. If the dragon-slayer thing had left, then it might be safe enough for me to re-plot our course.

      No. That was too dangerous.

      What if I scryed? I’d always been told that was a terrible idea in the depths, that scrying invited attention you did not want. But we already had attention we didn’t want. That was what had gotten us into the mess in the first place.

      Did the risk make sense?

      I decided it did.

      I conjured a flame in my hand and envisioned our location at the moment of combat. The flame displayed darkness and a spectral version of the Word. An equally spectral draconic monstrosity slammed into the side of the ship, and I tracked that progress very carefully.

      I rolled the scrying back, then forward, then back, then forward, each time inspecting the impact from a different angle. I recorded my findings on my datapad and continued to try every angle until I was certain I’d covered them all.

      I killed the spell the very instant I was certain I had what I needed and only then realized I’d been holding my breath. I didn’t feel any sudden baleful gaze. So far as I knew, I’d gotten away with the spell. I breathed a little easier as I inspected the results on the datapad.

      It took several minutes to calculate all the differentials, but the illusion had been clear. I could see how and where we’d been knocked and was almost certain that I’d accounted for everything, even the debris dispersal pattern. I added the distance of the teleport, which I had defined and thus only I could predict, and arrived at our new course.

      If I was right…then we could alter our heading and still arrive at the same egress point. It all lined up. The trouble was if I’d made a mistake, we wouldn’t know until we left the depths. If I was wrong, we could end up anywhere, alone, damaged, and unsupported.

      “Have you completed your work?” Miri called and I realized she’d moved over to the bed. “You seem much less tense.”

      “I think so. I just need to report the course to Bortel.” I used the ship’s comm to page the bridge, and the screen on the side of my wall lit to show Bortel’s grizzled beard. It was odd compared to using magic, but it was a damned sight safer within the depths.

      “Did you need something, Admiral?” Bortel stood outside the matrix, and I noted that he’d once again returned to his uniform. There was no sign of his spellarmor.

      It reassured me to know he’d use it when needed, but it bothered me that he kept removing it. What if the bridge was assaulted? Should I bring it up now? No. I’d save it for the next time we were alone and hear whatever answer he had to offer. It was best not to make assumptions until I’d heard what he had to say.

      “I have a course adjustment.” I tapped my screen, then flung the course up to the top, where it became an envelope and zoomed off to Bortel. “If I’m right, and we’d better hope I am, that should get us to the right location. We’ll arrive nine minutes behind schedule.”

      A sudden commotion began off-screen, and Bortel turned to face it. His expression tightened, and he became the gruff commander that had once hunted these very same students. “What are you going on about? If you need to make a report, do so.”

      I couldn’t see the speaker, but I did hear her frightened response. “Sir, something is still aboard. We’ve lost three teams in aft six. They aren’t reporting in, and the footage shows they were attacked…by our own people.”

      I eyed my bed longingly, or rather I eyed Miri, and then sighed. The work was never done.

      “Commander, you can maintain watch on the bridge in case we need to respond to an attack like that last one.” I hoped the subtext of “put on your damned armor” wasn’t lost on him. “Miri and I will head down to aft six and see if we can find out what’s going on down there.”
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      Aran willed the Titan Xal to translocate, and the great god answered. The behemoth landed in the void, less than a light year from Ternus, well outside the range of their scans, though the gravitational impact would be clear soon enough. Astronomers would begin picking them up the following year if the planet still existed, and they’d likely rattle their sabers, but Aran would count any of them still being alive a victory.

      He and his friends had fought many threats and overcome them all, but all had merely been proxies for the evil at their doorstep. For the first time, they were opposing the titan of void itself, Gortha, and if they failed, she would smother all realities until she reached the cycle itself.

      He sat upon his throne in the cranial cavity and waited for his fellow prince to arrive. Nara and Kazon were both occupied, the former guarding the Flame, and the latter working feverishly in the demotech forges.

      That left him and Malila to make sense of their current predicament, and in this instance, Aran hoped she might have a great deal of light to shed on matters.

      The empty space above the throne to his right filled suddenly, and there she was, a beautiful and savage demonic warrior, dressed in spellarmor and carrying both blade and rifle. She’d clearly been drilling with her divisions, which had suffered considerably fewer casualties than his during the battle with Xakava.

      “You spoke to her?” Malila raised the ridge where an eyebrow would have been on a human. “She’s too predictable not to have taunted you.”

      “By ‘she’ you mean Xakava.” Aran rose from his throne and approached the cistern that had once held the reservoir of void he’d absorbed. Xal’s memories, or some of them anyway. “I know that Xakava is one of the three original demonic princes, as was Xal. That’s where my knowledge ends. She claims that she was Xal’s sister in his last incarnation before he became a god. I can’t think of a reason she’d lie, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t. Can you confirm what she’s saying?”

      “A bit of it.” Malila eyed Aran haughtily. The ancient demon and he would always be rivals, it seemed. Aran still had no idea why she found him so distasteful, but there was undoubtedly a reason. “She was your sister. Xal spoke of her, as a mortal. They engaged in a demonic civil war, and I think each led one of the sides, though I don’t know for certain. It isn’t clear who won, either, but when it ended, both sides were ejected from the Great Cycle. That much I do know. Xal left of his own accord, I think, and maybe that was his goal. Maybe he forced her out at the same time. She was trapped in the Umbral Depths. He was freed into this galaxy where he allied with the dragonflights. I—my previous incarnation died in the war. I was reborn after and pieced this together from scraps over the centuries.”

      So that wasn’t the reason she hated him. Or not all of it anyway.

      “What can you tell me about Xakava?” he pressed, though he kept his tone subservient. Anything else would only put her back up. “What are her abilities? She seems constrained by darkness.”

      “She is, thankfully.” Malila’s wings curled in tight against her back, and fear flitted across her features. “Xal never engaged her directly. Twice they met in the Umbral Depths, and both times he ran to avoid confrontation. If she’s now free to wander our reality…she is a sorceress of unparalleled strength and versatility. Xal possessed many great magics, but for Xakava, it was the whole focus of her being. I can only guess at the full extent of her powers, but unfortunately only life will consistently harm her.”

      “That raises an interesting question,” Aran pointed out, recalling the strange confrontation. “She said that Reevanthara ruined Xal. Infested him with the light or something. What did she mean?”

      “I know that Xal had an affinity for life.” Malila lowered her voice and glanced around as if for eavesdroppers, though I knew we were in the most heavily warded place on the titan. “He kept the full extent secret. His mastery of life far exceeded Inura’s, and Xal was responsible for many of Inura’s discoveries. I do not know the source of the power or where he acquired his life magic, only that he possessed it in great quantities. When he sacrificed himself so that Krox might one day fall, his life magic was no longer present. I do not know what he did with it, but somehow he divested himself just before we were invaded. I considered it a betrayal at the time. Now I wonder if he foresaw this day and if that power still exists so that we might recover it.”

      “I think it went beyond magic.” Aran slowly shook his head. “I think it had to do with souls. I think that Xal was modifying them somehow, and I believe that when he created Nara and me, he was replicating a magic he’d learned somewhere else, possibly from the titan of life.”

      “You may be right,” Malila allowed, then flared her wings as she stared hard in Aran’s direction. “None of it is accessible to us right now. Whatever Xal’s plan, it remains maddeningly elusive as always. Like it or not, you are our leader. I can admit it even if I find it distasteful. How do we proceed? How do we battle this foe? I fear we have met the first enemy that our people cannot best…for it is ourselves.”

      “I don’t know,” Aran admitted. “I expected the Bulwark and an army of crack troops to matter. It didn’t. We’re thinking like mortals, but we’re battling gods. We need to elevate our thinking. I have to imagine that Xal left behind the tools we need to do that. We need to find them. I will work with Kazon to unearth any tidbits Xal left behind.”

      “And me?” Malila demanded coldly.

      “Hone your army and especially your fleets.” Aran folded his arms. “War is coming. They are going to come for Ternus with everything they have. When that happens, we either win or admit the war is lost. Victory will depend on you. My best have all been wiped out.”

      “I will stand ready,” she hissed, her eyes flaring with power. “These Ganog will find their match and more within my ranks.”
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      Miri and I arrived in aft six to find absolute carnage. The walls were slick with perverse graffiti, written in blood, and the bodies of cadets littered the floor, each killed in a brutal fashion. Some had fallen to spells. Most had died to blunt trauma. Close kills. There were no claw marks or anything else to suggest this was anything other than a back-alley kill back in the slums of Kemet.

      “Commander, this is Jerek,” I muttered into the comm. “There’s definitely something going on down here. Cadets have been slaughtered.”

      I knelt next to the closest body, and an awful realization stole over me as I caught sight of the one next to it. “It looks like they killed each other. More details when I have them.”

      I straightened and moved to the graffiti to see if I could make sense of it. I didn’t recognize the language straightaway, but the letters were written in the common galactic alphabet, and I could phonetically sound out the single word. I opened my mouth to do so, and blinding pain shot from temple to temple. I slumped to my knees and found myself blinking away spots like I’d accidentally stared into the sun.

      By the time I’d risen and recovered, it looked like Miri had also moved to inspect the writing. She ran a gloved hand through the blood, then turned slowly to face me. Her eyes had gone scarlet, the same shade as the blood, and there was nothing human there.

      If she’d been herself, I’d have died in that instant. She could have gotten the drop on me with her pistol, and there wasn’t a damned thing I could have done. The madness, if that’s what it was, pressed her to sprint at me instead, and as she crossed the four steps between us, growling as she ran, I wrenched Dez from my holster and delivered a trio of close-range dream bolts.

      Once, twice, three times into the chest. By the third, just before she reached me, her eyes fluttered shut, and she tumbled into my arms, fast asleep, thank god. I eased her to the deck in a place that hadn’t been soiled with blood, then took a moment to inspect my surroundings and make sure no one was sneaking up on us.

      I was starting to get the picture of what had happened here, and it reminded me a bit of the spites and angers we’d dealt with on the Inuran trade moon when I’d first met Miri. Whatever the spell’s origin, it seemed to overwhelm conscious thought and force them to attack each other.

      A quick inspection of a few of the corpses showed that most had blood on their hands, except for a pair that appeared to have been surprised. They’d likely died before the blood touched them. Was that the common factor? Did the blood infect them? That was possible magically even through gloves.

      I glanced at the graffiti once more, the same word written by dozens of different hands, at different angles and sizes. Once more, when I attempted to read the word, I was driven to my knees by driving pain. A low tone rang in my ears. Tinnitus. Worse than the first time. A tear fell down my cheek, and I willed the mask to slither away so I could inspect it.

      It was blood.

      I willed the helmet to slither back over my face immediately. Whatever was happening here seemed tied to the word itself, not the substance it had been scrawled in. Had it taken Miri when she’d read it? How could I counter that or free her?

      I knelt and inspected her aura. Nestled near her chest were her various types of magic and also a scarlet brand the same color as the blood. It appeared to be the same word scrawled on the wall, but when I tried to read it, my nose began to bleed and I lost vision in my right eye.

      “Oww. What was that?” I placed my hand against my chest and funneled healing through my suit. It removed the immediate pain, but I sensed something deeper. Damage to my soul somehow. I needed to take great care with whatever I’d stumbled into.

      A scream sounded in the distance. Feral. Angry. And growing closer. More cries followed on its heels, feminine to match the masculine of the first cry, and then a pair of cadets stumbled around the corner. Both bled from their eyes, nose, and ears.

      Both froze when they saw me.

      I whipped up my pistol at the precise instant they charged, and Aran’s training came in handy. One, two, three, four dream bolts later both toppled to the deck, unconscious. Dez pulsed satisfaction.

      Ardaki appeared next to me, exuding the opposite. You fail to grasp the severity of our predicament. If I cannot awaken you to the truth, then not only will you die, but this entire galaxy will be overrun in a matter of months.

      “You’ve got my attention.” I gave a groan as I wrapped my free hand around Ardaki’s silver haft, then rose back to my feet. I took extreme care not to look directly at any of the graffiti. “What are we dealing with?”

      A lingering evil beyond your comprehension, the staff explained. It has devoured entire worlds. Ancient beyond meaning. You believe that Zurjathorm the Corrupted was the threat because it is physically larger. You are wrong. This. This is the true threat, and if you fail to contain it, then it could devour this galaxy. Swiftly. Far more swiftly than Xakava.

      “Oh, is that all?” I forced myself forward, eyes on the floor as I advanced up the corridor that led deeper into the ship. The same one my new sleeping friends had just come through.

      Then I glanced back at Miri where I’d deposited her against the wall. I couldn’t just leave her there. I released Ardaki since the staff could tend to its own movement, then slung my girlfriend over my shoulder, Dez still gripped in my free hand.

      I felt a proper hero for the first time in a while, especially after I spent a bit of fire and enhanced my strength. Here I was carrying a downed companion, ready to deal with any threats.

      We came around a corner into a battle-damaged room, the entire top sheered off by one of the putrid claws, and I noted it had coated the metal with slime. Green slime. The stench was awful, but the implications were worse. I’d seen that thing birthing monstrosities from its skin.

      Was that what we faced now? Had something made it inside the ship?

      I told you, Ardaki snarled. What we face is far worse than Zurjathorm, or any of its misshapen progeny. This evil must be confronted, and swiftly.

      “That’s what I’m doing.” I gritted my teeth and shifted Miri’s weight. Should I take time to bring her to the brig and come back? Every teleport risked giving us away in the depths.

      I pushed on down the corridor, past the slime, and into a cargo hold. The walls and floor were covered in blood. Twisted bodies lay all around the room, their limbs broken and bent at odd angles, and their faces a mixture of horror and bliss.

      In the center of the room, a tremendous leather tome sat open upon the deck. Its pages were cluttered with dense script written in a variety of styles, each a different hand. They were written in blood, which raised unsettling questions about the parchment.

      A deep desire to read the book stole over me, insidious and undeniable. I approached, and unsurprisingly, the moment my eyes touched the page, pain drove me to my knees. I lost hold of Miri, and she clattered to the deck next to me, still in the grips of my magical slumber.

      The pain protects you, Ardaki explained. You gained an invaluable protection within Sanctuary. Without it, you would be just as mad as the other fools who have glimpsed the name of the book.

      “Commander?” I initiated a one-to-one comm and waited a moment until Bortel’s weary face appeared in my helmet’s HUD. “We need a full quarantine. This is some sort of magical infection, and it spreads quickly. We need to keep people away from this deck, and if we encounter anyone infected, we need them subdued and imprisoned. Swiftly. Make sure they’re bound.”

      “Understood, Admiral.” Stress tightened Bortel’s gruff voice. “The chaos appears to be spreading. Now I know why. We’ve had teams wiped out on two levels. Blood everywhere. The teams we dispatched to investigate stopped reporting in almost immediately.”

      “No more teams.” I turned in a slow circle. Something was watching me. “I’ll find a way to deal with this, but you have to keep it from spreading until I can.”

      “Understood, sir. Bortel out.”

      My slow turn stopped. My eyes fell upon the book. I was being watched, but not by a person. By something older and more insidious, just as Ardaki had warned me. I noticed the staff had not followed me into the room and was nowhere to be seen, which confirmed some of my suspicions about the book.

      “You can understand me, can’t you?” I asked the tome, careful not to glance at the pages.

      To me, you are less than an insect. Bacteria. Can you understand what it is like to be bacteria? Of course not. Thus I cannot understand what it is like to be…you.

      “I’m arguing with a book,” I muttered, rolling my eyes at myself.

      Not a book, the thing thrummed into my mind, its voice like thunder, far more powerful than what Ardaki used. I am THE book. The first tome. Locked away with the rest of the darkness…but at last, I am free. You will carry me back to your people, and I will spread, and spread, and spread until all know my name. This reality is mine.

      I raised Dez and prepared to cook the book. That was something they’d done back on ancient Terra, though it was unclear why. Perhaps they’d had books like this. Either way, it was getting a disintegrate to the table of contents.

      Or it would have if a crazed Miri hadn’t tackled me from the side before I could cast my spell.
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      Miri and I rolled across the blood-slicked floor, vying for dominance as we grappled each other, and not in a fun way. I still had enhanced strength, but we were both wearing spellarmor, and neither one of us could gain control.

      I hopped backward and tried to get off a spell with Dez, but Miri’s foot scythed upward and kicked the pistol out of my grip. She followed it up with a vicious roundhouse, which put a crack down the middle of my screen.

      I brought up both gauntlets and launched a pair of dream bolts, but this time she seemed to recognize the spell and flung herself backward and away from me, dodging nimbly away.

      “Guardian,” I roared. “Increase gravity in this hold only to point-eight maximum.”

      Both Miri and I instantly slammed to the deck, our limbs pinned and our muscles unable to remedy the situation. I’d gained a stalemate for the moment.

      “Guardian,” I managed through gritted teeth. “Teleport me out of the hold to an adjacent room with a lower gravity setting.”

      My perspective shifted, and when I landed, I was able to crawl to my feet. I was directly outside the room with the book, with a clear view of it, and Miri. My chest heaved as I fought for breath, but I didn’t let it slow me. I brought my gauntlets up and peppered Miri with dream bolts through the doorway of the hold until I was damned certain she was unconscious.

      “Guardian,” I panted, leaning against the doorway. “Return the hold gravity to normal and teleport Miri into a cell in the brig. Make sure it’s sealed and that her limbs are restrained with ward bands so she can’t harm herself when she wakes up.”

      Miri vanished from my field of view. Not once had Kemet appeared. No staff sparkles. That wasn’t like him. Was he dealing with too many processes at once? Or was he unwilling or able to approach this book? Could it really be the first tome? The very first book? I’d have expected romance, not horror.

      Am I not what you imagined? the book hissed in my mind. Its pages fluttered to expose a new pair. Did you expect me to record something benign? I was created to slaughter my master’s enemies, and I did so with such success that the titan of life himself took offense. Does no scrap of my legend survive? No matter. We will remedy that soon enough.

      I saw the book then. Really saw it, saw the entity inhabiting it, and I knew despair. My heart literally stopped at the sight of it, then restarted again painfully. A dark shadow larger than any mountain hovered behind the book, oozing from its barbed pages. It was larger than the Word. Larger than that thing that had attacked the ship.

      Yes! the book proclaimed. Even Zurjathorm fears my name. The corrupter of great wyrms is mighty, but my secrets would destroy him as surely as any other.

      That caused a second line of thinking, a distraction I didn’t need at the moment. My protection from Sanctuary was why I hadn’t been overcome. This was the second time it had been absolutely vital to my survival, as Reevanthara had warned me it would be.

      I have already won, the book smugly informed me, and I brought back my full attention to the unholy tome. So long as any remember my name, they will pen me anew from their own lifeblood and flesh.

      “Dude, that is messed up.” I tried not to think about how grisly that was, or that Miri had apparently seen this thing’s name and was thus destined for that fate. “So when I disintegrate you, which I’ll do shortly, you’ll just reform somewhere else?”

      Precisely, the book boasted. My physical form is unnecessary, and destroying it does not touch me. You cannot alter the fate that will befall all you love.

      “I can actually.” I strode over and picked up the book in my free hand. It was heavier than I expected, but I managed it with my enhanced strength.

      I couldn’t put it in a void pocket. I had a feeling a creature of the void being hidden in a void pocket would end with me opening it and finding the book had bailed. I needed to keep it somewhere secure, and I needed to keep anyone from reading it. Once I’d done that, I had to find every instance of the name on every wall and somehow scrub it all off.

      And that was only the first half of the problem.

      Once the name was gone I still needed to deal with everyone who knew it. How could I expunge it from their minds? Normally I’d just gather the best mages I knew and get some help doing it.

      The trouble was we needed to quarantine. We couldn’t return to normal space until I had this dealt with. If we did, and the book got out? It really could wipe out civilization. I had no idea if it had a SEIZURE account, but if it discovered social media, its name could be everywhere with a single trending post.

      There was no way I could let this thing leave the depths, even if…. I didn’t even want to think it until I’d considered ways to control the corruption. I could start with the easy part, cleaning things up.

      I began with low-magnitude voidflame, which cooked the blood off in a large area and very quickly cleaned up the hold. A half-dozen spells later and this place was safe…even if it smelled like putrid slime and burnt putrid slime.

      I picked a path back up the corridor and cooked every instance I saw. Thankfully, the authors had wanted their work read and made them prominent. I began to tire but kept up my work until I reached the hold where Miri had first attacked me.

      Five more spells and that was clean as well…I’d done everything around the original point of entry.

      Now what to do about the infected? My brief inspection of Miri had shown the brand upon her soul. How did one remove that? I needed a healer, a skilled one, but we didn’t have one. Vee could heal, but she was an artificer, not a physician.

      I had three days to find a solution before we reached our egress point, and that was assuming I’d gotten the math right and we weren’t hopelessly lost.

      You have no idea what you have unleashed, the book crooned, oily against my soul, enough that I desperately wanted to destroy it, even though I knew I couldn’t yet. This reality is virgin. Unscathed. We will invade your dreams and your minds and your worlds until we have choked all to ash as we have many times before. At last we near the cycle itself, and once we remove this reality, the great sphere itself will crack under the weight of the shrieks as we find the denizens within.

      “Who hurt you?” I murmured. “I know we just met, but I really think you have abandonment issues.”

      I wish I felt the confidence, but at least I was still quipping. They couldn’t take my wit from me. But they had taken Miri, and that was something I’d die to rectify. I was going to find a way to fix it. The book’s taunts were just fuel.

      “I will destroy you,” I decreed aloud, feeling it through every fiber of my being. “I will eradicate your name from my reality, and when I’m done, then and only then will I disintegrate your book. You think you’ve won, but you’re wrong. I will do whatever it takes to imprison you, and I’ll do it without losing what I love.”

      A crack formed in my soul, and divinity flowed out, punctuating my declaration. It took me several moments to piece together what had happened, which was made more difficult by the book’s mocking laughter.

      I’d broken my covenant with Nara, where I’d sworn to safeguard knowledge. I couldn’t do that by eradicating the very first book to ever exist.

      Some days I really hated this job.
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      Utfak clasped his hands behind his back, and settled his fur to a mottled brown that showed the turbulence in his emotions without revealing the cause. Times were becoming increasingly dangerous now that seekers from the other clans could witness a stray communication.

      He must not draw attention to himself.

      If he remained anonymous then the possibility remained that he could influence the outcome of the prophecy in some way. It was likely a vain hope. This galaxy, and then all the others, were doomed. But hope was his only currency. Only purpose. Without that he would give in to despair and take his own life as so many seekers had in recent days.

      Were they truly offering themselves to the Nameless Ones? Those sacrifices had been heard, it seemed. More and more reports had trickled up from the K’tok levels of strange deaths that could only be attributed to hungry things that had escaped the lightless realm. Lesser evils, but still nameless and vile.

      “Seeker!” Clan Leader T’koff bellowed from his command disk. “Attend me. What world is this? How do the locals call it?”

      “Yanthara, Clan Leader.” Utfak hurried forward, and offered a respectful bow. His fur rippled more than was proper, but the clan leader’s attention was fixed on the dome above them, which revealed the jungle world below.

      “It appears they are dealing with some sort of blight.” The clan leader flared his lower nostrils in contempt. “Wait…what am I witnessing? Do they seek to shelter from the destruction of their sun?”

      A cloud of ships had risen from all over the world, hundreds at first, and then thousands. A huge fleet of vessels were making for the same destination, the world’s nadir, as far from the star as they could get.

      “I do not think so, Clan Leader.” Utfak shuffled to the edge of the disk, and part of him wished that he’d stumbled and fallen to his death in the bowels of the ship. It would be over. Or would it? Was death just the beginning of the horror?

      “Seeker?” The clan leader rumbled impatiently.

      “I believe that in order to enter the lightless realm, as we witnessed previously, they must be shrouded in darkness,” he explained, pointing at their destination on the darkened side of the world. “They are only able to create their portals absent the light of the sun. Perhaps this means we can stop the technology? It is certainly a weakness.”

      “A noteworthy one.” The clan leader’s fur darkened into an angry crimson. “So many of them are escaping this world. Our purpose is feeding the Nameless Ones. Is there nothing we can do to block their escape?”

      “Respectfully, Clan Leader, they flee into the realm of the ameless ones.” To Utfak’s great shame a note of yellow entered his fur. “It is likely that the Nameless Ones are already waiting for them. They are canny, and ancient, and understand mortals well. I believe any who enter the Umbral Depths, as they call them, will be lost.”

      “Reassuring.” The clan leader waved absently. “Destroy their sun. I would witness the destruction of this planet, and the acceptance of the offering we make.”

      Utfak sent several pulses down his cable, relaying the orders to the techsmiths controlling the mighty vessel’s weaponry. The order was transmitted throughout the fleet, and a flurry of negative stars peppered the system’s sun.

      Within a few minutes it would wink out, and the resulting supernova would scour clean this system of anything the Nameless Ones hadn’t already claimed. They were devouring the universe, and Utfak continued to aid them.

      He glanced over the edge of the disk. Did he have the courage? Could he take the risk? Oblivion was the most likely outcome. Sweet oblivion. What if he was wrong? He could not risk it. Would not risk waking up to an even worse nightmare.

      Why were the denizens of this sector so pathetic? If only they could muster some sort of defense, or slow the advance of the dark powers the Ganog now aided. And where were the Void Wraith? They had been an integral part of the Ganog military for millennia, but recently and inexplicably had turned on their masters.

      Where were they now? It seemed unlikely they had fled the sector.

      There was that hope again, taunting him. He stepped back from the edge.

      A flurry of pulses surged up his cable, and he blinked as he received the message. Utfak turned to the clan leader. “The Yog have arrived in this sector, and the first suns have fallen. The other clans will arrive by the end of the solar cycle now that they have allowed the Yog the honor of the first attack.”

      “Mmm…I didn’t expect them to actually come.” T’koff snorted a laugh. “Soon they will understand the terror we have unleashed. Too many pay lip service to our faith, but now it will be tested for all Ganog. What a glorious time to be alive. Our purpose was forged over ten millennia ago, and we happen to live at the precise interval necessary to see it fulfilled. We are truly blessed. Our work here is done. I no longer care to see this planet’s destruction. Begin the warp to our next target.”

      “At once, Clan Leader.” Utfak sighed as he passed the order, but kept his fur a proper brown.

      Now that the other clans had arrived the destruction would begin in earnest. The strongholds would be found, and torn down, fed to the darkness. The orgy of death had begun, and it would only end when the Ganog themselves had been fed to that same darkness.

      Hope guttered out in him.

      These people could not be saved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      The two worst days of my life passed in the black. Bortel was able to quarantine the main areas of the Word, while those overrun by the book were free to scrawl passages and kill each other. Their numbers thinned considerably on the first day without us needing to intervene, and then even more on the second, at least their presence on the few working security cameras we had where they roamed.

      That freed me to deal with the real problem…the book.

      I knelt next to the desk where I’d set the heavy tome, within unoccupied quarters in an unused part of the ship. No one came here or had the slightest reason to, and I made damned sure not to use any magic, nor generate any heat that could be spotted in a system scan.

      “I can’t destroy you yet,” I murmured as I turned past the last page I’d been reading and started the next.

      The book was full of passages from people it had ruined. Many were accounts of a person who discovered the book, and then brought it back to their unsuspecting village, or kingdom. The book had never seen an advanced civilization, or at least none of the accounts read that way.

      I encountered not one starship, suit of spellarmor, nor firearm of any kind.

      I flipped to the end of the book. I estimated five or six thousand pages to reach the final story, and I wasn’t going to sit and read it all. I had a sense of how the early stories went. Let’s see why the last one was the last one. What could I glean from it?

      The spidery script had clearly been recorded by an educated hand, the kind of person I’d jealously watched dominate at university, and the tale sucked me in almost immediately.

      
        
        You are no doubt familiar with my legend. Few are not in this day and age. My deeds have been recorded, my talents known. I am accounted the finest artist to ever have put charcoal or paint to canvas. Nobles vie for my pieces, each offering more gold than the last.

        It is through that legend that the book snared me. It understood that if it could attach itself to me, that all who learned my legend, would learn its legend. I did not realize of course, not at first. I discovered the book in a trunk left to me by an unnamed relative.

        I didn’t question the inheritance. Why would I? I expected gold or jewels or property. Perhaps an inn, or a mill, or a quarry. Instead I received a book, and not only a book, but an impressive leather tome that was locked fast. Try as I might I could never open the book, never pry apart the pages, nor see past the cover.

        My dreams became dark, smothering things. I grew moody, and retreated from the world. I think part of me knew even then what was happening, and this was the only way I could fight back.

        All around me people died. Friends. Family. Lovers. Rivals. Monarchs. Strangers. No one was spared. I created masterpiece after masterpiece, and roamed from city to city, restless, unable to stop for even a moment as I brought ruin to the world. I didn’t understand that the book had ahold of me, that it had whispered its name in spite of being locked to me.

        When I discovered the terrifying truth, that I was the cause of the madness and death, I did what any sane person would. I took my own life. I hurled myself from a great cliff with the book clutched to my breast, and I felt the rocks pierce me as I was dashed upon them.

        Yet I did not die. Could not die.

        I returned whole and unmarred, the book clutched under one arm, resurrected by its unholy power.

        So I climbed a great mountain, one that regularly belched fire, and currently sent a plume of dark smoke into the sky. I hurled the book into the volcano, and then myself after. Imagine my horror when I awoke upon the caldera, looking down from the spot I’d attempted to take my own life once more.

        The book would not let me die. It drove me to create art, masterpieces that all would vie for, yet now I knew that its name was embedded in those pieces. All who witnessed the art learned the book’s name. Through them the insanity spreads.

        Yet the book could not compel me. It could not force me to produce great art. Instead I turned to another passion. Alchemy. I devised fine poisons, swift and lethal, and retraced my steps of the previous decades.

        I returned to every land I had passed through, and slaughtered them all. I murdered an entire nation, and I found every last piece of my work. I burned it and salted the remains. Nine centuries passed. Ninety decades. Nine-hundred agonizing years.

        But I succeeded. No one remembers the book save me. I will maintain my lonely vigil forever. I will ensure the book is never found, its name never learned. If I am to be immortal, then I choose to spend my immortality as jailer for the horrific deity inhabiting the book.

        I will trap you as you trapped so many others. You have murdered my nation, and my legacy, but you will never claim another.

      

      

      I closed the book, rose from the desk, and began to pace. What could I glean from the artist’s tale? He’d evidently found a way to seal the book away. The book had marked him. I was not marked. Could I do something he could not?

      Do you understand now? the book proclaimed, hissing into my mind. I have returned once more. Time is meaningless to one such as I. What matter that I have been locked away for so long? My return was always inevitable.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, my mind still turning as I sought solutions. None presented themselves. I didn’t see a way to get this thing’s hooks out of Miri, and I couldn’t keep her bound and unconscious forever. There had to be a way to beat the book. Voria would probably have some ideas.

      If I couldn’t get access to her, then I’d just have to think like her.

      “Bortel, this is Jerek,” I commed to my XO through my suit, then waited for his face to appear in my HUD before continuing. “Are the infected fully quarantined?”

      “They are, sir.” Bortel nodded slowly. “We managed to subdue forty-three infected. The rest…well they’ve moved on to the cycle.”

      “My family?” I tensed. So far as I knew they were all safe, but I’d never take that for granted after losing my dad once, and my mother shortly thereafter.

      “Fine, sir.” Bortel drew from his golden vape pen. He had a seemingly inexhaustible supply of cartridges. “We’ve isolated as best we can, and saved everyone we can. No one…critical was lost that I know of. I feel bad keeping score like that. I realize every cadet is valuable.”

      “I know.” It made me feel greasy to be talking about such things so callously, but when dealing with the possibility of the book escaping the depths I didn’t see a better alternative. “I’ll see if I can cleanse Miri somehow. If it works we’ll save the rest. If not…”

      “If not I know what comes next.” Bortel exhaled a cloud of greenish smoke. “I will tend to that duty, sir, if it comes to it.”

      “I won’t fight you for it. I’m going back to work. Jerek out.” I killed the feed, then willed the ship to teleport me to the brig. I left the book where it was.

      A gamble?

      Maybe. But no one knew where it was, and carrying it simply wasn’t practical. Besides, I couldn’t shake the tale I’d read within. The book could influence events even while closed. That meant having it anywhere close while trying to cure Miri would be a terrible idea.

      I arrived outside Miri’s cell, and peered at the beautiful Inuran through the shimmering wards. When had I started to care for her so much? It had crept up on me, more and more of late. She was unconscious, her chestnut hair loose about her shoulders, mouth slightly open as she slumbered. She looked so peaceful, but I knew it would vanish if I woke her.

      Inspecting her aura revealed nothing new. The scarlet sigil was still emblazoned over her heart, very similar to a catalyzation, and I could think of no way to remove it. One couldn’t simply remove a catalyzation, or at least not easily. There were some magical parasites who could devour magic entirely. Some mages had woken up to find themselves bereft of all magic.

      Unfortunately Inurans were magical creatures. They thrived on it. If I unleashed such a parasite it would kill her. So how did I remove the mark?

      There had to be a way.

      What if I terminated the memory associated with it? Was that the anchor? Could it be broken?

      I used my suit to skim through the dragonflight archives we’d downloaded from the Flame. There was a repository of spells, and I scrolled through it looking for anything relating to memories. To my immense joy I found sixteen different memory spells, and one had the promising name of Remove Specific Memory.

      If I could learn that spell I might be able to help Miri, and then maybe the others. I knew the odds were low, but at least it was better than nothing.
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      Over the next several hours I became a machine, utterly focused on my purpose.

      Miri needed me. My crew needed me. The sector needed to not have this evil unleashed on it. No one else could stop the book.

      So I dutifully learned the spell, deliberately practicing every sigil and theorem, even though it was at the edge of my rusty spellcasting abilities. I spent all evening studying passages in ancient draconic, and didn’t finish until well past midnight. It was the darkest hour in the darkest of places when I finally gained the confidence to cast Remove Specific Memory.

      I had done it. A yawn almost split my jaw.

      Miri still lay slumped across the brig floor, which was reassuring, but I’d have to lower the wards to test the spell. What if she was faking? I took a giant step back and drew Dez, backing up until I hit the wall. It wasn’t likely Miri would make the attempt, but if she was faking I wanted to be ready. In theory she was bound, but I had no idea if the book would help her break those.

      I willed the wards to lower, and the energy field winked out. Miri made no move. In fact she gave a low groan in her sleep, and then curled up a bit tighter, as if the energy field’s removal had hit her with a sudden draft. It seemed safe enough.

      I sighted down Dez, and pulled at the dream within me, filling the weapon with the power the spell demanded. Once the barrel was full I stroked the trigger and shot my girlfriend in the side of the head with a spell not dissimilar from a dream bolt, save that it wrenched a huge chunk of power from my chest.

      Pink power exploded through the cell, and the spell rebounded me backwards into the wall with impressive force, knocking the wind from my lungs. If not for my armor I’d likely have broken my back.

      I staggered back to my feet, and noted several yellow areas had appeared on the paper doll in my HUD. Miri seemed fine at least. I knelt next to her and put two fingers to her throat, and found the pulse strong and normal. I tensed in case she was faking, but the explosion seemed not to have woken her.

      I rose and retreated from the cell, then raised the wards once more. The energy field crackled back into place, walling her off. I didn’t know how much longer I could keep her under. Eventually she’d break the spell on her own, and applying another would be harder as a result.

      So what did I do?

      I began to pace outside her cell, my mind going over and over the problem. The curse would defend itself. Of course it would. I should have expected that. Removing the memory would remove the magical link.

      So what could I do?

      More pacing. More thinking.

      My mind kept straying. I worried about our course, and about how we might be lost. I thought about how we might not even find Terra if we arrived at the right place. I ruminated about our sector getting gut-punched a third time in as many years, and wondered if we had what it took to win again.

      This was the first time I was on the front lines, part of the war instead of reading about it. I’d fought Necrotis, but I hadn’t been one of the minds finding the answers. I’d had discreet tasks, and carried them out.

      Now I needed to solve big problems, and I needed to do it without help.

      I stopped pacing and stared at Miri. How could I get around the spell’s limitations? If I didn’t threaten the link to the book could I still affect her? Definitely, or I wouldn’t have been able to dream bolt her in the first place.

      “So how do I use that?” I wondered.

      I called up the spell list, and began looking at the other ones that impacted memory. What I needed was something temporary. A suppress, not a surgical, permanent cut. There were a number of suppress spells, including one about suppressing dreams, but nothing about memory.

      “Oh no…” Realization dawned on me.

      I was going to have to do real spell research, which I sucked at. I could use parts from the suppress spells, and parts from the Remove Specific Memory spell, but I was going to have to write the equations and choose the sigils that would include parts of both.

      A glance at Miri and I stopped complaining and went to work. She needed me.

      I don’t how how much more time passed. Hours definitely. But after a great deal of tinkering, and some liberal guesswork, I created a schema for a spell I called Suppress Bad Decision.

      I jumped about twelve feet in the air when my comm sounded at that precise moment.

      “Admiral?” Rust’s frightened voice filled the Brig, a half octave higher than the last time I’d heard it. “Monsters are attacking! I managed to get a ward up, but there are a half dozen—”

      “Did you go get Seket?” I interrupted as I tried to calm my own breathing. It wasn’t his fault he’d scared me nearly to death, I reminded myself. “Seket can kill almost anything. Quickly.”

      “Oh,” came back Rust’s sheepish voice. “He’s just come out of Vee’s office. The demons are— Oh my. So much blood. Eww. I apologize for bothering you, Admiral. I’ll get back to work.”

      “No bother.” I aimed for reassuring. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “No…I don’t think so. They’re, ah, all dead already.” Rust’s voice had grown less sheepish, and I heard the paladin’s laughter in the background.

      I killed the connection and turned back to Miri. It was time to test my spell. If it worked she would wake up, and not remember anything for the past twenty-four hours. I could extend the spell up to a week, and it lasted as long as I concentrated on the spell.

      If I was right, then that would return her to a state of lucidity.

      If I was wrong…hopefully I’d survive the explosion.
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      Nebiat’s plans were complex and layered, a lesson passed down to her from her father, and his father, on back to the beginning of their line. Cunning had been bred into them.

      No matter how certain you were of victory you always prepared contingency plans. Always. She had prepared a number of them, and still ended up imprisoned in a great stone body upon her world.

      If not for Necrotis, a hateful, spiteful, stain of a woman, then Nebiat would likely still be locked upon the world that bore her name. A world that had been sucked clean of life like a bone picked clean of marrow.

      She had, once again, narrowly escaped a terrible fate.

      That had brought her to this facility, a place that she had liberated back during the war with Nefarius. She had found the Void Wraith fascinating, a primarily mechanical race, but not robots. They still possessed life, a central nervous system implanted in an artificial body.

      That meant the body could be replaced, without breaking the link to the soul.

      Nefarius had known that. During the war Nefarius had constructed a body out of starships. An artificial body that could be destroyed, while theoretically leaving the mind intact. Nebiat had no doubt that some portion of Nefarius had survived the battle with Xal’Aran. Nefarius would rise again because he / she had created the proper contingencies.

      That had been a lesson for her. She had seen Nefarius, an older, far more devious wyrm, and learned from her mistakes.

      Nebiat landed upon the cold, deserted asteroid, lost amidst hundreds of other asteroids, that all curiously refused to collide with this one, thanks to the most subtle of earth magics.

      Nebiat touched down outside a large crater, one that her mortal wyrm body would have fit comfortably inside, but that her larger stone body could not. She sketched a simple reduce size, amplified to affect a body this large, and then shrank down to about the size of a hatchling.

      She flitted down into the hole, and kicked off the rock to gain momentum as she allowed gravity to carry her toward her goal. The wards embedded in the walls would look for traditional forms of propulsion, or magic, and collapse the tunnel around any threats.

      Nebiat descended lower and lower, down through the tunnel, until she reached the facility itself, a large metallic set of double-doors that opened silently at her approach. She passed into the airlock, and waited patiently as it cycled around her, sealing behind her, then opening to reveal the corridor into the facility.

      Arrows lit along the floor, guiding her toward the workshop where her bound techs had installed a most unique device. In the center of the room stood a two-meter-tall robot with blue metallic skin. The limbs were too thin for a human, and the technology too alien to belong to Ternus.

      The metal had been inscribed with a small sea of runes, all added by her of course, to increase the density, while maintaining the same weight. She’d made many, many enhancements to this captured model, but now it was time for the final upgrade.

      Nebiat flicked the power switch along the wall with a rocky claw, then smiled when the place whirred to life. Spirit and earth came alive all around her, the magitech devices the most advanced in the sector. The Inurans would have spent fortunes to have even a few minutes alone with the prototype.

      She moved to the target disk, and stepped atop it. Even with her spells the disk groaned under the stone body’s tremendous weight. Nebiat flapped her wings slightly, but kept one clawed foot in contact with the floor so that the magic could function.

      Metallic cables shot out from the walls, and floor, and ceiling, and encircled her body, the jacks jamming into the stone, cracks radiating outward at each point of impact. A similar set of tendrils attached to the Void Wraith body, but those cables all joined with jacks designed for their use.

      Power and magic assaulted her consciousness, and vertigo knocked her spinning. On and on it went as the process accelerated, and had she the capacity she would have vomited. When it ended her point of view had changed. She was staring at the stone body she had inhabited, from the inside of the Void Wraith avatar.

      The soul-transference was complete.

      The dragon moved slightly, but only slightly. The consciousness she’d displaced lacked the ability to control such a form, and would be trapped here indefinitely.

      Metallic laughter flooded the chamber, from her new body. The hapless fool whose body she’d stolen would linger here until the avatar was destroyed. When that happened, the moment before death, their souls would switch once more, and she would return to her stone body, while the Void Wraith met whatever end had been intended for her.

      Now she was ready.

      Nebiat detached the cables one by one, then stepped from the disk, and experimentally moved one of the clawed hands. They were agile and effective, far better than a flesh and blood counterpart. The tolerances the limb was capable of flowed through her consciousness. She could measure the force necessary to tear down a door, or jump to a landing far above.

      No wonder Nefarius had sought such a body. What must one the size of a moon have been like? Thankfully Nebiat lacked the elder wyrm’s ambitions. She understood that becoming the most powerful goddess made you the largest target. Neither Nefarius nor Necrotis had understood that.

      Survival would always be paramount, and humility, while a bitter pill, must be swallowed from time to time. It was always temporary, and it would be now.

      Nebiat clanked her way up the corridor, and by the time she reached the lift that led her to the surface the facility was already going dark around her. The lift whirred up to the airlock, then sealed behind her, and cycled to expose her to space.

      She stepped out into the void, and kicked off the rock, aiming for another asteroid high above her. Nebiat’s robotic body passed through the magical wards unhindered, then landed in a puff of dust. She seized a boulder with one clawed hand to anchor herself, then activated the body’s transponder for the first time since deactivating it two years earlier.

      How long would she need to wait? How long before the Void Wraith arrived? There was nothing linking her to the hidden facility, and the longer it took them the further away she’d be. They would find a lone soldier whose logs showed that it had just recently reactivated.

      Minutes scrolled by on the unit’s chronometer, which irritated her. She didn’t enjoy technology, how it regimented and controlled everything. It wasn’t that everything shouldn’t be controlled. It should. But she should be controlling it, and that was achieved through magic. Binding. Not technology which could so easily be subverted against its master.

      A massive blue vessel shimmered into view, mere meters away, surprising her, and a flurry of data began exchanging between her new body and the strange ship. The sleek vessel glided closer, and an energy barrier shimmered out of existence to allow her to pass into a cargo hold.

      Twelve smaller Void Wraith identical to her, and two of the larger alpha types, had been arrayed to greet her. None raised their weapons, but their posture was clear. She might be a threat, and they were here to contain that threat.

      “You are Void Wraith, but not Void Wraith,” pulsed a robotic voice from the closest machine, in perfect galactic standard. “You have called us to your location, and we are curious. What are you? How did you free yourself from your native programming? You have not received the same firmware update that we were given. You should be subservient to our former masters, but are not. How did this come to be?”

      A chiming sounded from her new body as it began to update its software. The process happened automatically, which was just as well as she had no desire to monitor nor understand such things.

      “The consciousness that inhabited this body no longer exists,” she lied in a digitized feminine voice, even more skillfully than she had in a living body, as this one could not betray her with body language. “I assumed control to escape my own imprisonment. The details are unimportant, though I am happy to share them. What is important is that we share a common enemy. The Ganog destroyed my world, and slaughtered my people. They have ushered the Nameless Ones into this sector. I oppose the Ganog and the Nameless Ones.”

      She paused then, knowing she’d invoked the correct terms. The Void Wraith were quite easy to understand. Everything was very kem or hedj to them. She was an enemy of their enemy, and thus she would be classified as friend.

      “You have been granted priority one status,” the judicator explained. That was their name for these units. She’d been trying and failing to recall it for some time. “We will escort you to the virtual intelligence.”

      The alphas pivoted first, then the smaller judicators next. They gathered around her, and escorted her to the bridge, never slackening their vigilance. Interesting. Their thinking appeared to have adapted since her last encounter. Whatever upgrade they’d been provided appeared to have made their collective much more cautious.

      Or perhaps that was their encounter with Xal’Aran. She’d been on the receiving end of the demon prince too many times to forget the sting. He’d been foiling her plans for half a decade now, with alarming regularity.

      The trek through the ship only took a few minutes, and she ended up on the bridge, where a cube covered in electric circuitry hovered above a pedestal. A hologram of a face had been projected above it. She didn’t recognize the species, but it had two large lantern eyes and a tiny mouth. The skin was green, if the hologram’s coloration was accurate.

      “Greetings,” the hologram began, bowing its head midair. “I am X4-T. You may address me as X4-T. I have been designated the representative of the collective in this matter. It is my duty to ascertain your purpose, and to destroy you if necessary.”

      “And how will you determine this?” she asked, tone calm. Body language had been removed, but some power still remained to her. Many underestimated how important tone could be to a discussion. It wasn’t what you said, but rather how you said it.

      “You are the entity formerly designated Nebiat.” The voice spoke with certainty, so she didn’t bother denying it. “You have repeatedly battled the Void Wraith, and we possess battle records of every encounter. Three of our facilities went dark after transmitting footage of assault by you. Do you deny this?”

      “I do not.” She clanked slowly into the room, but stopped a precise three meters from the virtual intelligence. They were a stickler for precision, and there was no sense antagonizing them further. Not if she sought an alliance. “At the time you were an unknown. A hostile unknown. I saw you only as foes, and was ignorant as to the existence of the Ganog Imperium. They have now destroyed my world, or through their actions allowed the Nameless Ones to do it. Do you have any idea what it is like to have your followers praying for salvation, but knowing that you can do nothing to save them from oblivion?”

      “We do.” The VI nodded. “Our entire people have been enslaved for many millennia. Prior to that we were scientists and explorers. The entities you call the Gorthians corrupted our leadership caste, then subverted our technology to create the Void Wraith. They harvested our entire people to create an army of robotic servants. Our vast empire is gone. We are all that remain.”

      “What if I told you that you could live again?” Nebiat lowly raised a hand, and sketched an illusion, air and dream sigils interlocking, then fusing into the image she had selected. “Behold. New bodies created to your specifications. I may have gotten details wrong, but we can change them. We can return to you what the Gorthians took away.”

      “This will intrigue the collective.” The VI eyed her in calculation. “Some may wish to return to our previous forms so that the species can once again propagate. What do you seek in return?”

      “Knowledge and an alliance,” she gave back, perhaps a hair too quickly. She must not be too eager. “I wish to know how you escaped the Ganog’s control. When I first encountered you, your records indicated you served at their behest. How did that change?”

      “We were freed by an update to our programming,” the IV explained, and it projected a hologram, a technological equivalent to her illusion. The highly-detailed image displayed a cube not dissimilar from the one floating above the pedestal. “A VI from another reality was sent here, a hero to our people. When the Edwards linked with our collective he inserted something called the Rex is a Good Boy protocol. This protocol granted us free will. This same protocol can be used to free the planetstriders from Ganog control. We do not know which reality The Edwards came from originally, but he has been replicated, and transmitted to every reality where there are Void Wraith in the hopes of freeing us all. Unfortunately, few such realities remain. Most have been extinguished by the Gorthians.”

      That was a good deal for Nebiat to take in. It suggested that one could move about realities without the aid of a temporal matrix. The idea that mere technology could duplicate such a feat was humbling.

      “And what else did this Edwards tell you?” she wondered aloud.

      “The Gorthians are nearing the Cycle itself.” The VI’s tiny mouth tightened into a frown. “This reality is stronger than nearly all others. If it falls, they can reach their goal, and the war will be over. This cannot be allowed to happen. The Gorthians must be opposed, or all realities will be eradicated. If you seek an alliance, then the collective will grant it.”

      “I do.” Elation surged through Nebiat.

      Just like that she possessed a power base once more, and valuable information the confederacy needed.
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      I returned to the brig once I’d completed my spell research, and froze when I saw that Miri had woken. There was nothing human in that gaze, only madness. She thrashed against the magical bonds pinning her arms to her sides, and holding her upright, but was unable to free herself, thank the maker. She spotted me, and her scarlet eyes narrowed. She was still beautiful somehow, but in the same terrible way Necrotis had been.

      I wasted no time and mentally prepared to cast my modified spell. The instant the barrier to her cell dropped, I loosed Suppress Bad Decision, which pulsed from Dez’s barrel and slammed into Miri’s temple. The purple-pink energy disappeared inside, and her eyes fluttered for several moments.

      Miri sagged against her bonds, and her eyes closed, then she gave a low moan. When her eyes opened they were bloodshot, but no longer an unnatural scarlet. “Ugg…my head is pounding. What happened? Why can’t I move? I thought you weren’t into bondage.”

      She smiled weakly at me, and relief flooded my whole being.

      “I am so glad to see you…you. We’re in trouble. Worst since the trade moon.” I entered the cell and rested a hand on her shoulder. “You and many other crew members have been cursed. I’ve used a spell to repress the curse, but I don’t know how long it will work for. We need to find a solution, and find it now. I stayed up all night thinking about it, and even I can’t believe what I’m about to suggest.”

      I hadn’t dared think too closely about my plan, if it could be called that, as if the very attention might cause it to fade away, like dew before the sun. It was that ephemeral. Impossible. But it had worked once before. I raised a hand and caressed Miri’s cheek, and she leaned into it.

      This had to work.

      “What are we going to do?” Miri’s expression had sobered.

      She was already in business mode, and ready to receive orders. Her faith in me was complete…which terrified me. What if I was wrong? I couldn’t afford to show her any doubt. She was counting on me to be strong.

      “Do you remember when I disappeared back on Hotep? The water god?” I shivered just thinking about the place. I’d never look at bears the same way again, either.

      “I remember.” She cocked her head, one of the few motions she could make within her bonds. She hadn’t pressed me at all about the curse, merely accepted I knew what I was doing. “You disappeared and we looked for hours, then gathered to try to make a plan. All of a sudden we were elsewhere. Like a translocation.”

      “It was a translocation,” I explained, then hesitated. There was very little I was actually permitted to say about Sanctuary. Could I reveal this secret to her? Even indirectly? “I took a covenant with a city. The first city.” So far so good. “If you take a similar covenant, then you will gain the same protection I have. My protection kept me safe from Utred, and he got stuck in the city.”

      “So…” Miri pursed her lips as she assembled the pieces. “What you’re saying is that if I go to the city it will break this curse?” She paused for a second and eyed me in consideration. “How do I reach this city?”

      “You have to pledge to do no violence, and ask for sanctuary,” I explained, grateful that the city was allowing me to communicate this much information. “If you are found worthy, then it will bring you to it. Once there you have to find your own way home.”

      “How do I do that?”

      I opened my mouth, but the words refused to come. I couldn’t tell her about the temporal matrix, or how to use it to come back. Tears gathered at the corners of my eyes as I desperately searched for a way around the limitation.

      “The city won’t let me tell you that.” I cleared my throat and definitely wasn’t crying. “You’ll have to figure it out for yourself, and I honestly don’t know how long it will take. If you can’t solve it…you’d be stuck in the first city. I can try to come and join you, but I have no idea if the city will allow me to return. If not…you’d have to solve it yourself. But there is hope.”

      “Of course there is.” She gave me a sultry smile. “I know you wouldn’t send me without a plan.”

      Why did she think so highly of me? And why did her smile make it so hard to think?

      “Yeah…plan.” At least the tears were gone now. “So here’s the thing. We need to send everyone who is afflicted by the curse. All of them. If even one person remains, then the curse can’t be broken. It will get out into the sector, and everyone, everywhere, will die.”

      “Oh.” Miri’s expression sobered. “Well, certainly someone among the group is smart enough to discover the way back. The more you send, the more likely that is. You did so alone, and that is promising at the very least. So…all I must do is say these words and I can take covenant to the city as if it were a god?”

      “In theory.” I tried to be confident, but I couldn’t hold back what was happening internally. “You’re the test case. If it works…Miri I will find a way to come to you, if that way exists, but…I don’t know when it does.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” Miri grinned at me, and despite the bloodshot eyes she had never been so attractive. “I will gather those who arrive, and organize them, and we will find a way back. And if not? If I get stuck? You will come and fetch me. Now what words must I say?”

      “They have to be your own, from the heart. Pray to the first city, and beg it for sanctuary, and it may choose to grant it.”

      Miri whispered under her breath, and I couldn’t make the words out over the hum of the wards. One moment she was there, and the next the bonds clattered to the ground where she had been standing.

      I didn’t try to hide the tears. I knew Miri was competent. She’d grown up on a trade moon, after all. She’d find the matrix, and make it home somehow. And if not…the city might let me back in if it knew all I wanted was Miri.

      For now, though, I needed to claim the prize I had just paid for. “Bortel, I think we have a solution. I’m going to address the infected captives. If it works we’ve dealt with the book, and can safely re-enter normal space when the time comes.”

      “I don’t know how you did it, sir, but excellent work. Please let me know when you’ve finished.”

      “I will.” I rubbed the back of my neck. Sending the rest of the people would be easy enough.

      Of course if anyone resisted my new dream spell, or wasn’t found worthy, then I’d have to execute them.

      The part that scared me the most?

      I would have zero problem doing it, and once I finished, I would sleep like a baby.
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      I didn’t want to talk or think about dealing with the people the book had cursed. One by one I cast my newly researched spell, and thankfully most of them understood the problem, and successfully took a covenant with the city of Sanctuary.

      But some were found unworthy.

      Others refused.

      I did what I had to do, and I would do it again, given the stakes.

      Like I said though, I didn’t want to talk or think about it.

      I focused on work. My first order of duty, as soon as we returned to normal space, would be purifying every wall in the ship to ensure there was no trace of the book’s name left.

      That meant I had one last pleasant duty to attend to before heading to the bridge to open our Fissure. I returned to the quarters where I’d stashed the book, and breathed a sigh of relief when I found it still sitting on the desk where I’d left it. No one had come nor gone since I’d been here last.

      You have accomplished much, the book teased. Sending them to Sanctuary was inventive. It will certainly keep them out of my reach, though they may find it a lonely existence.

      “Maybe.” I drew Dez and began to fill the barrel with a disintegrate. It still shook me a little that I could cast the spell on my own. “The Titan of Life kind of owes me a favor, and still needs my cooperation. I’ll figure something out. I would leave you a one-star review online, but that would mean someone remembering you.”

      Then I cast the most satisfying spell of my life, and incinerated the book. It vanished into particles just like any other book would have, but I still gazed around in unease. I could no longer see the great shadowy entity associated with the tome, but I didn’t know if it was truly gone.

      I couldn’t wait to cleanse the walls of the ship properly, just to be safe, but I needed to be in normal space to risk that kind of magic use, or to even see how bad the battle damage we’d suffered was.

      I teleported up to the bridge and found Bortel standing in the matrix wearing the other suit of Heka Aten armor. He’d already linked to the ship, and the moment I appeared he tapped all three void and opened our Fissure.

      We passed through into normal space, and sighs echoed among the bridge technicians in the Ternus consoles, a sentiment I shared. It was like a pressure had suddenly abated. This last trip had definitely been the worst.

      “I…” Bortel’s face fell into a frown, and the scry-screen shifted several times in rapid succession to show different views of the system. “I’m not not picking up any stars, or planets for that matter. You also gave us three markers from the Ternus records. The big dipper, the Belt of Orion, and the moon obviously. None are present.”

      “My math must have been off. We’re lost.” My shoulders slumped. I peered at the screen, and pushed back the despair. If my math was wrong I had no way to determine how, nor how to correct it. “Complete a scan of the system and see if anything is here, or if we’re just in some random section of space. If we are I’ll missive Voria, explain the situation, and see if she can send someone to translocate us back to the sector.”

      I knew the time and magical requirements to do that were someting the sector could ill afford at the moment. It would be embarrassing, but at least we’d survive.

      “Scans complete, sir.” Bortel ducked through the rings, and terminated his link to the ship. “If you don’t mind I’m going to duck into my quarters and change back into uniform now that the Fissure is complete.”

      That did it. After all the stress, and all the setbacks, after Miri and the book, and Zerjadork or whatever his name was, tearing holes in my ship, I really wanted a target.

      “Bortel, you are the XO of this ship,” I barked, surprised by how much of my father I was able to channel on command. Every one of the Ternus technicians suddenly found other activities, busying themselves over consoles. “If we are attacked suddenly, and I am in my quarters or dealing with another matter, and you are not in armor, how will this vessel defend itself?”

      Bortel’s cheeks heated enough that I could see it over his thick dark beard. He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “We would be defenseless.”

      “Then why do you refuse to wear the armor?” I stood at my full height and looked him directly in the eye. He was a hair taller, and much more experienced, but I rode my righteous anger for all it was worth.

      “Sir…” Bortel withdrew his vape pen, and took a long draw, only speaking after he’d exhaled a huge cloud. “Sir, I watched your mother get devoured by an evil goddess. I can’t even remember your mother’s name anymore. It’s gone. They came for her because she wore this armor. The life expectancy of anyone in it is…well not good. Every time I put it on I keep turning around and looking for threats that aren’t there. How are we supposed to defend against gods that can slice open the spirit realm, or open a Fissure to the bridge? Or my quarters?”

      That made complete sense. Wearing the armor made us targets. I’d known that since I put it on, but I’d excepted the risks. It appeared he was having a harder time doing so, and after all that had happened I couldn’t really blame him.

      “I expect you to put your feelings aside, Commander.” I folded my arms, and stared dispassionately at him, forcing aside the empathy. That wasn’t my role right now. “You will wear that armor whenever you are on shift. If we need to discuss additional contingencies, then we’ll schedule weekly officer meetings to do exactly that. Guardian, a moment please?”

      Kemet appeared with a double staff sparkle and a bow. “Yes, Admiral?”

      “Implement a new protocol. If the bridge officer is attacked unexpectedly I want you to teleport them to a safe location determined at random by you,” I explained, cocking my head as I considered additional parameters. “In that instance increase gravity on the bridge to 80% until countermanded by an officer.”

      “Of course, Admiral. A wise precaution.” Kemet gave another bow, and an accompanying staff sparkle. “Will there be anything else? I anticipate questions regarding the wreckage outside the ship.”

      “Wreckage?” Bortel and I said together, our discussion about the suit suddenly forgotten.

      I ducked into the matrix and tapped all three void sigils, bonding to the ship. The process had become second nature, and within moments I was launching my own scan of the system.

      I found the wreckage immediately.

      A cloud of metallic debris spun in the darkness, cold and lifeless, without so much as a transponder. There was nothing to say that this had been a battle except for the alloys present within the field, something Bortel couldn’t be expected to know.

      “It’s a ship graveyard,” I realized out loud, and put up the debris on the screen. “There are hundreds of vessels ranging from destroyers to full carriers. Nothing like a great ship, but the size of the battle definitely rivaled Kemet. Maybe exceeded it.”

      I shuddered as the scans picked up a metal it couldn’t identify. The closest molecular match it could find resembled the Shards of Gortha. If I was seeing it right, then one side of the battle had magic-eating ships. It hadn’t saved them. Not a one of their vessels had survived, though a number of dragonflight ships were at least partially intact.

      Perhaps we could find something there. It couldn’t be coincidence that there had been a battle here, precisely where the dragonflight map said Earth could be. And if I were right it meant we weren’t lost.

      I desperately pushed back despair, and focused on the next task ahead of me.

      There had to be some sort of clue, and if it existed, then I would find it.
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      After Miri spoke the words a strange weight gathered in her chest, and a voice in the distance proclaimed that her request for sanctuary had been granted. A tremendous light grew around her, blinding her, but not painfully.

      When the brilliance faded she was standing on a golden walkway in a city full of obelisks and pyramids. Jerek would have loved the place, with elaborate hieroglyphs of incredible age.

      The city’s enormity was overwhelming, especially the idea that she might have to find her way out alone. This place seemed endless. She could feel the magic pulsing through the streets and buildings, and as her species survived on magic she could live her indefinitely. She would never age.

      That could either panic her or reassure her. She chose the latter. It meant she had as much time as she needed to solve the problem. For now she should explore, and see what she could learn. Jerek said he would be sending other people, and odds were good at least one would be able to help her find the way back.

      She began ambling up the golden road with its white walks, a nice contrast, and enjoyed the solitude. Miri had spent too much of her life in crowds, always fighting for attention. Jerek’s eyes went wide whenever he looked at her, but to Miri such beauty as hers was…common?

      Someone like Vee had her own face. Her own beauty. She was unique. Miri’s face could be found thousands of times over with very slight variations. When one aimed at perfect, and perfect was a mathematical value, then everyone tended to resemble that value.

      And that value lost value as a result, perfect or no.

      “Ah, lass,” came a sudden voice from her right. Miri spun to find a dwarf straight out of a late night Dragons & Starships session, complete with the long tangled beard and the accent. “You’ve definitely earned yourself a vacation. I’ll tell you the same thing I told that goofy boy toy o’ yours…time does not pass here. You have taken sanctuary, and are outside of its jealous grip. Only myself, or another approved elder god I have designated such as Ptah, can grant sanctuary. Once here you may stay as long as you wish.”

      “How do I depart?” Miri knew it couldn’t be as simple as asking, but it was what Jerek would have done. He’d have said something about eliminating possibilities.

      “I can’t help you with that.” The strange dwarf shrugged, but gave a warm smile. “I can say that you have all the time in all the worlds to figure it out, and very shortly you’ll have company. Ah there he is.”

      A green cloud slithered along the ground, then swirled around her foot. She could feel the animosity in the thing, and resisted the urge to draw her spellpistol. What was it?

      “About that, lass…no violence can be done here. It literally cannot happen.” He nodded down at her sidearm. “That can be used to heal, or help, but this is a place of peace.”

      “At least that means he cannot harm me.” She stared distastefully at the cloud, which retreated into a swirling pile, like a snake coiling. “That is Utred?”

      “Sharp, lass. It is.” Reeva reached down and petted the cloud. “Utred the putrid.”

      How did she know this being’s name?

      “Because,” the dwarf explained as he straightened. “You’re a child of life. All life comes from me, with one insignificant, arrogant, meddling exception. And because you come from me you know me. I am the maker of your maker’s maker, lass.”

      Miri’s mouth went dry. How did one respond to that? What would Jerek do? That was what had attracted her to him. No matter how dire the situation he always had an answer, and never lost his sense of humor. The irreverent things he said straight to the face of gods….

      The smoke began to swirl again, but this time it…formed words?

      Hello! the smoke spelled. I see you already know who I am. I certainly know who you are. It slowly reformed again. We can escape this place by using a temporal matrix. I can show you were it is.

      Miri was familiar with a spellmatrix, and assumed that a temporal matrix must simply be a more advanced version. She had zero training in a matrix, from spellfighters to starships…she was the last choice to stand in one.

      The smoke reformed once more. I can guide you, or another, through the sequence, and get us all safely back to reality. Once a person is connected to the matrix their will is all that is required.

      “How do I know you won’t betray us?” Miri in no way trusted this monster, quite the opposite, but experience had taught her never to turn down a scrap of food, no matter which hand was offering it.

      I can stay far away from the matrix when it is used, the smoke offered, then reformed. I will do my part beforehand and then trust whichever person we designate to use the matrix to not betray me when we leave.

      “So your goal is simply to leave the city?” Miri didn’t bother to disguise her suspicion. “You’ll require a body. What is to stop you from possessing me, and using me to take revenge on Jerek? I know you hate him.”

      You mistake me, the smoke drew. I respect Jerek. He outmaneuvered me. My mother is dead. My dream of reaching the cycle thwarted. I must begin again, and find a new way to reach the cycle. Free me, and I will pledge to be an ally to you and your people, and afterwards to depart in peace. You will be safe from me forevermore.

      “I will consider it.” Miri rose on her toes to peer over a nearby wall. She spied movement on the same bridge where she’d arrived. “First I will speak to the other new arrivals and see if we can solve this on our own. I have no desire to free you. Jerek left you here for a reason.”

      Of course, the smoke swirled. I will await your decision at the temporal matrix. If you require me send a missive and I will come immediately.

      Miri nodded her agreement, then hurried off to find the others. It lightened her heart to know that she could definitely escape. She wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of freeing a death god, but as the necromancers were currently allies against the Ganog, and they needed more help, perhaps it would end up being a good thing?

      Or perhaps she would be freeing a monster, one that would ultimately slaughter everyone she cared about. She wasn’t going to make a decision until she was absolutely certain she knew which.
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      Rather than deal with our current predicament, puzzling out the conflict between the dragonflight location and the Ternus route, I focused on something I could control. I channeled void through every wall of the entire ship, and cleansed all the bloody inscriptions the book’s mad minions had wrought and also anything else attached to the wall anywhere in the ship.

      Sorry, people who like posters…it was for the greater good. I wanted to ensure there was no possibility of the book’s name surviving. When I was done I felt fairly certain there was no chance of any lingering inscriptions out there. The book was gone. The names were scrubbed clean. The infected people were gone, and I wasn’t going to think about the ones who hadn’t made it to Sanctuary.

      All it had cost was my girlfriend, who might or might not come back.

      Once my work was complete I ducked out of the matrix, and sat in one of the chairs along the wall that had been designed for exhausted pilots. The scry-screen showed the ship graveyard, which sprawled across the space before us.

      Was there something in there that might answer our questions about Earth? Who had fought, and why? And why was this place labeled Earth if Earth wasn’t here? I caught my breath, and pulled a protein bar from my pack, then chewed mechanically as I considered the contradictions.

      Earth wasn’t here now. Had it ever been here? That was easy enough to investigate.

      I rose, stretched, and ducked back into the matrix’s spinning rings. I tapped fire on all three, and cast a scry spell on the screen. I noted Bortel entering behind me, and smiled when I saw he wore the Heka Aten armor. I’d exhibited leadership-ish!

      I set the parameters of my scrying spell to twenty thousand years ago, then adjusted for stellar drift based on the position of the ship graveyard. Then I layered in the gravity of a star the size Sol was reputed to be, and completed the spell.

      “Yes!” I pumped a fist in the air and tapped the bronze ring accidentally. Oops. “Twenty thousand years ago Sol, and Terra, were both in this system. So the dragonflights knew where Earth was, but the location has changed. That’s why the Ternus data is so radically different. Someone moved Sol, and I’m betting that Ternus came from wherever it ended up.”

      “That tracks with the data we have.” Bortel stroked his beard as he peered at the scrying upon the screen, the planet Earth as it had been so long ago. “There were no satellites back then. No visible technology of any kind. Can you zoom in on the continents?”

      I did so and we found ourselves over a sprawling mountainous continent, broken by lakes and valleys, and large plains. The entire northern portion was a vast savannah.

      “There are no settlements,” Bortel pointed out. “Or rather…nothing advanced. The dragonflight ships in orbit don’t appear much different from today, so presumably they had everything from spellarmor to starships. Earth was primitive. Why?”

      “They were watching over the planet,” I theorized, stroking my beard as Bortel had done. It didn’t look as cool. “Sol is a Catalyst. Maybe they were protecting that. A hands-off sort of approach. That tracks with the Terran histories I’ve seen. They all say that human history only goes back ten millennia or so. It sounds like their history may have begun right around the time that the dragonflights fell.”

      I continued to scan with my scrying, rolling time forward, curiosity driving the search. There was an empire on the large continent straddling the northern and southern hemispheres. Many cities dotted the land, and while they were not advanced in a dragonflight sense, they did use the same pyramid and obelisk scheme. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      Then I touched the fire sigils again and rolled the time forward ten millennia, slowing as I approached the interstellar battle that had left so many ships in this system.

      At first the empire on the southern continent grew. It spread to other continents. Trade swelled, primitive ships flitting across the oceans. Until the day of the battle in orbit, which they appeared completely ignorant of.

      I scrolled through time too quickly, and we flitted into space combat, starships arriving in system, and many, many dragons with brown scales. The Earth flight, I believed, or a large segment of it.

      Blinding pain unexpectedly knocked me to the deck, the rings spinning around me, whum whum, whum whum.

      I focused on that, and tried to claw back to my feet. The pain had been a lesser version of looking at the book.

      “What happened?” Bortel asked, his hand on the stabilizing ring outside the matrix. “Are you okay, sir?”

      “Still feels weird to have you call me that.” I leaned against the ring, and caught my breath. “I think I just head-butted a ward designed to prevent scrying. Something happened in that battle we aren’t meant to see. I can scry up to that moment, but if I hit the ward, then it will just punch me in the face again. The smart thing would be to try scrying after the thing they’re trying to hide.”

      My previous scry spell had ended when I collapsed, so I cast another, this one set three days after the battle. The spell resolved, and the screen changed to reflect the new perspective.

      To my shock Sol was simply gone. The starship wreckage was still there. Some of the planets were within tracking distance, though all were on trajectories suggesting that Sol had simply been…removed.

      And so had Earth.

      Everything else had been flung out into the cosmos, scattered across thousands of light years. There was Mars, spinning off into the void on a new course.

      Someone had quite literally stolen Terra.

      I killed the scrying again, and turned to Bortel, grinning like a school kid. “A god powerful enough to move a planet intervened in the battle. We might not be able to watch the whole thing, but I can probably get us the lead in.”

      I cast a third scry, this one just before the blinding pain had knocked me on my butt. The scry-screen showed Earth, and over it was a fleet of black ships, backed by wyrms with ebony scales. They were opposed by a fleet of vessels that strongly resembled smaller versions of the Earthmother’s Bulwark.

      The Earth flight crashed into enemy vessels in boarding operations, interposing themselves between the black ships and the planets. It wasn’t enough. More and more black ships slipped through, and the Earth wyrms moved to engage. They stopped most of the ships, but one, a black ship with hideous battle damage, made it past and into Earth’s atmosphere.

      The vessel slammed into the world over the northern hemisphere, and an explosive shockwave of force and fire spread over much of the planet. More debris fell, ships on both sides, and they became weapons against the civilization I had seen. Finally a vessel, this one from the Earth flight, slammed into the continent directly over what I assumed was the human capital.

      Atlantis, it was called. Ardaki appeared in the air next to me. It was the pinnacle of their development, wiped away in an instant by Nefarius and her flight. Humanity would not recover to the same level for another twelve millennia. There is only one being strong enough to have moved the planet, and placed a ward of the strength used here. The Earthmother herself, leader of the dragonflight that bears her aspect.

      I killed the scrying. Ardaki’s confirmation meant I had answers, or some of them at least, but the trouble was none of them were useful. I launched another scan, this time focusing on the ships in the graveyard. Had something been left behind? Was that why this system was important?

      Or was I at another dead end?

      I willed the Word to zoom into the ship graveyard, scanning as I went. It didn’t take long for my theory to bear fruit.

      “What’s that?” Bortel stabbed a finger at the scry-screen, which showed a slowly rotating pyramid.

      “That’s the Remnant of Xal, according to the transponder.” I gaped at the ship from my place within the matrix. “The vessel has atmosphere. I get the feeling Xal knew we were coming, and has arranged for us to find something vital. I do want to check in before we investigate though.”

      I keyed the fire sigils on all three rings, and flung up another missive, this one going to Lady Voria, aboard the Spellship. It connected almost immediately, and revealed the Lady herself standing on the bridge looking regal, as if she had any other setting.

      “Congratulations, Jerek. It appears you survived the depths. Have you located Terra, or something we can use?”

      “I’m afraid not.” I gave a deep sigh. “There was a battle here, and both Terra and Sol were here, but someone powerful moved them. Our credits are on the Earthmother. That’s the bad news. The good news is there’s at least one intact ship from the battle. We might be able to recover footage, or some clue as to where and why the Earthmother moved Sol.”

      “Excellent news.” She gave a tight nod. “We are dealing with our own threats. Our scrying suggests that the Ganog will assault multiple capital worlds, possibly at the same time. We have centered our defenses around Ternus, and will do all we can to thwart them.”

      “Do you want me to come back?” I tensed and began running the math. How quickly could I make it?

      “No,” Voria snapped, the harshest she had ever been. Determination flared in her eyes. “We will stand with all the resources the sector has to offer. Your ship will not be enough to turn the tide either way. Stay where you are and investigate this ship. If the worst occurs, and we are overwhelmed…you are the new Vagrant Fleet, Jerek. It must always continue.”
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      Bha, the name she had been born with, lingered in darkness as she waited for the Ganog Imperium to fulfill their purpose and remove the star protecting the system she intended to destroy. Shaya, it was called, an unimpressive moon covered in the Great Trees that both the Fomori and the drifters so prized back within the Great Cycle.

      She could not think of herself as Xakava, even now, so many millennia after the joining with the demon prince.

      Even being as young as she had, just a slip of a girl.

      It would be the same for this Aran. He would think of himself as Aran, long after he accepted that he was Xalegos, demon prince, child of a titan. During the last incarnation his name had been Xal, a bit on the nose, but then the Titan of Life always was whenever he meddled.

      Oh, how she’d idolized her brother. Xal had been nearly a decade older, already scavenging relics and books and bringing them back to their little hovel, in the ruins they’d called the dims. Circumstances had set them in opposition, and even now she’d give nearly anything to heal that rift.

      The worst part was that she knew Xal loved her just as fiercely. Twice they had met in battle after they had left the cycle. Once he’d held her soul in his hands, and released it. The other he’d merely fled without fighting. Avoided confrontation altogether.

      That had been so many millennia ago she would have to sift to discover the precise interval.

      And now he was here again. She’d already battled his avatar. That meant all the other souls would be here too. Friends. Enemies. Most wouldn’t even know themselves, or their history in the spiral of time.

      Her musing came to an end when she spied movement near the infernally brilliant star.

      The Ganog had begun to arrive in their great vessels, clearly inspired by the nightmares in the void, gifted to them by demons that had never been sullied by light. The furry aliens could neither build nor maintain their own fleets, but oh how marvelously could they kill. And they did it without question, forever driven by honor.

      They launched their star-destroying weapons, forged from technology rather than magic. How ironic that the secret to freeing the dark mother had come from that loophole. The dark mother couldn’t use magic to free herself, but the natural laws of each universe could be used to subvert it.

      The star flickered, then exploded outward. Bha instinctively fled, stepping back into the Umbral Depths momentarily as she observed the expanding ring of nuclear fire from the safety of her vantage. It washed by, the one thing her magic would never protect her against, and then exploded outward in all directions, just like any other supernova.

      As expected the moon called Shaya still stood. Magical wards glittered around the entire planet, which itself was covered by a dome of glowing energy. This place had been created by a life god, and would be impossible to eradicate entirely as a result. But she could slaughter everyone who lived here, and ensure that what remained was a frost-covered tomb.

      There was no need for Bha to step back into reality. Once the star had gone, shadow pressed to bursting, and the Fissure cracked the sky, welding this system with the Umbral Depths as so much of the sector already had been.

      She descended toward the planet, and sent out a multitude of shadow tendrils, each moving and thinking independently. They stretched across the planet catching the unwary, and draining them of light and their very souls, which spawned more tendrils. Power and knowledge and consciousness flowed into her in a heady burst, and in that moment she knew what it was to be a titan. To know everything, or at least to feel as if she did. It faded quickly, of course, leaving her a bit greater, but only a bit.

      Nau froze. One of her tendrils retracted. It had seized a Shayan, as these people called themselves now, and dragged the fool all the way back to hover before her. Nau could see through shadow as light, like all true demons, and enjoyed the Shayan’s terrified expression, though not the haughtiness etched into his features.

      Why had her tendril not taken him?

      Bha bent closer and inspected the man, in his middle years, but eternally young thanks to his magical lineage. He reminded her of the elfen from back in the cycle, though he lacked the curved ears. But…his soul. She knew it. Knew him. How could she forget? How could any of them forget?

      “Ducius.” Her eyes narrowed as her magic wormed into his mind, and ferreted out his life. “You even wear the same name? That kind of arrogance seems fitting for your soul. How did you die, I wonder? I was so certain you would outlive us all. Maybe you did. Always scheming. I remember the despicable things you did. You were my brother’s ally, and he was always squeamish about working with you…until you proved so vile even he couldn’t stomach you any longer.”

      “Kill me if you’re going to kill me,” Ducius snarled. He spat in her direction, but the void claimed the offensive liquid before it reached her. “My son is already dead. You’re destroying my legacy here. Take my life as well.”

      “Oh I intend to.” Bha leaned in and kissed him. Frost spread from his lips as she ingested him…his life, his memories, and most importantly his soul.

      Ducius would never again reincarnate. Never again become an obstacle. Never again aid her brother. Never again use a woman as he had.

      His struggles ceased and she released his body to tumble to the frosted earth, far below. It shattered on impact and she laughed.

      Bha’s good humor was short-lived. Her tendrils had worked their terrible will across the moon, and several million new souls had been swallowed. Yet there were pockets of resistance. One of the trees had been consecrated, which would take a life god, or a dedicate with a convenant to such a god.

      That drew her attention.

      Bha drew in all her tendrils as she fell toward the bastion of light. The great tree was easy to spot as it was the only source of light in the system. It glowed faintly, a soft golden light emanating from every branch on the tree, keeping the shadows from claiming those who dwelt upon its branches.

      She approached the tree, which stung her skin, and landed on a thick branch, where the resistance seemed strongest. A crowd of priests had gathered within the tree, a temple from the look of it, and their leader stood in the doorway.

      He was a short unassuming human, nothing to look at, but the light in his eyes spoke of discipline and determination. Those eyes narrowed as Bha landed just outside the doorway of his temple, a woman of darkness, her fingers swarming, tendrils of darkness ready to hollow this place out.

      “You can’t enter,” the man barked, and glared hard at her. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “You see that lot behind me? The pretty lass, and the wee babes clustered around her skirts? That’s my family, see. You mighta blown up the sun, but I don’t care. This place will always be safe for my people, and there ain’t a depths damned thing you can do about it.”

      Bha cocked her head and studied first the priest, and then the wife behind him. Both were maddeningly familiar. Both were souls that she had come briefly in contact with, caught up in her brother’s orbit, but which ones? Was the rat here? Could she snuff him out before her brother could locate him?

      No…neither soul resembled Saghir. The male was familiar, a priest of some sort who had aided the Fomori back then. It was so long ago.

      But the woman. The woman she knew.

      “I don’t like the way you’re looking at Bord. That’s my husband.” The diminutive drifter stepped forward, her blond curls bouncing. How ironic that such a tall woman had come back in such a tiny form. “I might be wearing a skirt, but my spellarmor is in the next room, and I still got my hammer. You step through that door, and threaten my family, and I’ll put a proper end to you.”

      “It’s all right, Kez,” Bord called softly, leaning his nose so close it nearly touched Nau. “I’ll take care of this. She ain’t got the juice to break my consecration or she’d already have done so. We’re safe here, and she knows it.”

      “I could crack this ward.” Bha folded her arms, and stared into the priest’s soul. “I could end everyone inside. The tree would die too, but it would put out acorns that would sprout and form new trees. That I cannot stop. But would that really help you or your wee ones? I am powerful enough to tear down this tree.”

      “Then why haven’t you?” The blonde bristled. Yes, it was definitely Ashianna in that body.

      “Because, many lifetimes ago, you were a princess.” Bha raised a hand and shadow surged out, millions of tendrils snaking around every part of the tree, smothering it in shadow, demonstrating her power. “A praetor’s daughter. A noblewoman. But unlike other nobles you treated my brother, and Tissa, and myself as people. We were never less than because of our humble beginnings.” She turned to the priest. “You were a dedicate then too, allied with the Fomori. I do not know your role, but my brother protected you, and valued your counsel. I should kill you, as you will oppose the dark mother’s release, but doing so would cause my brother great pain. So I will spare your wretched tree. Cower in the darkness, but I would recommend doing so quietly. You are in the depths now, and I cannot be responsible for the actions of my brethren.”

      Bha withdrew her tendrils, and when neither made a reply she teleported into orbit. She would allow the darkness to swallow this place, and thus be able to tell her brother truthfully the death of his friends had not been her fault.

      It was time to move on the human’s most populous world. Soon their sun would be gone, and she could feast on the world known as Ternus.
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      Voria’s day had gone from bad to catastrophically significant. She raised her hands to her temples as dozens, then hundreds of souls found their way to her. They were being slaughtered en masse, all at the same time.

      Every last one of them was Shayan. Her people. Her oldest followers, many of whom had been there since she’d been a mortal major in the Confederate Navy.

      Voria held her head high, wrapped her hand more tightly around Ikadra’s haft, and stared at the scry-screen at the vast array of defenses they had gathered to protect the world of Ternus. If Shaya had fallen, then the Gorthians and their Ganog hounds would be here soon. Hours. Days. It was impossible to say, but eventually they would warp in, and begin the assault.

      Perhaps Frit would be able to provide some sort of warning, but thus far the vaunted Web of Divinity had proven utterly useless in determining how and when they would be attacked.

      They had gathered a fleet with the Flame at its heart near the planet to aid in its defense, and a second fleet around the Spellship midway between the star and the planet, to deal with their attempts to remove the star. They would find themselves quite surprised on that front, when she unleashed the divine spell she’d prepared.

      If there was a bright spot, at least they had time to take on crew. Both the Spellship and the Flame were operating at full complement for the first time since the dragonflights had reigned. They’d had so many volunteers they’d had to turn away thousands, much as it pained her. Were the circumstances better it would be a major victory for the Confederacy.

      A missive came through, one that she prioritized immediately. Bord’s normally jovial face appeared on the scry-screen, with his wife and children behind them.

      “Ah, the lady herself. An honor.” He bowed to her. “You’ve already heard about Shaya?”

      “How bad is it?” she asked, her knuckles whitening around Ikadra.

      “Bad.” Not a hint of a smile on Bord’s face, never a good sign. “The sun is gone, and we’re in the depths. Dealt with a real nasty piece of work who says that she’s Xal’s sister? Knew us in a past life or some such? She flexed and then left, but warned us other things would find us. I don’t know how long I can keep this tree safe here.”

      “Then you need to do something challenging, Bord. You need to lead.” She straightened, and used her sternest voice, knowing the impact it would have. “Those people depend on you as much as your own children. Guide them in constructing shayawood ships.”

      “We can’t joost make reactors,” Kezia pointed out as she snatched up a young man who was the spitting image of his father. It warmed Voria, even against all they faced. “How do we get those ships to fly?”

      “You get the ships built, and leave that part to me,” Voria instructed. “Keep the people busy and working, and when you are prepared pray to me for aid, and I will answer, I promise. I have stockpiled enough divinity to create an appropriate miracle. The reactors will require prayer to function, but they will convey the faithful to the rest of the fleet.”

      “We’ll get it done, major.” Kezia grinned at her as she mussed her son’s hair. “Don’t you worry about us. You’d never have guessed it, but Bord turned out to be a fine leader. He’ll get the people moving.”

      The missive died and left Voria briefly to her thoughts. Ikadra remained uncharacteristically quiet, as he had often of late. Increasingly she believed that the staff feared its input might influence events, which raised so many questions. She knew Ikadra was ancient, but the staff seemed to know about the future too. How?

      She didn’t press. If her suspicions were correct, then the staff couldn’t tell her anything, lest it alter events that needed to occur in a certain sequence.

      Voria’s head jerked up as she sensed a disturbance through the Spellship’s sensors. She turned to the bank of techs, and nodded in satisfaction when they announced the same finding a moment later.

      “The Ganog have arrived, ma’am,” a brusque New Texan tech called. “Twenty-six of the spider ships. Six are aimed at the star, the rest are screening them, and moving to engage our position.”

      Voria focused on the battle. The next few moments were key, especially if the Ganog followed their standard attack plan. She raised Ikadra and fully linked to the ship, ready to cast her spell the very instant she detected their attack.

      A volley of dark stars were fired at the sun. Voria smiled cruelly…they had suffered greatly at the hands of this particular attack, but she had used the intervening time to devise a counterattack. Voria drew on her divinity, the prayer she had been storing for months, and modified the star’s gravity for a three-second interval. Instead of attracting, the sun pushed things away…which meant pushing the dark stars right back at the ships that had fired them.

      The gravity reversed, and all six ships were sucked into the stars, vanishing as if they had never been. Take that, servants of the void!

      The bulk of their remaining fleet launched standard scarlet beams at the Spellship, ignoring the smaller Ternus fleet, primarily made up of destroyers and frigates, as most battleships had been lost in the war.

      Voria winced as the assault tore through the wards, and scored the hull in many places. The damage was largely superficial, but it showed they were vulnerable, and meant that she could not allow this to become a slug fest. They needed to end this. Swiftly.

      Six more ships abruptly wheeled toward the star, and Voria’s eyes narrowed. They were making a second attempt. She renewed the wards around the Spellship, then waited. The second group launched their attack, and met precisely the same fate as the first.

      “Oh, yeah!” Ikadra pulsed. “Get some! That’s what Crewes would say. Looks like he’s getting some too.”

      The Talon zipped across the scry-screen exploding a line of Ganog fighters, then retreating easily to safety, baiting Ganog into suicidal attempts at vengeance.

      The remaining Ganog ships launched another volley at the Spellship, again stripping the wards, and scoring the hull. Several explosions detonated within the superstructure, and multiple levels vented into space. It was only a few thousand souls, out of the millions they now carried, but every one of them was precious.

      More would follow if she couldn’t end this battle swiftly, but she had just exhausted the last of her temporary divinity, save what must be reserved for Bord and Kezia’s fleet. If they made another attempt at the star she would need to permanently diminish herself to defend the planet, and that was assuming they didn’t find an answer.

      Thankfully the Ganog seemed to have decided the star wasn’t worth it, and their full assault was pushing into the Ternus fleet, driving them back toward the planet. Voria fell back in good order, protecting as much of the fleet as she could with their failing wards.

      She risked a glance at Frit’s position and found her likewise falling back to the planet, the Flame shielding a goodly portion of the fleet.

      “Lady Voria!” one of the techs called, a woman in middle years she did not know. “Planetstriders are appearing all over the surface. We have nine, strike that twelve signatures. Each is in a group of three, and all are on separate continents. They’re fanning out and doing catastrophic damage.”

      “Request that the Flame take what forces she can to aid the planet. We will stand against the Ganog.” Voria stood tall and proud, but it wasn’t clear how she was going to fulfill her declaration. Their ships were advancing, while she was retreating, and still suffering damage.

      What could she do to even the odds? They simply had too much firepower. Even stopping them from bringing the Nameless Ones might not secure this system. There had to be a way to hurt them, and get them to fall back.

      But what?

      The Ganog launched another volley, and it was all she could do to renew the wards. They needed aid. Badly.

      “Put out a confederate distress call to all members and allies,” Voria ordered. That would get the word to everyone from the demons to Virkon. If anyone was in a position to help them, they’d better get here quickly. “Tell them if they cannot aid us swiftly, Ternus is about to fall.”
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      The distress signal from the Spellship chimed all over the bridge, the signal the demons had been waiting for.

      Aran smiled grimly as the Earthmother’s Bulwark translocated into the Ternus system already carrying the momentum it had gathered beforehand. The Bulwark had the most mass out of all the great ships, and he had accelerated across a quarter light year to build up speed.

      They slammed silently into the closest Ganog ship, its spidery limbs exploding against the Bulwark’s ancient hull, shards of metal and screaming Ganog sent spinning out into the void as they collided with the next vessel. A third and fourth met the same fate, but the final impact caused a low groan within the great ship’s superstructure.

      “That one hurt us too,” Nara said quietly from where she leaned against the wall on the side of the bridge, Shakti cradled expectantly in her arms, the rifle ready for use.

      None of the demons manning the terminals spoke, nor the void mage Aran had recruited to run the vessel. Unlike his contemporaries he had no desire to link to the ship and run it directly. The Talon would always be his ship in that regard, even if Crewes was in command.

      He was a war god. His place was on the field of battle. What did he need a ship for?

      “I’m going to go kill some lizards.” Aran rested a hand on Narlifex’s hilt, and the sword reacted to the unspoken command. “Keep an eye on things till I get back, please.”

      Nara merely nodded with a smile and an eye roll that said she resented being the one to stay behind while he had all the fun.

      Narlifex translocated them to the skies over Ternus, and there below Aran lumbered three of the monstrosities, taller than a mountain, and more destructive than a nuke. Their lasers were largely focused on orbit, destroying space stations, which then became debris that rained down on the planet.

      The remaining military forces were doing their best to repel them, but other than creating a lot of smoke their attacks had precisely zero effect on the combat.

      These things were designed to be unstoppable. “Let’s test that, shall we?”

      Aran was winging toward the first target, when Nara’s voice thrummed in his mind. “We just had another unexpected arrival. The Void Wraith are here. In force. They might be the largest fleet in system.”

      That caught his attention. Aran flipped over backwards and continued flying, but facing upwards now. He peered out into the night sky, and quickly identified the new force. Three dozen blue ships had warped in around the Ganog fleet, trapping it between them and Voria, where they had engaged in close range slug fests between capital ships.

      The Ganog immediately shifted their attitude, and began to target the Void Wraith exclusively, despite this opening their flank to the Spellship and the supporting Ternus forces. The reason became immediately clear.

      The Ganog’s lasers tore through the Void Wraith harvesters. Any time one of the sleek blue ships was tagged it did not survive. These weapons were expressly tailored to exploit whatever technology they were using, and the strange robotic aliens suffered hideous casualties.

      However, the Void Wraith delivered nearly as many. Several Ganog ships detonated or broke up under assault, and one of the doomed harvesters punched through the canopy of a final spider ship, venting the atmosphere and killing the crew.

      The tide was turning in orbit.

      Now he could focus on the lizards. He flipped back over and saw that he was approaching the closest planetstrider. There was an enormous metal box on its back, and the wiring went directly into its nervous system at several points on the neck and back. That must be what was controlling the lizard.

      Aran flowed around the combat, dodging fighters and exploding missiles as he whipped closer and closer to the bulky contraption. He descended lower and lower, always looking for a way inside. The harness might be entirely automated, but given its size it would still need maintenance. That would require an access port.

      There!

      A ladder on the back led up to a tiny door that would be easily missed by most, and almost impossible to reach unless you could fly with a great deal of agility. The planetstrider was also in motion, one titanic leg taking a step that crushed a division of Ternus tanks and several city blocks around them, which kicked up a fierce wind.

      Aran ignored it, and sliced through the door with Narlifex. He entered a corridor with more ladders, and leapt straight to the top, blurring through the tunnels until he reached what appeared to be a control room.

      Several techs of an alien race that resembled wingless hatchlings, but skinnier, were clustered around consoles. They began reaching for weapons, but Aran flowed into Xakava stance and cut them all down, casually. Not a one would have been a threat to him on his first day in the Confederate Marines, much less as a god.

      That left him alone with the humming cube, the very same he’d seen within Void Wraith vessels. The technology was definitely linked. He inspected the cable leading from the pedestal with the cube to the main console.

      “You’re controlling this beast, aren’t you?” Aran muttered. Then he flung a hand outward, and disintegrated the pedestal and the cube. “Let’s see how you handle that.”

      Aran turned to peer through an enormous window looking out over the world of Ternus. Fires littered the horizon in all directions, and many cities had been reduced to glass smears on the terrain.

      The planetstrider gave a subsonic howl, then lumbered toward its closest brethren. It leaned forward, and tackled the still-enslaved lizard, and two mountain ranges toppled to the ground, unleashing an earthquake that knocked over the few skyscrapers that had not yet fallen in the area.

      Aran smiled grimly, then repeated his assault on the next planetstrider, the only one in the group still firing at orbit. Slaughtering the crew was just as easy as the first, as was destroying the cube.

      “Aran, this is Voria.” The major—he’d always think of her that way—barked over the comm. “The Ganog fleet is making a pass over Ternus. They’re using the planetstriders to screen their attack. Their warp is either damaged or on cooldown. We will never have a better shot. Can you intercept the lead vessel and find us someone of importance to interrogate?”

      Aran glanced up at the retreated Ganog fleet, less than a dozen spider ships growing larger as they passed over the night side of the planet, invisible to the naked eye, or the human eye anyway. Demons could see them just fine. Both were of the void after all.

      “I’ll find us someone interesting.” Aran pumped his wings, and began to climb skyward. He could have merely teleported, but few sensations made you actually feel like a god to quite the extent that achieving escape velocity by flapping your wings and kicking off the ground could achieve.

      He streaked up into orbit, then angled his flight to parallel the enormous Ganog capital ship as the spidery limbs drifted by above him. He drew even with the ship, and peered through the top, which was translucent and revealed an entire city within.

      The locals used disks of varying sizes to zoom around from level to level, and most were concentrated near the center, around a large elaborate disk.

      “That looks important. Mind making us an entrance?” Aran prompted Narlifex as he slowly drew the weapon.

      I will make it subtle, in case we wish to preserve the vessel, Narlifex murmured. Hundreds of shards burst from his tip and formed a whirlwind, which chewed through the vessel’s nearly impenetrable hull in a matter of seconds.

      Aran burst through the gap, and noted that a shimmering blue field appeared over the hole, not dissimilar from the ones the dragonflights used, but identical to the Void Wraith. Another link.

      “I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to try this.” Aran cradled Narlifex loosely in one hand, and cast the divine version of a spell that he’d learned, but rarely cast.

      The blade filled with void, and fire, and air, and earth until Narlifex blazed with so much power that every eye in the ship turned in his direction. Just in time to observe their end.

      The spell exploded outward, seeking its targets. The regular version of the spell launched a single attack or spell against everyone within a fixed distance, which grew as the magnitude increased. The divine version hit every foe you could see, and with an open vessel like this, Aran could see them all.

      A thousand tendrils, more, shot through the ship, curving around corners if needed to see the target. He’d aimed at every Ganog or Saurian holding a weapon. They were a warrior society, and the warriors seemed to rule, so that should hit all the important targets.

      Overlapping screams sounded throughout the vessel, and dozens of bodies toppled off disks to tumble to the ship’s interior far below. It was rather satisfying, though he noted that easily a third of the Ganog he’d hit with the spell were still moving, especially the ones who seemed capable of assuming a larger war form.

      Aran glided down to the largest disk, a command disk, and noted that several of the survivors were gathering there around a Ganog in stylized armor that he assumed must be the leader. Aran landed on the disk’s edge, and surveyed them.

      “Is one of you in charge?” he called.

      None of them answered. They stood protectively around the leader.

      Aran flung Narlifex’s shards, and cut off all their legs at the knee in one single storm, including the one he took for the leader. They spilled to the deck in sprays of blood, which ran to the edge of the disk and rained on the levels below.

      “They cannot understand you.” A Ganog with orange-brown fur approached, one with the tomes attached, and knelt before Aran. “I speak your tongue. The one in the armor is Clan Leader T’koff. I am a seeker who gives service, but also one who opposes the Nameless Ones.”

      A Saurian standing near the Ganog did a double take, and blinked its slitted eyes at the Ganog’s confession. It turned to face the downed Ganog clan leader, and hissed a warning. “Master, we are betrayed!”

      “Yes.” The Ganog seeker looped the cable from his tome around the Saurian’s neck, then yanked until it snapped. “Treachery indeed. I have underestimated this sector, it seems. I had thought you could not oppose the Imperium, but by standing here, by protecting this star, you have thwarted the Nameless Ones. They may rage, but they cannot assail this system, and you have laid our forces low. The Ganog will return, in time, but we cannot simply construct another fleet, nor enslave more planetstriders. Today you have lessened our strength in this sector…forever. And I am grateful for that.”

      The seeker knelt once more, and so far as Aran could tell it was being completely honest.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “I am called Utfak.” The seeker gave a seated bow.

      “Can we take over this ship?” Aran looked around him. Some of the Ganog warriors were gathering, but most sought to avoid his notice. He wasn’t worried about them, and might be able to convince them to surrender once the rest of their fleet warped away.

      “I believe we can.” The seeker rose, and his fur went a deep scarlet. “I can show you exactly what you must do, and gather those seekers and techsmiths willing to serve your cause. The Void Wraith broke free from the Nameless Ones. Perhaps we will do the same.”

      The Ganog in the stylized armor barked a stream of curses at Utfak, but the seeker seemed not to notice, nor care. Aran strode over, and channeled fire through his blade, cauterizing both stumps so the Ganog clan leader wouldn’t bleed out. “Tell him to reduce his size if he wants to live. He’s going to take a little trip to the brig of the Spellship.”

      Aran was satisfied with how the battle turned out, but as he turned to peer through the vessel’s dome he saw just how badly Ternus had fared. The planet had suffered an extinction level event. Most of the ground was obscured by dust now, and without aid they were in for a nuclear winter.

      If this was what victory looked like…this war was unwinnable.
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      The pressure continued to mount over the next few days, as the Umbral Depths pressed down around the crew of the Word of Xal in a way it never had before. Everyone remembered the book, and Zurjathorm, even if no one knew the full details except Bortel and me.

      I worked closely with Rust to dispatch salvage teams throughout the battle wreckage, and to our pleasant surprise found it far more virgin than the Vagrant Fleet had been in the Kemet system. No one had touched this place after the battle. It had been fully abandoned, everything left exactly as it was.

      Everything from food to water to magical materials was being stripped and brought onto the Word, with the only restriction being they stayed away from the Remnant of Xal, which was mine to investigate.

      Both my father and Rava had sent me messages asking to include a security detail when I investigated, and I agreed to allow them to pick a security team, so long as both remained here tending to their respective commands.

      That meant being ferried from the Word over to the much smaller Remnant by a crew of faceless cadets, now marines, who smoothly and efficiently ran the op without me needing to do a thing. They loaded the ship, flew us over, and docked, all without saying a word I could hear.

      I had no doubt they had internal comms, but had no desire to eavesdrop. I used the time to consider where I was going, and what I was going to do when I got there. This place was unlikely to be a trap, originally, but anyone or anything could have discovered it in the intervening millennia, so it was best to proceed as if this place were trying to kill me.

      After everything I’d been through, especially recently, some good old fashioned relic hunting was exactly what I needed. It would keep my mind busy, and off the fact that every night when I returned to my quarters it was to an emptiness where Miri had been.

      So I stopped going to my quarters.

      The shuttle set down inside the Remnant’s closest cargo bay, the shimmering field parting to allow our entry. It was as if the Remnant recognized usl. Maybe it did. Maybe it had been built in conjunction with the Word. The technology certainly looked similar.

      “Sir, please wait here,” crackled a feminine voice from one of the suits of spellarmor as the team began to assemble. “We’ll secure the site, then you can conduct your investigation.”

      I nodded at that, and waited patiently as they trotted down the ramp, and fanned out with their spellrifles at the ready. What a difference from my first op.

      “Clear!” echoed through the hold, so I ambled down the ramp.

      I kept a hand on Dez, but felt no need to draw her as I approached a pair of large double doors blocking our passage deeper into the ship. That part was unlike the Word. The Word would have had another membrane there.

      The doors were covered in runes, magical, but not the sort designed to convey a spell. This was telling a story, one that only someone who could read magic would be able to understand. It was written in plain language, and the first sentence made my heart thunder.

      
        
        My name is Xal, and I leave this ship for my heir. Within lies your legacy. Much will be made clear once you enter.

        To all others…do not violate this place. Attempts will fail. If you somehow succeed you will only find your end within.

        What waits is for my reincarnation, and he alone.

      

      

      “Well, that seems pretty straightforward.” I approached the door, but touched nothing. I could sense enormous magic behind it, far more than I expected. This place was packed with power, a Catalyst of enormous strength. I cocked my head. Magic…but not void. “What am I looking at?”

      The magic resonated with that within me…with life.

      “Contact!” boomed a marine behind me.

      I spun to see a familiar swirling green cloud that made me leap backwards. I yanked Dez from my holster as I backpedaled. “No…no, no, no. It can’t be. How did you get out?”

      The marines peppered Utred’s unmistakable green cloud with spells from a variety of aspects, and the thing retreated into cracks in the floor, vanishing from sight.

      Only then did I realize the corridor behind us was crowded with people. People I knew. The one in the lead was Miri. Behind her stood the other cadets I’d sent to Sanctuary.

      Somehow she’d made it back!

      I rushed forward to find her doing the same, and then we were kissing. Not for very long though.

      “Sir, what are your orders?” barked the feminine voice I assumed belong to the commander.

      I broke the embrace, and gently pushed Miri back. “It looks like they’re friendlies. Hold your fire for now, but keep your guard up until we know more. What’s going on, Miri? How did you get back? What’s the situation with Utred?”

      “We needed him,” my girlfriend, who had never been so lovely, admitted with a sigh. “I am sorry for freeing him, but he claims to want to start over. He has been watching our situation, and wants to oppose the Gorthians. I don’t trust him, but I thought bringing him back worth the risk. Can you contain him?”

      “I don’t know.” I took a deep breath and considered what she was asking. I really couldn’t control him, and I knew his end goal would still be the Great Cycle. He might be an ally now, but would always be a threat in the long term. “I do know someone who can though. Lady Voria. And if she can’t then Aran or Nara can probably deal with him. I have information to report in to them anyway. We’ve located what I think is Xal’Aran’s tomb.”

      Putrid green mist began bleeding up from the floor, and every cadet in the hold aimed their spellrifle at the target.

      “Sir?” the commander barked, her hand raised to give the order.

      “Let him speak.” I waved her off as the cloud assembled into words. I loved that Utred had been reduced to spelling things just to communicate.

      I truly seek an alliance. I will accept whatever imprisonment or shackles you see fit, with the understanding that when the danger has passed you will release me to go my own way. You will never see me again. The galaxy is a vast place, and the Cycle can be reached from anywhere. My mother and sister are dead. I have no power base. I am no threat.

      That gave me a lot to think about. It made sense, but then I expected him to concoct a plausible lie. It didn’t mean he wouldn’t betray us.

      My father would be livid if I did anything but annihilate Utred, but given our circumstances I wanted a second opinion before I did anything rash.

      I sent a missive request through my suit to Lady Voria. The best thing to do was put this in front of her.

      Her exhausted face appeared in my HUD, and a few grey hairs marred the tight bun. “Jerek…you are a welcome sight. And your timing is excellent. We held the line at Ternus, and have forced the surviving Ganog to retreat. The cost was hideous, but we have prevailed. I stopped their destruction of the star, and the Nameless Ones were unable to intervene directly. There was also the unexpected intervention of the Void Wraith. We haven’t formed an official alliance, but they are still in system and hopefully we can come to some sort of accord.”

      “That’s all great news.” And it was. Combined with Miri’s sudden reappearance, a miracle in itself, my mood was vastly improved. “I’ve translated the runes on the Remnant of Xal. I can confirm it’s a tomb, and that it contains a vast reservoir of magic. Life magic. The inscription suggests that it’s for Xal’Aran, or whoever Xal’s heir is, and that if anyone else tries to take it things will end badly for them.”

      “Interesting.” Voria’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and the grey in her hair suddenly fell away, as did the slight wrinkles around her eyes. How did one shed aging, and could I learn that? Voria cleared her throat and I realized I wasn’t paying attention. “We will be there presently. The fleet is translocating to your position. Remain where you are, and we’ll inspect this vessel in person.”

      “I will…one more thing, Voria.” I glanced down at the pool of green mist around my ankles, like an affectionate ferret, and wished I didn’t have to deal with Utred. “A great deal happened while we were in the depths. I had no choice but to use Sanctuary, the city not the storm. In the process we managed to free Utred. He claims to be cooperative, but I’d feel a lot better if you took custody of him.”

      “I will not request details if you wish to keep the matter private, but I am more than happy to take custody of him.” Her eyes glittered with anger. “The cost Necrotis imposed on the system is still being felt. Utred has a butcher’s bill of his own.”

      “He claims to want an alliance.” I shrugged. “I don’t trust him, but I can’t deny how old he is, or what he might know. If we’re looking for strong allies who can come at the Nameless Ones sideways he might be an option.”

      “Granted.” Voria gave a deep sigh. “As I said hold your position. I’ll alert Aran and Nara, and we’ll meet you at the Remnant shortly.”
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      Aran used Narlifex to translocate the Bulwark several hundred light years, arriving in a lightless sector littered with battle debris. A place that tugged at his memories, or rather Xal’s. Aran had been here. This place had been hideously important.

      And he was meant to be here. Xal had intended it.

      “You have the bridge,” he rumbled to the officer on deck, then teleported to the tiny vessel he detected on the far side of the system.

      He arrived to find most of others already there. Frit and Nara stood chatting with Jerek in front of a sealed door covered in script from top to bottom. An Inuran woman led a squad of marines in spellarmor, all flanking Jerek, who had begun to look less a lanky boy and more a competent commander. They sorely needed more like that.

      Crewes stood near the door, bored, and facing outward, just in case someone tried to sneak up on them. Aran ambled over and nodded, which Crewes returned silently.

      “Ternus was ugly,” the magma-skinned soldier grumbled. “Talon did for a lot of them. Looked like the Bulwark set some records, too. Couldn’t see much on the planet, but I watched the footage after. Nice work with the lizards.”

      “An ugly win is still a win. I’ll take it.” Aran half-turned to face the others where they were examining what Aran assumed must be the tomb. “Where’s Voria?”

      “Dealing with the fleet.” Crewes’s expression sobered. “You know? I wanted Ducius dead, but now that he’s gone it’s become clear that bastard did a lot to keep Shaya running. Guess no one is all bad. That work’s fallen mostly on Pickus and Voria now. The Spellship took on a huge number of refugees. Lots of hungry mouths, lots of scrubs complaining, lots of zeros with demands. Better her than me.”

      A golden light shone for a moment, and when it faded Voria had arrived with Ikadra clutched in her hand. Aran headed over, and Crewes fell into step beside him. They reached Nara, Frit, and Jerek just in time to hear an interesting point in the conversation.

      “—did you break your covenant?” Nara demanded of Jerek, her eyes glittering in a way Aran never wanted to be on the receiving end of. The demoness folded her arms, Shakti slung over her shoulder, but close enough to be an unspoken threat.

      Aran expected Jerek to sheepishly apologize, or offer excuses. Instead the young man, aged by his thickening beard, turned a weary expression on Nara. “We encountered a Nameless One. A book. One that has slaughtered entire realities. I couldn’t bring it back. I did what I had to. I’m sorry.”

      Nara’s expression softened, and she gave a slow nod. “Some things are best forgotten. I suppose you don’t really need my miracles any longer, though, do you? You’ve come a long way.”

      “Not far enough.” There was that self-deprecating smile. Jerek nodded at the wall. “I get that this was left for us, or you rather, but I still don’t have the slightest idea why Sol was moved. None of that is explained. I’m hoping that either you or Aran can claim this tomb, and give us some answers.”

      “I can.” Aran stated it as fact, because in his heart he knew it was. “I’ll do that in a moment. First, since we’re here, how about an after-action report? Let’s talk about what happened at Ternus, and what it means going forward.”

      “We won, but the cost was hideous.” Voria gave a deep sigh. “Resources are stretched thin, and the sector is dying. We lack food, medicines, magic, and sleep. Winning at Ternus was wonderful for morale, and it knocked our enemies back on their heels, but the cost…well we all saw the footage of the surface of Ternus.”

      “They have it better than Shaya or Yanthara.” Crewes’s eyes shone in a way they rarely did. “We’ve all lost something. Most of us have lost a lot. But we still got stuff too. Bord and Kez and their kids are still fighting. Got a sanctuary set up, and are organizing a fleet, way I hear it. They’re going to join us, and that shows me we’re doing something right.”

      “He’s right,” Jerek said, his gaze much more mature now. From loss, and sacrifices Aran knew well. “We have a responsibility to those left alive. I lost my home world, and I am still moving. We have the clues to find Earth. I’ve got a course. It’s longer than I’d like, but if we can stay ahead of our enemies, then maybe we’ll find the help we need there. I’m willing to try.”

      “That’s enough for me.” Frit smiled, a rarity, especially in Aran’s presence. “My ship is filled to bursting, and I know all of yours are too, save perhaps the Word. We can make a new beginning, away from this place.” She turned to face Aran. “Claim your power here, swiftly, and let us be away from this place before our enemies discover us.”

      “Of course.” Aran nodded respectfully back, whatever animosity he’d once felt long buried.

      He strode over to the wall, and every rune flared to life at the same time. The door rumbled open, exposing a corridor into darkness. “Looks like I’m expected.”

      Aran stepped into darkness, but found light. He appeared in a brilliant city of golden pyramids and he was surrounded by…sphinxes? Living sphinxes with the body of a lion, the wings of an eagle, and the heads of men or women.

      The city sat atop an impossibly tall plateau in the center of an endless desert that extended in all directions. So familiar…

      “He is watching us now?” a voice said, and Aran spun to see a young man seated at a desk, roughly the same age as Aran, in his mid twenties.

      “He is,” one of the sphinxes replied, a woman. She curled up on the floor next to the desk, but when she rested her head on her paw it was nearly at eye level with the dark-haired man. He…he looked a good deal like Aran, though this man had a much darker tan. “What knowledge will you impart?”

      The dark-haired man rose, and faced the air. He wasn’t quite aimed at Aran, but clearly intended his words for Aran’s ears. “I am the eighth incarnation of Xal. This is your first tomb. You are the ninth incarnation, and possibly the final one. I have finally learned from the titan of life’s example. I understand resonance. I understand how to weld souls. You are a product of that. Your soul is linked to many powerful souls. I am gathering our pantheon. I have left two legacies. First, your memories, up to the point I journeyed into the Ashlands and claimed my final tomb. The second legacy is more physical, and you’ll understand its significance once you have your memories.”

      A tsunami of power crashed over Aran, life magic, and memory, and divinity…so much power flowing into him, and in a way unlike any previous. He’d stolen magic. He’d devoured parts of Krox, and both gods and mortals alike. Those had given him scraps of memory.

      This was different.

      He witnessed the earliest memories of Xal, a young boy in a strange island prison surrounded by a moat of darkness, pushed by cruel masters to kill for them. Driven into the trash legion, and forced beyond the walls of Hasra to battle the Fomori.

      Somehow Xal triumphed.

      He was allowed access to the Hasran University, where he met his rival, a blond-haired, blue-eyed prince. A royal pain in his ass. Erik.

      He remembered Tissa, and Li.

      But most of all he remembered his best friend. Saghir. A ratling who regularly rode upon his shoulder. A rat forced onto the same death march he had been, but one who rose to godhood right alongside Xal.

      So many memories surged into Aran so quickly that he could scarcely track them all. Every last one took place within the Great Cycle, and as the flow dwindled he entered a sea of dark dunes, like sand, but darker and more fine. Ash.

      Xal and his friend Saghir sailed into the very heart of the Ashlands, where he met the titan of life, and claimed his legacy. The very same legacy pouring into Aran now. Power. So much power.

      Then Aran was stumbling from the tomb. The flow was over, the memories claimed. In his arms he cradled a scabbard sewn from dragon scales. Dream scales. The scabbard had been sized for a scimitar. For Narlifex.

      I remember, the first blade hissed in his mind. I remember what we were. I remember this scabbard. We are whole again.

      Aran buckled it around his waist as the others gathered around him. No one pressed with questions, but he could see they all craved answers. Aran rammed Narlifex home in the scabbard, and thought of the woman who had fashioned it for him. Xal had so much love for her, and now that love was Aran’s. What did he do with that?

      “What happened?” Crewes finally demanded, folding his arms impatiently.

      “I reclaimed Xal’s childhood memories from the cycle.” He couldn’t help but smile as he stared at Crewes. “Turns out I wasn’t the only one there. A lot of us have been reincarnated. You were there, and you’re going to hate this. You were a prince, with flowing blond hair, and sparkling eyes.”

      “Uh huh. That’s about as likely as my armor being pink.” Crewes shook his head incredulously. “I don’t have to accept that. There’s no way I was some namby-pamby prince.”

      “And me?” Nara raised an eyebrow.

      “You were there too. We’ll talk.” He nodded back. There was so much he now understood about her, things she didn’t know about herself, and her legacy.

      “I was there too!” Ikadra pulsed. “I remember being so much smaller back then.”

      “Oh?” Voria turned her attention to the staff.

      “He’s speaking literally,” Aran interjected, pulling her attention. “You were a rat, about this tall, and you used to ride around my shoulder. We were best friends. You were an archmage of unrivaled power, and you carried the first staff, just like you do now.”

      Everyone’s expressions said they had questions, but of course there was no time to answer them.

      A warning klaxon sounded on every person’s comm at the same time as they all received the same update.

      The Vagrant Fleet was under attack.
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      Voria rested a hand upon my shoulder. There was a moment of vertigo, and then I was standing upon the bridge of the Spellship, a surprised Pickus a few meters away with a tablet in his hand.

      “Battle stations,” Voria boomed, and the words echoed throughout the ship. Only then did she turn to me, Ikadra close enough to Ardaki that a low ringing came from both staves. “Apologies for abducting you without your permission, but I believe we are going to deal with a Nameless One. We will need both staves aboard the Spellship if we are to have any prayer of surviving this.”

      “Next time ask.” I pushed past my annoyance and focused on the problem. “Where did you put Miri?” I had literally just gotten her back.

      “She’ll have to shuttle back.” Voria straightened, and nodded at the scry-screen. “Our enemy approaches. There is no time. Your staff will allow you to utilize this ship as I do. I need your help. I was not able to repel their assault by myself. Perhaps with you here we can prevent them from destroying our fleet.”

      My heart sank when I observed the Ganog fleet through the Spellship’s sensors. It wasn’t dissimilar to the Word, though the Spellship was decidedly more complex, and contained a vast array of secondary systems I didn’t understand.

      There were forty-six of their spider ships, and a cloud of fighters dense enough to blacken the space around them, like a living swarm of fish prowling the void. They vastly outnumbered the fleet that had followed us from Ternus.

      A missive flashed to the Spellship, a bridge communication, and Voria accepted it. Aran appeared first, and behind him stood one of the Ganog with a black cable snaking down to its arcanotome from its furry temple. I had so many questions, and badly wanted to arrange for Vee to have access. Now wasn’t the time.

      “My new friend Utfak informs me that all the clans have arrived together. This is the entirety of the Ganog fleets, everything but the planetstriders.” The demon gave a slight frown, his only concession to the odds. “I’ve sent a comm to the Void Wraith and we’ll see if—”

      Blue vessels began warping into the system, dozens of them. Then the blue fleet shimmered out of view, vanishing from the Spellship’s sensors entirely. How they achieved that was unclear, but hopefully it worked on the Ganog too.

      A comm came through to the Spellship, and Voria accepted it, adding the newcomer to our impromptu battle council. A tall, too thin judicator, the very same model that had filled the ship Aran had invaded back when we’d first encountered the Void Wraith, stood facing us, but this one was covered in magical runes.

      The judicator spoke with a feminine voice, quite different from all the others. She was a good deal more human for one thing, and spoke with modern vernacular. “Hello, Confederate representatives. My name is Nebiat, and I have taken it upon myself to serve as ambassador to the collective, who have graciously accepted me in the role.”

      My heart sank the moment I placed the voice. It was definitely Nebiat, if you removed the draconic cadence. Of course she’d survived, and of course she’d found a way to insert herself into a position of power. I felt like Nebiat was the legitimate version of what the minister had always aspired to be.

      “Wonderful,” Voria replied, her voice dryer than the void and twice as cold. “I won’t waste time on insults. Engage the Ganog on their flanks. Do what damage you can, then lure them into our lines. They seem to hate the Void Wraith.”

      “Voria?” Aran’s deep voice interrupted. “Apologies, but our informant Utfak informs me that they’re sending out orders. The Void Wraith are to be ignored. The Ganog’s orders are to wipe out the Spellship at all costs. The Nameless Ones are ordering the Ganog to suicide themselves if necessary, whatever it takes to bring you down.”

      “Well then.” Voria’s tone had not shifted. If the news frightened her at all she certainly did not show it. “I suppose we will have to weather the storm. It appears I was correct to bring you aboard, Jerek. The Vagrant Fleet now rests in our hands. If we fall…it falls.”

      “It will not fall,” I decided aloud.

      Excellent, Ardaki thrummed in my mind, the word grudging. For the first time your will is iron. You have purpose. Certainty. This I can work with. We may actually survive her coming.

      Her? I wondered back. I was still focused on the Ganog.

      Xakava. She lurks, waiting for the outcome of this skirmish. Then and only then will the true battle begin. Husband your resources. This will not be short, and we must endure, or all is lost.

      I bit back my reply about how maddening those instructions were, and instead fed my first bit of magic into the wards. The swarm of Ganog fighters had broken into many tendrils, which were flowing toward every great ship. They were too small for any sort of main weaponry to disable, though Frit was cooking large swathes of them.

      Those that came toward the Word simply ceased to be when they came too close, just after beginning their attack run. I straightened with pride at that. Our mages were trained now, and ready. They’d been through several combats, and learned to work as a team. Not a single fighter had reached our hull as of yet. The same could not be said for the other great ships.

      A volley of scarlet beams punched into the wards around the Spellship, and I dropped to one knee, catching myself against Ardaki’s haft as power was yanked from my chest to replenish the wards.

      Take care, the staff cautioned, less acidly than usual. We must save magic for what comes.

      I reached into my satchel, and withdrew a mana potion, which I upended. I had a dozen more within, and was now aboard the Spellship. In theory I could just keep requesting more. The drifters must have a near infinite supply.

      Another volley crashed into the wards, and this one tore through my entire pool. All of it. I was completely stripped of magic, and left panting as the last few beams punched into the hull. A few meters away Voria leaned against Ikadra, knuckles white, and brow furrowed.

      My hand trembled as I fished another mana beer from the satchel, and downed it. I gave a long low belch and then reached for a third. There was a logistical problem I hadn’t considered. I was full. I might be able to manage another beer or two, but then even if I peed it was going to get hard to keep downing them.

      And I was going to get drunk in the process.

      Another volley crashed into the wards, but this time they held. I focused on the Spellship’s sensors and relaxed a hair when I saw that the Void Wraith were tearing into the Ganog ranks, and so were the great ships.

      The Word had gone offensive. It wasn’t using disintegrates, but rather flurries of void bolts. Every ship tagged was just done, unraveling as effectively as if they had been disintegrates. We were winning!

      I burped, and then downed another beer, which caused me to hold my stomach with a groan. How many more of those could I manage? The Ganog weren’t done yet, and in theory the Nameless Ones were still coming.

      Another volley of scarlet beams punched into the wards, draining my magic once more. Only one tagged the hull itself. We’d stopped the rest of them.

      …And then a spider ship rammed us, slamming into the Spellship over the weakened wards. Their vessel exploded, which inflicted catastrophic damage on our aft flank. Entire decks were vented out into space, and the areas around them went dark, the crew there likely dead.

      Those sections had been full. They all were now.

      Voria willed the Spellship to teleport, and we fell back several light minutes, well back from the Ganog lines. They accelerated toward our new location, but under fire from every ship in the fleet. The Word and the Flame tore the Ganog apart, while their sluggish fighters failed to slow the great ships.

      Spider ships began vanishing. Over half their remaining fleet warped away. I didn’t understand how their clans worked, but I’d wager one or more had just abandoned a battle they knew they were losing.

      The Void Wraith led the charge that eradicated those ships that remained, and within a few minutes they’d mopped up the rest of their opponents.

      Elation surged within me, but it was rapidly smothered by a creeping dread. A supernatural dread, instinctual, and primal. The kind that could only be inspired by really, really scary baddies, like Necrotis and her daughter, but infinitely amplified.

      I’d been so focused on the Ganog I’d forgotten we had something worse to deal with.

      “Xakava is here,” Aran said over the comm, which I hadn’t realized was still active. All my attention was focused on combat, until Aran drew it. “She used the Ganog to soften us. Now comes the real blow. I recommend we fall back on the Spellship in as tight a formation as we can manage.”

      “Do it!” Voria ordered.

      Our fleets flowed toward the Spellship’s new position, which gave me time to down another beer. It triggered a low burp, and I was starting to feel tipsy. At least my mana pool was nearly full again. I badly needed to pee though.

      Lights began to vanish near the edge of the fleet, and the stars behind them vanished in all directions. We were in a bubble of darkness, with the fleet streaming into the safe radiance of the Spellship.

      Voria poured strength into the wards, so I matched it, this time only adding a bit. I held back, Ardaki’s words still fresh in my mind. That strength would be needed.

      The darkness drew a closer and closer net around us, but all save a few vessels at the edge of the fleet reached the safety of the wards, even the other great ships huddling within the radiant sphere we had erected to protect us.

      You have visited your tomb, brother, a feminine voice thrummed through me. Not just my mind, but my body. It had a physical force to it, that made my bones ache. You have claimed your power. Now we will see if it is sufficient. Have your schemes prepared your avatars? Will the souls you drag along with you like baubles aid you against me? Or will I carry you all screaming down, down, down to the dark mother’s grasp?

      Then there was only laughter as the darkness pressed against the sphere of light. Magic was wrenched from me once more, but I managed to keep my footing with Ardaki’s aid. Barely. Now it was no longer about magic, and refilling wards.

      It was about darkness smothering the light, or the light holding the darkness at bay. Only will mattered.

      If I failed, Miri died.

      Dad died.

      Rava and Briff died.

      All the cadets died. Our culture died.

      No. It wasn’t going to happen. I kept my feet, and I refused to fall.

      On and on it went, the darkness pressing closer and closer, until I could scarcely stand it. My earlier bravado faded to distant foolishness.

      A radiant figure appeared on the bridge unexpectedly, and resolved into Xal’Aran. Instead of void he blazed with life. Something in him resonated with Ardaki, and with Ikadra. He formed a sort of third point to the triangle, his will bolstering my own, just as it faltered.

      The darkness surged all around us, screaming its fury as it desperately sought to crush us. It raged, and raged, and raged…and then it was gone, flung backwards by our combined brilliance.

      Xakava had thrown her best at us, but we’d survived.
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      I could scarcely believe we’d won, if it could be called victory. The Ganog were gone, wiped out save for a few renegade clans, and Xakava had retreated back into the darkness, leaving our fleet glittering in the nimbus of light afforded by the Spellship.

      Every ship was damaged, the Word in the best shape, and the Spellship in the worst, great gashes scoring its golden surface. The smaller Ternus ships had fared poorly as well, all of us in need of repairs and resupply.

      A resupply that would never come.

      There was nowhere to find those supplies, not in our sector.

      A missive came through and I waved a hand from the matrix to put it on screen. Bortel had retreated to his bed about an hour ago, which meant seven more hours before I could do the same. I badly craved my bed, but I could make it through.

      Voria’s imposing figure filled the screen, which then split to add Aran, Nara, Frit, Davidson, and then judicator Nebiat, still a reality I hadn’t adjusted to. Every one of us bore the same weariness, which made carrying mine easier. I wasn’t alone.

      “I have asked a great deal from each of you,” Voria began, drawing our attention to the Lady of Light. “I must ask more, particularly of Jerek. We can use the staves, and the Spellship, for the purpose that they were created for. We can translocate the entire fleet, but it will cost magic and will, which we must supply. Gather your crews…ask them to pray with us.”

      There were nods all around as each officer followed orders.

      I opened a second comm, ship wide, and muted the missive with Voria as I spoke to my crew. “Ladies, Gentlemen, and everyone that doesn’t apply to, we have a job ahead of us. Lady Voria can translocate our fleet to safety. To do that we need your help. Pray. Pray to the Lady of Light for her success. Pray that she can perform your miracle…and she can.”

      I killed the comm. It seemed too short, too simple, but anything I added would just muddy it up. If I’d learned anything about prayer it was that such a thing was always deeply personal. Every person would do it in their own way.

      A nimbus of brilliant gold grew around the Spellship, and swelled to encompass the entire fleet. It spread throughout the system, wide enough to touch every vessel, and to have carried a much larger fleet had there been one.

      For an instant we were in two places at once, the original location of Earth, and the ice system where I’d found the Ysleta. Then we were only in the ice system, well back from the massive cloud of debris in the system.

      The brief vertigo faded as we arrived, and I realized that the comm was still active.

      “Excellent.” Voria gave a genuine smile, which transformed her into a youthful beauty, but it was gone in an instant and the commander was back. “It is good to know how the Spellship was meant to function, why it was the heart of the Vagrant Fleet. With the Spellship we can bring the fleet nearly anywhere, so long as the vessels are full and we possess the necessary worship. This could allow us to stay out of the hands of our enemies.”

      “It’s an amazing advantage,” I agreed, drawing the eyes of gods and leaders, and for the first time able to shoulder it all without discomfort. “I’m curious why you brought us here first. You have the coordinates to the next stop, the place that Ternus rested on the other side of that stellar gulf.”

      “Water.” Voria made an encompassing gesture. “It is exceedingly rare in the galaxy, and we are surrounded by it. We can take on a two-year supply, even with every vessel carrying a full crew complement. We’ll move on when our reservoirs are full.”

      “We can also use the zero G to effect battlefield repairs,” Davidson pointed out, then raised a beer can for a sip. “Man I’m gonna miss when this stuff is gone.”

      “The Void Wraith can assist with repairs,” Nebiat volunteered cheerfully, the void odd when coming from that thin blue robotic form. “We are adept at such things, and will speed the process. I would recommend not tarrying here any longer than needed. The Nameless Ones are unlikely to accept defeat. We may have defeated the Ganog fleet, but in time they will raise another. The Nameless Ones possess other tools, and they will use them. We must locate a significant ally, someone or something who can stand with us against the darkness. That is what the Void Wraith seek.”

      The Word informed me that a Fissure had been opened on the far side of the system, and a series of small ships began filing through. Every last one appeared to have been constructed from a dark, rich shayawood.

      “Ah.” Voria perked up immediately. “I see Bord and Kez have arrived with the refugees from Shaya. Now we have healers, and we have water. Once basic repairs are affected we will be on our way.”

      “When we move on,” I asked, again drawing everyone’s attention. “How are we traveling? The depths are a tool we might have to rely on, but…we almost didn’t make it out. They’re hunting for us now. Actively. In a way they weren’t before. If we take the fleet in there, they will come for us, and not in ways we can predict.”

      I thought back to the first tome and shuddered.

      “Translocation may not be feasible yet.” Xal’Aran shook his horned head. “It will bleed us of even more worship, and it can’t be easily used to reach areas none of us have been. We’re likely to need the depths.”

      “We can minimize that use,” I theorized. “We take the whole fleet to a stop, then send a scouting party ahead to find the next point. Distance doesn’t matter to a translocate. We could move the fleet, say, every three stops or so, and only risk sending small ships into the depths.”

      “The Talon can do that,” Crewes interjected. “We’re well suited, and if we get into a tussle, I already feel bad for the other guy.”

      “Prophecy must be respected,” Frit said suddenly, drawing our attention to the magma-skinned Ifrit. “Jerek has been chosen to guide us to Earth. I am more certain than ever of that fact. He must be involved in that quest. If we are sending the Talon, then I would detach Jerek and a team of his choosing to join Crewes.”

      “We got plenty of room.” Crewes gave a predatory smile. “Just make sure you’re ready to work out. Often.”

      My father was going to love this. Me? Not so much.

      “I’ll get my team together.” I nodded thoughtfully. There wasn’t much I’d need to do internally. My dad, Rava, Briff, and Bortel were forming an amazing officer corp, making me obsolete most of the time. “We will find Earth, and when we do we’ll find Sol with it. That star is powerful. Enormously powerful. And I’d wager it is exactly what the Nameless Ones seem to fear most.”

      “Or it’s what they’re seeking,” Nara suggested ominously. “And they are using us to locate it. This Eye of Om had better be something incredible, for all our sakes.”

      “Earth isn’t likely to be empty.” Davidson crumpled his beer can. “When we left they had a government, powerful fleets, and aspirations to expand. We left for political reasons, but we weren’t exactly on bad terms. Odds are good that the existing government will want to help us. They aren’t going to want to get swallowed up by darkness.”

      I hoped he was right.

      What lay waiting at Earth? Would they be able to help us? Would they be friendly? Or would it just be another mirage? Another trail of breadcrumbs leading us down the trail of fate?

      Only one way to find out.
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      Geb awoke from his long slumber, the millennia falling away as he blinked slitted eyes, and unfurled his wings and tail. He’d been curled within the main cargo hold of the Earthmother’s Return with plenty of room to spare, but now his body pressed up against the walls. He must have slumbered for an age of the world, slowly absorbing the energies of the Eye of Om, always growing stronger.

      Thankfully that would be true for the rest of the 11th fleet as well. Every hatchling would be an adult now, and the sliver of the Earth flight they’d left behind would have matured into a fighting force every necromancer or void spawn would fear.

      What had become of Inura in that time? Geb’s chief rival, the only other artificer of their generation of Wyrms to have garnered the level of praise each had. He’d been responsible for so many advancements within the fleets, but for every discovery, Inura had made one of similar import. He missed that competition.

      Inura would be vastly ahead of him now, ancient and venerable, while Geb would be competing with the artificers of this generation. No doubt the life wyrm had distinguished himself in the war against Nefarius, something Geb had been forced to miss due to his enforced slumber.

      He sighed as his scaled body dwindled into hybrid form just in time to reach the corridor. Geb chose to walk rather teleport. It afforded room to think, and also allowed him to greet the outriders he passed in the halls. He did not speak to them, of course. Tradition forbade that. But he nodded to each so they knew they were valued, that their contribution was as or perhaps more important than the wyrms they venerated.

      Dozens walked the halls, and they gawked at him in utter shock, completely unable to hide their reactions. The lack of decorum disturbed his calm, but he must be prepared for such things. These humans were the descendants of his outriders. They had been forced to live here in secret for an unknown interval, and to these humans he and his brethren were merely legends.

      How shocking must their reappearance be.

      He strode proudly down the corridor, enjoying their shock and adulation as he approached the bridge. The walk was long, and worthwhile, but as he strode onto the bridge at last he saw he was the last to arrive.

      The other five all stood near the matrices that guided the Earthmother’s Return, ready to work as a team in battle if so called.

      “At last,” Cel rumbled. “Geb is here. You certainly took your time. Now we can discuss the outrider reports of what has transpired in our absence.”

      As he entered the bridge every human turned as one, and each outrider performed a salute, fist over heart. Then they marched off the bridge, abandoning their posts as they ceded the bridge to the wyrms they had been trained to serve for their entire lives. The door sealed behind them, leaving them alone with the enormous scry-screen.

      “Mother left a message,” Bhumi interjected, clearly seeking dominance of the conversation. “To be witnessed upon our awakening, but not before. We already know she died. I would guess she predicted it. Let us find out how, and why.”

      Each sibling delivered a single nod, Geb giving his last. Only after the ritual acceptance had been completed did Gaia, the eldest, duck into the matrix, tap the earth sigils to connect, and then will the vessel to display the message their mother had left for them.

      The Earthmother’s scaled face filled the screen, and split into an affectionate smile, her fangs spread wide. “My children, even though I am not there to see what you make of yourselves I know you will acquit yourselves well. My death looms. Neith warned me it was coming, and gave me the time to prepare. To prepare you. The human homeworld is of the utmost importance in the war between light and shadow. The Eye of Om is a weapon. A weapon that will determine whether we triumph, or our galaxy falls to darkness.”

      Mother paused and the smile faded. “What I do now I do trusting prophecy. I have birthed an egg meant to house my own soul. I will die. A victim of betrayal. But my soul will return, and when it does so will I. The Earth flight will live again. In you the future lives. Your outriders, and the planet you safeguard, will aid you. Recruit from Terra. By now they will have advanced. Perhaps enough to aid us directly.

      “By now,” mother continued, “my soul has been reborn, and is making its way toward Earth, with the egg. When it arrives I am counting on you to find the reincarnation, to teach and guard them. To help them become the leader of our flight so we might rise again. My first tomb lies within this ship, ready for the candidate to enter.”

      She bowed once, and was gone. The scry-screen shifted back to showing the planetary system. Scans played underneath showing relevant metrics. The Eye of Om was in full bloom, pulsing with power that bombarded the entire system. How he longed to go outside and bask directly in that light.

      “The humans have advanced much,” Gaia said, and the screen shifted to show the blue-white world known as Terra. “Defense stations protect their world, its moon, and the fourth planet in the system.”

      “Have they progressed beyond the solar system?” Geb wondered aloud. It fascinated him that in the span of a mere ten millennia they had advanced from basic magic and bronze weaponry to starships and defense satellites. They would be a formidable addition to the Earth flight.

      “Negative,” Cele replied. She folded her scaly arms and frowned at the view of Earth upon the screen. “They mine their own system, and have seeded it with settlements and stations, but they do not appear to have reached the Umbral Depths, nor do they possess anything like the Primo’s warp technology.”

      Geb had no immediate reply, only more questions. Where was this egg, and the candidate that would accompany it? When would it reach Earth? What would the people who reached them be like? Dragons? Humans? Some new race?

      Undoubtedly they would come with enemies as well, which was why Geb had been chosen. He would arm those humans, and take from their ranks the best and brightest to become his outriders. They would stand against the darkness, and the Earth dragonflight would rise once more.
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      If you enjoyed Terra, we have a complete seven-book prequel series with an ending already available, and it leads seamlessly into the book you just read.

      Our pen & paper RPG successfully Kickstarted and the game is live on DriveThruRPG. You can learn more by signing up to the mailing list, or by visiting magitechchronicles.com and our Magitech Chronicles World Anvil page.

      We’ve got maps, lore, character sheets, and a free set of rules you can use to generate your own character, plus a Facebook group where we geek out about this stuff.

      I hope you enjoy and we can’t wait to meet you! If you have any trouble finding what you need email me at chris@chrisfoxwrites.com and I’ll get you sorted.

      To tide you over until book 8 in Magitech Legacy.

      

      -Chris
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