
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chris Harris

ENTROPY


A Message in the Universe





  
    First published by Sarsaric Publications 2022

  

  Copyright © 2022 by Chris Harris


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  
    
      
        Proofreading by Stel Pavlou

      
        Cover art by Jeff Brown Graphics

      
    

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Acknowledgement
        
      

    
      	
        Prologue
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 30
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 31
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 32
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 33
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 34
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 35
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 36
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 37
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 38
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 39
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 40
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 41
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 42
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 43
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 44
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 45
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 46
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 47
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 48
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 49
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 50
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 51
        
      

    
      	
        Enter Samsara
        
      

    
    


  



  Acknowledgement



Steph, Jonathan, Bruna, MJ, Nicole, Ryan, Michael, Kris, Leigha, Baron, Leo, Matt, Taylor, Micaela—you’ve all been patient with me and given me your time and attention at some point over the years. Each of you has provided me some form of feedback on my work and listened to me rant and rave about the characters or events from the book. I haven’t spoken with some of you in years, but I’ve never forgotten and I’ll never forget the time and effort you gave me. None of you had any obligation to read my manuscript or discuss it with me but I am eternally grateful to you for doing so. Thank you.




Special thanks to Stel Pavlou for your invaluable feedback in the editing process, and Jeff Brown for the stellar cover design.







  Prologue



125 Years Before the Modern Calendar

[image: Image]

“But a whisper is the sound of fate and soft is her tongue,” Sara said to her daughter, Eva. “Today she speaks to us. Listen closely and you’ll hear her voice.”

Among a huddled mass of refugees, Eva and her mother leaned against the crowded spaceship’s inner hull, soaring through emptiness toward a myth its passengers hoped they’d one day call home.

Nine years old and eight months without a hot meal, yet Eva couldn’t summon a complaint. “Look at the stars,” said Sara, speaking Sarsaric, a mathematically grounded language spread centuries prior throughout the known universe. Sara and Eva peered through the fogged-up porthole. The scant light from a distant White Dwarf sent its last triumphant rays into the dark interior of the ship as if smiling to the universe as it said goodbye. “Remember what they look like,” said Sara. “You will be the last of us to speak of their glory.”

Centuries earlier, the once-expanding universe slid into reverse and began its rapid contraction, shifting the Big Bang into the Great Collapse, decimating all existence in its wake and promising endless nothingness.

“I will tell them,” said Eva, returning to the comfort of penciling in the tiny boxes in her book of graph paper, forming the shape of a butterfly across the page.

Amid the reek of sweat and gray water, the ship’s sickly passengers sensed something had changed. They too gathered at the windows searching for dreams of a future in a land about which only rumors had spread.

“There,” said Sara, pointing toward a glimmer in the distance, far beyond the skin of their ship.

A year earlier, Sara had learned of a well-kept secret: Samsara. Around its thin atmosphere, a secret group had constructed a forcefield, one that would shield the planet from the destruction of the Great Collapse.

Eva marveled at the pale dot growing larger in the window, realizing it was unlike other planets they’d seen along the way. “Somebody built this?” asked Eva.

“No,” said Sara. “It’s an ancient planet. But the Tritons prepared it, insulated it from the Collapse. And others helped them. Humans. Like us.”

Eva ran her middle finger over the window, clearing the fog to form a temporary streak. She took another look, then turned to her mother. “Why did they pick this planet?” asked Eva. Sara’s eyes hardened.

Four long seconds passed. Sara leaned in.

“There was message,” Sara whispered, “written into the laws of physics themselves. They needed this planet for what the message told them to do—what they have to do.”

“What did it say—?”

A hefty, bolt-studded door crashed open and slammed against the wall. In the archway stood a smuggler, one of many who crewed the vessel. A gruff and grizzly man, he wore a tattered, brown jacket and an expression that matched his appearance. “Hold on,” he warned, his lips barely visible through the thickness of his frowzy beard. “We’re approaching the blockade.” The refugees did as they were told, quickly holding on to whatever protruding components of the ship’s structure they found nearby.

Ten eerie seconds ticked by, leaving nothing in their shadow but the ghostly hum of the chugging engines. “Druhum, Druhum, Druhum,” they sang, but that did not calm the nerves of the helpless passengers, left wondering whether their vessel would be detected.

But then—THUMP, THUMP. The blockade opened fire. The steel plates on the ship’s exterior rattled as if any second they would break off. The passengers screamed and shrieked as they scrambled to the windows to see the instruments of their fate. Red lights began flashing. Sirens sounded from above. “Hold on!” the bearded smuggler yelled, wrapping his arms around a frosted pipe.

The ship thrashed and shook as it sped faster and faster toward the space blockade. The towering spacetanks came into view, firing upon the tottery smuggling vessel. One more square hit and the ship would be ripped open to the airless desolation around them. “Escape pods!” the bearded man roared.

Panic set in. Sara grabbed Eva by the arm but in mere moments the pods were full. “My daughter!” She pushed through the desperate mob to the entrance of one of the pods and, over the clambering objections of those who had already secured their seats, began forcing Eva through the small hatch.

“It’s full!” shouted a man inside, each pod designed for only three.

“She’ll fit!” Sara barked back, playing a game of reverse tug-of-war with her only child.

“Mom!” screamed Eva.

“There’s no room!” shouted the man, repeatedly pressing the button to close the door, his foot on Eva’s chest, pushing her out. Sara threw her arm in front of the closing door and pried it open with all her strength. The other podless passengers grew bolder. Following her lead, they too pushed and shoved, desperately launching themselves at the pod’s entrance.

But Eva’s mother refused to be fodder to fortune. The Great Collapse had already destroyed their home planet and there was only one place left to go. Eva was getting in that pod. Nothing else mattered. So, Sara kicked and punched at the will of fate and at those trying to steal her daughter’s place. Until—

The humming engines had abruptly stopped. Silence descended, and a sea of terrified eyes scanned the dark corners of the ship, petrified by what might come next. Except Sara, who never broke eye contact with the man inside the escape pod.

He dropped his shoulders and moved his hand from the button. “Hurry,” he said.

Sara crouched down. “Mom,” Eva softly cried, her voice cracking. Their eyes met. The chaos of frantic travelers faded. The flashing red lights blurred into a soft, forgiving glow, gently illuminating Eva’s skin. Sara held Eva’s hand and rubbed it gently.

Eva had a chance now.

The man pulled the little girl farther into the pod, breaking her away from Sara’s embrace. “Let’s go!” he screamed, Sara still blocking the door from closing.

“Mom,” said Eva. “I don’t want to go without you.”

“Eva,” said Sara, grabbing Eva’s notebook, quickly flipping through the pages. She stopped on the butterfly and pointed to it. “This new world is the cocoon of life, and now, it’s your job to nurture it. It will one day transform into a budding universe again, just like a butterfly, and you, Eva, will shape its colors.”

“Let’s go!” said the man.

“Come with me Mom,” said Eva.

Sara reached into her pocket and removed something small—a wooden symbol, whittled out of Sechwood Oak from the elusive trees of the now destroyed Elechium deserts. “Take this with you, and when you find him, show him this,” said Sara. She stood up, still blocking the doorway.

“Let’s go!” the man shouted once more, slamming his hand onto the button.

“Find who?” said Eva.

The muscles around Sara’s eyes tightened. “Asharru,” she replied, removing her arm from the doorway, releasing her daughter to an uncertain future. “Remember his name, Asharru. He will tell you about the message. And he will protect you. Find him. Find Asharru.”








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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Magnus was human. He patiently stood in line at the convenience store nearest his dorm, a bag of salt and vinegar chips in his hand. He didn’t speak much and had no friends living close by. He didn’t know who his parents were, and his university was smack in the center of a war between Savaria and the Eastern Alliance. And if that wasn’t enough, only 738 years earlier, the whole universe ended, and all that was left of it was here, on Samsara—the only planet to survive the Great Collapse, thanks to its forcefield.

Things had been better.

But Magnus didn’t mind. He didn’t ask for much and he didn’t expect much. The simple pleasure of sitting alone with a bag of chips at the end of a bland yet tiring week was just enough to give him peace.

The cashier scanned the chips. “That’ll be three Lancs,” said the cashier. Lancs were the global currency, tightly controlled by the mysterious country of Se Lance.

“Three,” Magnus repeated under his breath.

He paid for the chips and walked back to his dorm room. He set the chips down on his desk, slowly and carefully, like placing a baby in its crib. He picked up a book assigned by his philosophy professor and hopped over to his bed.

It was quiet. Cross-legged and leaning against the dorm-room wall, he read. Tratchektski, an Old World great, no longer in vogue in year 738 on Samsara. Maybe Tratchektski never was. People seldom seemed to seek the grueling and the strenuous, and the dark, as Tratchektski seemed to be. But in these things, Magnus found solace.

“The universe is a book that has already been written, and time is simply the narrator. But she speaks in a tongue I do not understand,” wrote Tratchektski. “I do not know where I am. I am lost, searching desperately, listening to her oration. But I cannot knowingly join her story, for I know not my part in it.”

The doorknob spun. Magnus’ eyes slid to the door. “There!” said Russel, Magnus’ burly roommate, bursting in with three friends and pointing at Magnus’ desk. They slammed a thirty-pack of beer onto the desk, knocking Magnus’ prized salt and vinegar chips to the floor.

“How many can you finish before we go?” one of them asked Russel. It was the friend with the strange mustache and oversized biceps. Magnus just thought of him as “Mustache.” Russel and his friends weren’t exactly the nicest group of guys, and by avoiding the gym and the local bars, Magnus could get away with not learning their names.

Russel tore into the thirty-pack and started frantically chugging drinks. Magnus didn’t react. He kept reading, trying to pretend they weren’t there. “Simus, drink!” shouted Russel, calling Magnus by his alias. It was the only name of his that they knew, and Magnus, of course, kept it that way. His real identity was a closely guarded secret.

It had to be that way.

As a college freshman at the National University of the Forlands, Magnus went by Simus Lasus, a mild-tempered physics student without much to say. He figured no one would look for him at an average university in a country as low-tech and inconsequential as the Forlands. If anyone suspected who he really was though, he wouldn’t have long to escape.

“No thanks,” said Magnus.

“Chug, Simus!” cheered Mustache, pushing a beer in his face.

“No, really, I’m okay,” said Magnus.

“He won’t man,” said Russel. Magnus closed his eyes and breathed deeply, reminding himself it wasn’t worth it. “Watch this,” said Russel, turning to Magnus. “Twenty-seven, thirty-eight.”

“Twenty-seven, thirty-eight,” Magnus repeated.

“Eight, nine, three, four,” said Russel.

“Eight, nine, three four,” Magnus repeated.

Russel’s friends stopped drinking. “Why’s he doing that?”

“Please stop,” Magnus quietly requested.

“Try it,” Russel told his friends.

“Sixty-one, eighty-seven,” said Mustache.

“Sixty-one, eighty-seven,” Magnus repeated. “Please guys,” said Magnus.

“Nine, zero, eight, two, eight, one, one, eight, six, three, four, eight, one, zero,” said another one of Russel’s friends, “the squeaky one.”

“Nine, zero, eight, two, eight, one, one, eight, six, three, four, eight, one, zero,” Magnus repeated.

“No seriously. Why’s he doing that?” the squeaky one insisted.

“He can’t stop himself,” said Russel.

Magnus closed his eyes and took another slow, deep breath. He wouldn’t let their fatuity break his peace. “Russel, can I have these chips?” said Mustache, sweeping up Magnus’ salt and vinegar chips from the floor.

“Yeah,” said Russel.

“Excuse me,” said Magnus. He was ignored. “Excuse me,” he repeated a little louder. But it was too late.

Magnus pressed his index fingers into his thumbs and let his eyelids fall over his eyes. Six feet tall and built like a champion swimmer, Magnus was perfectly capable of putting up a fight if he wanted to, and Russel and his friends knew it. But they also knew he wouldn’t. They knew he was too timid—they thought they knew a lot about him.

But there was a lot they didn’t know.

On Samsara, the physical dialogue between the forcefield, Samsara herself, and the void beyond opened a window for consciousness to enter the stream of data between perceiver and perceived. The laws of physics were, in a sense, confused; they could be bent or broken. This added a powerful new element to warfare on Samsara. A few, either through self-realization or training, could understand—or feel—the laws of physics well enough to break them. These rare practitioners of the metaphysical arts were known as Deltas. 

And Magnus was one of them.

“C’mon, let’s go!” urged Mustache, pounding a beer and crushing it on Magnus’ desk. At that, the others chugged the rest of their drinks and stumbled out of the room, tossing Magnus’ empty bag of chips to the floor.

Magnus took a moment to find calm. As much as he wanted to react, he knew what would happen if he did. The Forlands sat dangerously close to the nefariously warmongering Savarian nation. And Savaria wanted Magnus dead. If anyone figured out that he was not Simus Lasus, but instead the “Magnus,” so prized by his pursuers, he’d be fighting off more than Russel and his friends.

Magnus, alone, sat back on his bed and picked up his book, holding it in his hand for a few moments and staring at the floor before picking up where he left off. Until something came over him—like a whisper, calling him to his desk.

He opened the bottom drawer. Inside was a locked box. He unlocked it and took out one of the letters inside. He shouldn’t be doing this, he knew that, thinking about these—reading them. It only made him thirst for a life to which he knew he was fated, but a fate that now asked him to wait.

He opened the letter.

“Dear Magnus,” it read. “I appreciate your replies. Please continue to respond. You are right about this world. It is not what it seems. It is a world on top of the world, and you will soon ‘go under.’ There are things that I will show you. Things that will hurt you, that will haunt you. Things that—”

There was a knock at the door. Magnus quickly hid his letters under the bedsheets. “Just a second!” he said before opening the door.

“Simus,” came a voice. It was a girl. Magnus jolted back and tilted his head.

“Becca?” said Magnus. She was one of his classmates, one of the few who spoke with him.

“Did I scare you?” Becca asked in her soft, Berleklian accent.

“No, no,” said Magnus. “I just wasn’t expecting you.” His shoulders settled and his fingers unfurled.

“I just wanted to see if you were busy tonight. I was passing your room and remembered you said you haven’t gone out much. A couple friends and I are heading to Vo. Wanna come?”

“Oh, okay,” said Magnus.

“So, you’ll come?”

“No, I mean, like, okay, I understand,” he said.

Becca stared back for a second. Her long, brown hair fell gently onto her shoulders framing her delicate face in such a way that it was no wonder she had caught the attention of many of Magnus’ classmates. Her presence called out to him. But it wouldn’t work. She was no Kashana.

“I don’t know,” said Magnus. “I have homework.”

“C’mon Simus. I know how you are. You’ve probably finished it all already and now you’re just reading ahead, right? It’s Friday,” she said, a flirtatious twinkle in her eyes. Magnus glanced back into his room, then to Becca. He couldn’t help himself. He patted down his pockets to make sure he had his wallet, keys, and cell phone—a device much simpler than those of many of his classmates.

“Okay, okay. You’re going right now?” he said.

Becca beamed. “Yeah, my friends are downstairs in the car.”

“Okay I’ll come.”

“Yay!” she let out. “Don’t worry, it’s gonna be fun!”

He followed her to a rusty, hydrogen-powered blue sedan parked in front of the dorm. The Forlands, like most nations on Samsara, used relatively low-tech means for transportation and daily life. In the Old World, some civilizations had integrated more advanced technologies into their lifestyles. On Samsara, however, warfare, the lack of space travel, and economic hardship returned many regions of the world to a much earlier era.

Inside the car were two guys and a girl, all about his age. “Hey man!” said the driver. He was a scruffy-looking guy with a yellow button-down shirt and a backwards cap. The others in the car were dressed for a night out as well. But Magnus touted his usual sneakers, blue jeans, and black t-shirt. “Sorry about the stuff,” said the driver, reaching his hand to the back seat and brushing off some empty water bottles.

“It’s okay,” said Magnus, stepping into the car.

“I’m Dan,” said the driver.

“I’m Simus,” said Magnus, introducing himself to everyone in the car as it took off.

Within minutes, they arrived at a two-floor building in downtown Monteville. As soon as he stepped into the parking lot, the ambient incoherence reminded him why he didn’t want to be there. “Dude! Bro!” the epithets flew from every direction. “Like, oh my God, like!”

So many bro calls.

Drunk college students stumbled toward the line stretching around the block as if whatever was inside was somehow worth waiting for. Yet Magnus, too, joined the line and waited.

“Arms out,” said the bouncer when Magnus approached. He closed his eyes and winced and let the bouncer frisk him.

“Shy?” joked Becca, smiling in Magnus’ direction.

When they finally made it into the club, they each headed straight for the closest bar. Magnus waded through spilled drinks and raining sweat, the sticky floor trying to pull off his shoes. He looked up at the ceiling to notice that the club had barely even tried to cover the exposed air ducts, pipes, and beams above.

“Dude!” Dan shouted over the ear-pounding music. “Tonight’s gonna be sick!” He propelled Magnus into the impatient crowd inching forward to buy overpriced drinks from the only two bartenders. “What do you want?” Dan asked, insinuating that he’d get the first round.

“I’m not drinking,” Magnus said over the noise.

“C’mon man,” said Dan.

Magnus realized he’d never enjoy this place sober and sighed. Maybe it had been long enough since he’d had an episode that he could risk it without any issues. “Okay,” he said. “Two Chendrukan Vodkas, Maztron Iced.”

“No way!” said Dan.

“That’ll be twenty-four Lancs,” said the bartender. 

“Twenty-four,” said Magnus, insisting on paying. Although he preferred the anonymity of the illegal cryptocurrencies of the East, he always kept a few Lancs on hand.

“I can’t drink stuff that strong,” Dan insisted. “You take mine.” Dan passed him the drink. 

Magnus took a last look at the crowd, reminding himself how much he hated going out to places like these, and knocked them both down. 

“Dude!” exclaimed Dan. “You’re crazy!” 

Numbed and searching for an exit, Magnus threaded through the hot, pungent bodies crammed as close to the bar as they could get. Once he had some space, he took up a spot next to a column near the side of the room and leaned against it. To his left, he noticed a few familiar faces at a VIP table—Russel and his friends, checking out women, looking at drinks, eyes moving from object to object, unconsciously in pursuit of micro-hits of dopamine.

A waitress lingered nearby. She didn’t appear to be a local. Probably a refugee from someplace invaded by Savaria, here in the Forlands in search of a better life. Magnus felt sorry for her—the world still had its share of high-technology and bright futures, but this was not the country where she’d find it. And if she really was fleeing a Savarian invasion, she might be caught in another one soon enough.

She approached them. Russel waved her over and she leaned in so she could hear. Moments later she turned around to go fill the order. But just as she turned, Russel reached out and grabbed her from behind, right between her legs.

She stopped in her tracks and took a moment to compose herself. Her face ashen, staring straight ahead, looking at nothing. For a moment her nostrils flared, and her lips clenched. Magnus had no doubt that under other circumstances she would have had no problems defending herself. But here, under these circumstances, she needed the tips. So, she let it go. Who knows what she had been through before migrating to the Forlands? These guys were just another group of jerks to add to the list. Glancing back, she playfully flashed them a smile before walking off.

Something in Magnus’ mind cajoled him to break free from the cogent psychosis where he spent most of his time. He knew that if he wanted to teach them a lesson, he could have. But he couldn’t risk revealing his true self. Not here, not now. He remembered what he had been told in the letters: “Be patient and prepare. Someday we will come.” He kept watching.

The waitress soon returned with the drinks. She was quick to get out this time. But Magnus couldn’t shake the temptation. So, as Russel raised his drink to his mouth, Magnus closed his eyes and focused on the drink. He hadn’t bent the laws of physics in more than a month, so he had to concentrate harder than usual. Not because he couldn’t do it, but rather to make sure he didn’t do too much.

Eyes loosely shut, Magnus recreated the scene in his mind. He focused in on Russel’s drink, its weight, its temperature, the moisture condensing on the glass. He mapped out Russel’s position in relation to his friends. It was less a cerebral exercise and more a feeling of the mind. He could feel the essence of the drink, as though its matter and mass were not separate from his own. The boundaries between objects began to fade and the once disparate clusters of atoms converged in Magnus’ thoughts into homogenous concentrations of energy. And then Magnus felt it, his aha moment. He could feel the drink, like it was part of him, or he was part of it. There was no “drink” and “Magnus.” There was only “drinkMagnus.” In the same way he could wiggle his toes without much effort, he could now control the drink. And so, from afar, with his index and middle fingers he made a motion as if lightly slapping the bottom of the cup upwards, and as soon as he did, the cup did just that: it flung upwards into Russel’s face.

Russel’s shot up from his seat. His eyes wide, his face flushed red. He wobbled on unsteady legs, beer dripping down his tight, stretchy shirt revealing his disproportionately swollen biceps. “What the hell!?” he yelled. Magnus didn’t need his training to read Russel’s emphatically floundering lips. His friends started to laugh, but their mirth was short lived as one by one, Magnus did the same thing to each of them. 

A subtle half-smile tugged at the side of Magnus’ mouth watching Russel and his friends drunkenly trying to figure out what was going on.

It was a party trick really. Even so, Magnus knew he shouldn’t be doing this. There were no registered Deltas in the area. If anyone were to report an undocumented Delta, it would raise the eyebrows of intelligence agencies in nations near and far. Besides, Magnus understood that the Savarian forces across the border were operating dangerously close to the university. He didn’t need to give them another reason to invade.

“Simus!” called Becca, emerging from the faceless crowd. She grabbed his arm, interrupting his focus. “Come dance!” She dragged him through the horde of college students.

“I don’t dance,” he protested.

“Everybody dances,” Becca said, pulling him to the edge of the dance floor. 

Magnus watched the sea of partygoers dance or kiss or attempt conversations. Everything blended into slow motion, as if it was all happening at quarter speed. He thought about the biology behind what he was observing. In his anthropology class, they would often talk about the primitive Basswan culture and the foreign mating rituals they engaged each month—dancing and banging drums to attract a partner. Nothing here seemed any different; sultry, sweaty, young humans rubbing their genitals on each other with only a thin layer of clothing between them, performing their “modern” mating ritual in search of a mate.

And Savaria—the warmongering nation wielding Samsara’s second largest military—was on the nation’s border, ready to attack at any moment. And all these partygoers could think to do was drink and dance, unaffected by the knowledge that within days, their world could change forever.

But then his thoughts took a darker turn—toward his past and toward the future. A ringing grew in his ears, louder and louder, too forceful ignore, surging toward a crescendo. He imagined it all burning, flames ceiling-high engulfing his fellow students, unwittingly presenting themselves for their destruction. He could almost hear their screams as he saw armed soldiers ravaging through the sweaty masses of flesh and sinew, slicing through their bodies, their intestines spilling out onto the floor while the flames devoured them. One, two, three, four, all dead. Five, six, seven, eight, more dead. The ringing grew louder. LOUDER. A whisper spoke to him. “Kill them,” it said. “All of them. Do it. Do it now—”

“Simus,” said Becca, breaking his trance. “You okay?” 

Two seconds passed before Magnus snapped out of his catatonic state.

“Yeah… yeah,” he said. His facial muscles twitched. He forced open his eyes as if he had just woken up. “I’m sorry,” he said suddenly. “I’ve gotta go.” He quickly spun off and dashed to the door.

Pushing his way outside, the long line of rowdy students still eagerly trying to get into Vo forced him to take a detour into the mostly empty parking lot behind the building. “Breathe,” he told himself. “Breathe.” He paced in a circle until he finally calmed down. He took a seat on the curb, forcing himself to focus on something, anything else, that would help clear his mind. He picked up a pebble from the pavement and passed it between his fingers. But there was no escape. He couldn’t risk being around others. Terrified that the temporary quiet might give his thoughts enough room to mature, he got up and started jogging the four miles back to his dorm.

When he got back, his body still pumped full of adrenaline, he made his way to the patio behind the building and slumped into an uncomfortable, plastic chair in the center of the patio. He fixed his gaze straight ahead at the bland, isolated world in front of him before wrapping his hands behind his head and swinging his gaze up at the sky. What met him was a view so breathtaking it almost wrapped itself around him.

At night, after the daylight faded, the Great Collapse glowed through the translucent forcefield, a constant reminder of what was outside, deceitfully pleading to kiss the world and annihilate all existence. The sight was magnificent. It resembled aurora lights, gentle shades of green, purple, and blue ribbons dancing across the sky in utter bliss as though they were alive. They didn’t know about the world beneath them. They couldn’t. All they knew was their majestic, bountiful dance.

As Magnus gazed up at them, a gradual cold arose from the ground as he remembered what they were, the remnant flames of an incinerated universe, a void fire—what was left of a once sprawling universe.

But then a warmth made itself known, first in his chest, pushing away the growing cold. He thought about Kashana, the girl he loved, wherever she was. He thought about how big Samsara was, how much there was to see and do, and how he wanted to see it all—the only world left in existence. A vast, open world with so much variety and culture, teeming with life, secrets, and splendor. He wanted to get out there in it. Out there, governments were changing, nations were forming, and wars were brewing. Out there, scientists conducted research, explorers explored, and mystery and wonder filled the dark of every shadow. The sky reminded him that all this beauty and vigor was happening somewhere out there, waiting to be embraced, and he was here, in the Forlands, sitting in a plastic chair.

He wanted something more.

But just before sleep took him, he reminded himself to wait a little longer, not to let his daily life subdue him. He thought about the letters, sent to him from a very special man. A man who told him to be patient, that this was only a small part of a bigger plan. A wise man. A mastermind and a legend. A terrorist and a genius. A giant of a forgotten era. A true Master Delta…

Asharru.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




124 Years Before the Modern Calendar
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It was 124 years before the end of the Old World, more than a century before the forcefield on Samsara would activate. On Enoch’s tallest, snowcapped mountain, a white room protruded from the stone and stretched toward the sky. Inside the starlit room, a long table of rich Sechwood Oak sat in the center, and at its sides the anxious leaders of the known universe awaited the secret group that called them there, hoping for a way to stop the Great Collapse.

From an entrance in the back of the room, a Triton entered. Its green, translucent, humanoid form captivated the leaders at the table, most of whom had never met one. Its pace was unhurried and its movements graceful. It was followed in by twenty-four humans, who each took seats in egg-shaped chairs along the back wall.

The Triton stepped forward to the head of the table, revealing it to be only roughly five feet tall, and dampening the echoing chatters. “Greetings,” it said.

A Triton speaks. The room fell silent.

“Thank you for coming today. This matter is of the utmost importance,” the Triton slowly continued, representing the entire Triton species, effortlessly transmitting every thought, feeling, and sensation to the little-understood neural network of Triton experience. The powerful star rays from the goliath window behind the Triton passed right through its naked, cytoplasmic body, tinting the room light green. The Triton took a step back. Waving its arm, it signaled one of the individuals who followed him in to step forward. “This is Asharru. He will tell you about our plan.”

Asharru stood up and walked to the head of the table, each of his steps echoing through the massive room. “Greetings,” said Asharru. He raised his fist to his mouth and cleared his throat. The Triton took a seat.

“As we all well know,” Asharru began, years of wisdom wrinkled into his pallid face like empty canyons scratched across the surface of an old earth, “the universe is retracting, receding, and it is doing so much faster than was thought naturally possible. In a matter of time of much concern to your civilizations, everything will return to a singular point in time and space.”

The mood settled. Asharru had their attention. “A number of you have made attempts to prevent the looming destruction: anti-matter bombs, forcefields, escape chambers, naïve manipulation of MSC ports—none of your attempts have shown promise. But there is hope.” The echo of the high-ceilinged room disappeared in Asharru’s pause.

“For centuries,” he continued, “the group you see behind me has been working, in secret, on a project. An ark. An insurance that our civilizations can protect the seed of life, and what we can salvage of our histories and cultures. There are twenty-four of us, humans. We each come from one of the civilizations represented here. And then there are the Tritons, who have guided us through this endeavor.”

The Tritons were an advanced, humanoid species, though not human. The civilizations of the known universe knew little about the Tritons. Although the Tritons preferred not to interfere with their affairs, many thousands of years earlier, they showed the civilizations of the known universe how to operate MSC ports, allowing instantaneous travel through vast swaths of space via Meta-Space Channels. Meta-space channels and the ports connecting them were little understood, but their utility engendered a trust in the Tritons that persisted through even the darkest of times.

“The planet is enormous,” Asharru continued, “far larger than most of our own planets. We’ve developed a planetary shield, a forcefield, which will close around the atmosphere of the planet, insulating it and all within it from the destruction of the Collapse.”

“A forcefield that can stave off the Collapse of the very fabric of space-time? I don’t believe it!” cried the president of the Savarian civilization.

“Just give them a chance,” said another leader.

“Why don’t we just build these forcefields around our own planets?” asked another. Eager stares spun back to Asharru.

“This has taken us countless resources and many centuries,” said Asharru. “We could not create such devices at scale.” Asharru’s eyes slid to the Triton for just a moment, the twinkle in his iris hinting that there was more to the story that he was not yet willing to reveal.

“Centuries?” asked another leader. “How? I know not the lifespan of a Triton, but I know the limit on the lifespan of a man.”

“We have helped them manipulate their DNA, these twenty-four humans, so they could finish the project,” said the Triton. “This was necessary, given the circumstances, but it is something we prefer not to do.”

“Where did you get all these resources then?” asked a leader. “Had you asked my predecessors, they’d surely have come to your aid, and perhaps even built one of these devises around our own planet.”

“We’ve enlisted the help of others, over the years, without disclosing the project’s purpose, and ensuring the project remained a secret,” said Asharru.

“Why keep it a secret?” asked the president of Savaria. “If you had made your methods public from the start, we could have begun traveling to your planet a long time ago.”

“Imagine if we had, said Asharru. “The whole universe would have migrated to Samsara in a frenzy. This must be a methodical migration.”

“And light?” asked another leader. “Will your forcefield enclose an entire solar system?”

“No. Only one planet. The forcefield itself will emit the light we need,” said Asharru. “It will generate energy from the Collapse’s perpetual effort to break it down and recycle energy when necessary. It will produce light and heat at regulated strengths which have been adjusted for the average climates of your civilizations, creating a twenty-five-hour, day-night cycle. On Samsara, besides the lack of the appearance of a ball of fire in the sky, there will be no perceptible difference.”

“Gravity? If the planet is as large as you say, won’t we all, just… stick to the ground? Implode?”

“The forcefield has enough mass to create its own gravitational pull, offsetting the gravitational pull of Samsara’s mass,” said Asharru. “It will feel like a much smaller planet, like the planets on which most of your people live.”

“Nonsense,” protested the president of Savaria. Whispers circulated among the invited leaders.

“We’ve allocated territory to each of your civilizations, which you will have the opportunity to terraform, if you so desire. But we have chosen your territories based on features that reflect the geography of your respective civilizations. And as you’ll see, many regions will remain forested—we still need to breathe,” Asharru continued over the chatter. A device on the ceiling projected maps of Samsara in front of each person at the table. The leaders squinted at the maps, their eyes fastidiously searching for their own plots of land.

“Mine is too small,” said the president of Savaria. “How can I fit my people in there? Are you telling me my entire civilization is going to be merely a country on this planet?”

“The land allocations are proportional to population,” Asharru explained over his objection. “There’s not enough room for every creature in each of your civilizations. So, yes, your civilizations will be like countries. This is an unfortunate reality, but we are left with few choices.”

“So why have you called us here? What is our role in this?” asked one of the leaders.

“Integration,” said Asharru, pausing to let the leaders at the table swallow his words. “First, our plant life, then animals. And finally, we’ll bring intelligent life. We have designed a comprehensive plan for this process, and allowances for each civilization.” The weight shifted onto the leaders of the civilizations at the table.

“I can’t transport my people through space,” said one of the leaders. “I have only four ships for my whole planet, all gifted to us from others. How do we get to this planet?”

“We’ll bring you,” vowed the president of Senecus, a civilization known for its space-faring capabilities, “and all others who need assistance. We Senecians have tried everything to survive the end of this universe. None of our theories have shown promise. None of our inventions have worked. But this… this is a plan to save the universe, the plan of the Tritons! We need to embrace this, and I, for one, can pledge our great civilization to this cause.”

“I agree!” declared another leader.

“No plan will get me on the same planet as the Senecians!” shouted the president of Savaria.

Chaos ensued. Eye contact was lost. The leaders of the known universe argued, retreating to their thoughts, straining to comprehend the magnitude of the task now hoisted upon them by the Great Collapse’s promise of imminent demise.

“After this meeting, why don’t I just go public?” shouted the president of Savaria, bringing everyone back together. “Why do I have to play by your rules? Why don’t I just start sending ships to this planet of yours now? Who will stop me?”

“We have deployed a mechanized space blockade around the planet,” said Asharru. “I’d advise you not to test it.”

“Then what if I get on the news and tell everyone about your plan? Cavalcades of paranoid space travelers will swarm your blockade,” rebutted the president of Savaria.

“I should tell you,” began Asharru, softening his tone in a fashion that spoke to the power of his words, “that in addition to the twenty-four humans that managed this project, there are nine others.” The room fell silent. “We call them the Andherra Naalor. They are Shinoto. Assassins. They will willingly end their own lives once this is all over, but until then, their mission is to deal with political leaks.” The president of Savaria rested his hands over his stomach. A quiet moment passed.

“Who will govern this planet?” asked the president of the Forlands.

“Civilizations will govern themselves, as they have for millennia,” said Asharru.

“I understand,” said the president of the Forlands. “But none of them have governed without war. On this planet, I hope things will be different.”
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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A new week began, and Magnus had managed to shield himself from the campus for most of the weekend. But he had earlier agreed to meet Becca for lunch at a small, on-campus restaurant. He figured he owed it to her after his abrupt departure on Friday.

As he walked to the restaurant, he gazed into the blue horizon above, nearly indistinguishable from a forgotten, solar era. He scanned the area for threats when he arrived—an old habit difficult to break. Holding a flier for the restaurant that he’d received just days earlier, he walked to the outdoor section and took a seat under a green canopy. It was tailored to locals whose diets consisted primarily of nuts and fruits.

“Simus!” Becca called out. He clumsily stood up and took a few awkward steps in her direction. She rarely wore makeup, but Magnus couldn’t help but notice her eyeliner and the dangly earrings matching the loose, yellow blouse she wore over a blue undershirt.

“Here,” he offered, gauchely pulling out the chair across from him. She sat down, smiling over his goofy style of chivalry.

“Have you been here before?” she asked.

“Nope, you?”

“Nope,” she said. They quietly perused their menus: local Monteville nuts, caccalnuts, no-peel nuts, Se Lancian Trigs…

The server abruptly interrupted. “My name is Dennis and I’ll be serving you tonight. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Water would be fine for me, thank you,” said Magnus.

“Wine,” said Becca. “For us both.” She turned to Magnus and smiled.

The server lingered, not sensing when to leave. But after a few awkward seconds, he went to get the drinks. When he returned, Magnus took a big sip of wine—knowing he shouldn’t—and tried to get the conversation going again. “You see that over there?” he asked, pointing to a hardy, leafy tree in the forest beside the restaurant.

“See what, the trees?”

“The one a little taller than the others. With reddish leaves and a dark trunk. You see?”

“Yeah… why?”

“That’s a Trarashtrorchar tree, from the Old World Forlands. There are only two left on Samsara. At first, after the Forlanders brought over their plant life, that tree grew all over the country. Now, there are only two.”

“What happened to the rest of them?” asked Becca.

“No one knows. They just, didn’t like it here, I guess.”

“Or maybe, Samsara didn’t like them,” Becca said.

It was an idle comment, but it gave Magnus pause. “There are a lot of stories like that,” he replied. “But I guess most of Samsara still hasn’t been explored. There could be others.”

A light breeze ran through Becca’s hair and stroked Magnus’ face. He guessed her shampoo was something soft, like lavender. His shoulders dropped. Becca leaned in. “Can you move it with your mind?” she asked.

As if an electric bolt ran through Magnus’ chair, he jolted up straight. “What? Why? Move the tree?” he asked in quick succession.

“Yeah,” she said. “You know, like, use the power of your thoughts to move it, to feel the laws of physics. Spoooooky,” she played, inflecting her tone to add a frisky touch. 

Magnus collected himself once he realized it was only a joke.

“Do you believe in that stuff?” she asked.

“The metaphysical arts?”

“Yeah, do you believe it’s possible?”

This was a topic from which Magnus knew he had to stray. He had been able to break the laws of physics early on. When he was younger, war stories of a skillful, young teenager known only as “Magnus” circulated the globe. Some old, viral videos of him fighting still existed in the dark corners of the Global Data-Sharing Network, or GDSN, a network that functioned much like an internet, but with various layers of complexity and access. In the past few years, global intelligence agencies had been searching for this unknown Delta with powers that would put him at stage three out of four. Fortunately for Magnus, the videos were terrible and no one could get a good look at his face.

The waiter returned. “Are you ready to order?”

“Yes,” Magnus told the server, earning Becca’s curious gaze. They ordered their meals, carried on with some light conversation, and in time, finished eating and asked for the check.

“Simus,” Becca said with hesitation. “Can I ask you something?”

“Okay.”

“Have you ever had a girlfriend?” Magnus paused for a moment, unsure why she was asking, and unable to tell her the truth. “You seem… a little awkward,” she said. “Maybe I’m reading too much into—”

“No, no,” said Magnus. Becca gawked back as if asking him to elaborate. “It’s just that… there is a girl, yes. I liked her a lot. I loved her. I still do. But it’s kind of a weird situation.”

Becca perked up. Leaning forward, she perched her elbow on the table and her chin on her palm. “So, what happened? Who is she?”

“I shouldn’t really say anything,” said Magnus, looking down.

“C’mon! I’m curious!” A quiet moment passed.

“Well, she’s not from around here and I haven’t seen her in a while. We kind of grew up together,” said Magnus, letting his feelings reveal details he knew he should not.

“Do I know her?”

“Probably,” said Magnus. “Not personally. But you’d know her name if I said it.”

“Oh my gosh! Is she famous?”

“Not exactly. But her father is.”

“What’s her name?” Becca excitedly asked. 

Magnus smiled to himself as Kashana entered his thoughts, her name bouncing around inside his mind.

“Well,” said Magnus. “It’s—”

The server interjected with the bill. “How was your meal?” he asked.

“It was good, thank you,” said Magnus, snapping back into character.

“I’m glad to hear that,” said the server, handing Magnus the bill. It was in a little, black folder, typical for a restaurant like this. But when he handed it to Magnus, he didn’t let go. Magnus looked up at him in bewilderment. The server glared back. He bent down to Magnus’ ear and began to whisper. “Your friend wants to know, have you seen the black crow?” His voice was different. It was monotone and intentional. 

Before Magnus could reply, the server let go of the folder and briskly walked off without looking back. Magnus took a moment to collect his thoughts, staring wide-eyed in the server’s direction. He knew this phrase. The man writing him letters, Asharru, was sending him a message. A warning.

“What was that about?” asked Becca. 

“I’m sorry,” said Magnus. “I have class soon. Can we meet later? 

Becca could sense something was up. “Um, sure,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated before turning away and starting his walk to class. He tried not to speak and give voice to the questions bustling in his mind. He pushed his thumbs into his index fingers and his tongue against the roof of his mouth as he walked—something was about to happen. 

Class was normal. From the safety of an air-conditioned classroom, the professor taught about the history of war, having never been near one himself. But Magnus wasn’t interested in the professor’s vapid lesson. Instead, his gaze danced across the classroom windows. His university sat on the border of Savarian-occupied territory, so everyone knew a Savarian incursion was only a matter of time. Only Magnus knew that time was now—

He closed his eyes mere moments before three loud beeps sounded over the loudspeaker, introducing a pre-recorded voice. “Security announcement. This is not a drill. The Forlands National Military Tracking Service has detected incoming Savarian forces. Seek shelter immediately. If you are in a classroom—shelter in place. The campus is in full lockdown.”

“Alright everyone,” hollered the wiry-haired professor. “You know what to do.” Magnus and his classmates ducked under their desks and the professor turned out the lights.

As time ticked on, an insidious uncertainty rose through the cracks in the floor and shrouded the air like a mountain mist. “What is that?” asked a student, holding her ear to the sound of heavy boots cavalcading down the hall.

“Oh my God,” said another.

The students grew restless at the unmistakable sound of soldiers stomping up and down the halls just outside the classroom. Magnus began to sweat. He knew he shouldn’t fight back but was afraid he might be forced to. If he broke cover, he would be killed. He understood that. He knew he could fight them off for a while, even defend the building for an hour or two, but there was a zero percent chance he could ward off a Savarian invasion.

BAM! A grizzled soldier kicked in the door to the sound of shrieking from underneath the desks. The soldier took a few sluggish steps into the room, then stood in place and casually took a drag of his cigarette. “Alright,” he said, exhaling, his voice harsh and gritty. He threw the cigarette to the floor and stepped on it.

Another soldier walked in and stood just beyond the frame of the doorway, both hands gripping his assault rifle. Most militaries still used guns and other crude weapons. Although some countries still had access to various Old World technologies, they were often too expensive to offer to the average soldier. And besides, bullets were still undeniably effective.

“Everyone outside. Follow us.” At that, the soldiers turned around and made their way out the door. Their unshaken confidence that the students would follow was a reminder of the consequences that would ensue if they did not.

One by one, the students sheepishly climbed out from under their desks and followed. The other classrooms were emptying as well. “We don’t have an army. What are they doing here?” the student in front of Magnus asked another.

“Who knows?” the other student replied. “They’re probably here to plow over the nature and build more crappy cities, just like they did in the Old World.”

Magnus leaned forward and murmured. “It’s an emetic,” he said. The two students in front of him looked back in confusion, mouths half open. “They’re recruiting. They’re gonna take us outside and sort us by those who agree to fight for Savaria, and those who refuse.”

“What do they do with the ones who refuse?” whispered the student.

“Usually they shoot them,” said Magnus. The two students’ eyebrows ran up their foreheads. They quickly spun back around and marched with their backs erect and shoulders high.

The soldiers brought the students to the campus square: a large quad right in the center of the college, its grass hiding the dry and desiccated soil below. The quad could fit at least a few thousand people, and in total, a few hundred students headed toward the center.

Magnus scanned the area as he approached. He noticed Becca to his left, walking with her class, also being led to the square. They made eye contact and she gave a nervous wave. But her attention was diverted by a Savarian soldier grabbing one of her defiant classmates by the hair. Becca turned back to Magnus, terror contorting her face. “Shh,” mimed Magnus, finger over his lips.

“Give me the first hundred!” shouted an older officer with an assault rifle slung over his back, his uniform adorned in badges and insignias.

“One hundred,” Magnus repeated under his breath.

“Form a line!” shouted another soldier. The students formed a single-file line and the older officer sauntered over to the front of it. He leaned in toward the first student until their faces were about two inches apart. “Will you fight for Savaria?” he barked. The student paused.

“Yes sir!” the student eventually shot back. The officer pointed to his left. The student ran over and stood in place.

“Will you fight for Savaria?” the officer screamed to the next in line.

“I… I…” stuttered the student. Magnus had spoken with this student before. He was from Heejeesa, a territory the Savarians had recently conquered. Savarian soldiers killed his father. “No!” shouted the student. The officer pointed to his right and the student ran and took his position.

The next few were Russel and his friends. “Yes sir,” they each said, one by one, pledging to fight for Savaria. This was no shock. Savaria had much more to offer than the Forlands for a young man willing to fight.

The process continued for another fifty students. Some of them even outright pledged to fight with the Eastern Alliance, Savaria’s enemy. Until the officer reached Magnus. “Will you fight for Savaria?” he asked. 

A roguish half-smile crept up Magnus’ face as he made eye contact with the officer. The officer took a step forward, almost chest to chest with Magnus.

“Why the smile?” demanded the officer. Magnus did not respond. The officer swung his rifle down from his shoulder and rammed it into Magnus’ abdomen. Magnus hunched over and held his hands over his stomach, showing more weakness than he had to, convincing the officer he wasn’t the one they wanted. “Forlanders,” mocked the officer, enthusiastically pointing to the right. Magnus complied and found his spot in the cluster. The officer had bought the act.

When the soldiers reached the end of the first one hundred students, the officer and three other soldiers addressed the students on the left, the ones who had vowed to fight for Savaria. “Men and women,” he cried. “You have made a choice that will define you! You will become warriors—soldiers of Savaria. After your training in the homeland, we will fight together, as brothers and sisters, and return Savaria to greatness. Like our ancestors once conquered a solar system, we will conquer the East!”

To a loud, though obviously false cheer, the officer and three soldiers next addressed the roughly twenty students gathered to the right who had refused to serve them. Standing before them, watching their expectant faces, he gave the signal and the three soldiers simultaneously stepped in front of the officer, guns drawn. Audible gasps echoed around the quad. The officer scanned the group, his eyes falling directly on Magnus. Magnus stared back and watched as the officer lit up a cigarette, mocking Magnus with a smile.

As soon as the server gave him that black-crow warning, Magnus knew he should have fled to the forest where the monsters knew not his name. The nations of Samsara only held legal rights over their territories—they often knew little of the mysteries that lived within their borders.

But it was too late to escape to the forests, and somewhere in his bones, he realized he wanted this. His reluctance to hide meant that now he had to fight. He knew the consequences were not in his favor, and yet still he felt this was right.

Magnus stepped in front of the group of students.

The officer almost laughed. “What are you gonna do?” he taunted. “You made your choice. And it was the wrong one.” The officer turned to a fresh line of students. “And when the rest of you get your chance in line, think hard about how you answer!” he shouted. He turned back to Magnus’ group. 

“Three,” said the officer, starting the slow countdown. Magnus planted his right foot behind him and pushed his toes into his shoes, repeating the number under his breath.

“Two!” shouted the officer. Magnus repeated the number and let his eyelids fall serenely over his eyes. He felt the ground beneath his feet.

“One!” shouted the officer.

Magnus’ eyes opened. A trance-like state overtook him. Time slowed. The blue in his eyes deepened and his pupils dilated. His posture straightened and his muscles flexed. He raised his left hand, palm open to the line of soldiers aiming at him. “Fire!” commanded the officer. The three soldiers did as instructed, squeezing their triggers, unleashing on Magnus and the students behind him. 

Seven seconds of uninterrupted gunfire raged at the students. Stray bullets tore into the ground, launching chunks of dry soil and grass into the air forming roiling dust clouds, blanketing and choking the amassed assembly of screaming students. 

What followed was silence. Once the shooting stopped, pure terror raced down the nerves of every student present as they waited for the dust to literally settle.

But when it did, the officer who had so confidently ordered the execution, reached for his sidearm with shaking hands. 

Not a single bullet had hit its target. Before him, shaking with fear but unscathed, the students were crouched on the ground, covering their heads. That is—all but one.

In front of them stood Magnus, head strong and chin raised to the sky, his open palm still stretched out in front of him. He stared into the pallid eyes of the officer. “Oh shoot,” said the officer, struggling to chamber a bullet.

Magnus took one last look in Becca’s direction. From across the campus, their eyes met. There was something different about her gaze, a person behind it that he no longer recognized. She was unafraid. A complete stranger. Could she have been a spy? Magnus had a feeling he’d be seeing her again. But there was no time to investigate. He turned back to the officer.

The rest happened in a matter of seconds. In a flash, Magnus pushed his right palm forward in the direction of the officer, instantly launching him backwards like he’d been hit by a truck. With his left hand, he repeated the same motion to the line of three soldiers, flinging them into the air.

Knowing he couldn’t stand his ground on the open quad, he ran and grabbed a machinegun dropped by one of the soldiers. “Delta! Delta!” soldiers across the quad began to shout.

Magnus scanned his surroundings for a place to take cover—the wooded area right behind the buildings on the other side of the quad. The shortest path was through a classroom building, then a cafeteria, and then a field. He sprinted in that direction.

As he zigzagged through the quad, he stretched his arms out wide, trying to bend the incoming gunfire around him. Despite his best efforts, a bullet whizzed past his leg, just tearing through his jeans and grazing his skin. But something about the danger invigorated him. It reminded him of himself. All the memories, the ideas, the pains, the pleasures, and the tendencies of ‘Magnus’ came rushing back to him as if injected into his veins.

When he reached the building, he shattered a window and dove through it, rolling into the classroom. The pain he felt from his shoulder hitting the floor quickly reminded him he wasn’t powerful enough for some of the stunts he was attempting.

He stood up and noticed a group of freshmen lined up and crouched against the wall, staring up at him, dumbfounded. A soldier standing in the open doorway took too long to react. Magnus raised his right hand in the soldier’s direction and hurled him out of the door into the hallway, smashing him against the wall opposite and knocking him unconscious.

More soldiers raced down the hall, weapons drawn. They gathered outside the classroom for a moment and prepared to raid the room. When they hastily turned the corner into the classroom, Magnus fired back with surgical precision.

But it wasn’t over. Magnus could hear additional soldiers taking defensive positions in the hall outside and taking prudent aim at the classroom entrance, waiting for whatever might emerge.

“Stay here,” Magnus told the students. He lunged toward the doorway. His movements were precise and controlled—clearly practiced and previously tested—not the Simus they knew.

He burst out into the hallway, shooting down the hall to the right, hitting three combatants. He moved so fast that no soldier could get a clear shot and when a bullet did come close to hitting him, years of practice in the metaphysical arts enabled him to bend the trajectory of the bullet around him and continue on its altered path.

After a few seconds, he retreated back into the classroom. A barrage of steel closed in from both ends of the hallway, recklessly causing friendly fire among the soldiers outside. He counted on this.

Then, he burst out again and raced forward, taking position between the two remaining soldiers. As soon as he planted his feet, they drew their knives, but Magnus blocked their swipes with his forearms, sustaining a slash across his elbow. With two well-placed kicks, he flung them into the wall of lockers, subduing them. Before the soldiers at the other end of the hall could get a shot, he grabbed a fresh machinegun from the ground and sped off down a perpendicular hallway toward the cafeteria.

Once inside, he only made it a few steps before the ten soldiers in the cafeteria opened fire. Magnus flipped over a rectangular dining table in the center of the room and ducked behind it. He did his best to divert the incoming bullets around the sides of the table, but the incoming fusillade was difficult to control, even for a Stage Three Delta. He raised his gun above the table to fire back but couldn’t see his targets. He needed something more powerful.

He thrust his hand in the direction of a group of chairs and concentrated. Then, like a tornado broke out in the cafeteria, he hurled them across the room with his mind, slamming them into the soldiers. With a break in the gunfire, he ran for the exterior doors, blasting through them into the field leading to the woods.

His legs tired as he ran. Using the metaphysical arts like this drained him, as it would any Delta at his level. But there was no time to take a breath. With even more soldiers in pursuit, Magnus darted across the long stretch of field toward the tree line as the tops of long-stemmed grass exploded in little puffs as bullets whizzed through them. He was faster than his pursuers, but he heard an unsettling noise from behind.

Heart pounding, he quickly glanced back. Two vehicles raced in his direction. But these were no simple transports, these were Hyenas—high-tech, armored electric vehicles equipped with a range of powerful weapons. And behind them, a massive tank.

A high-caliber machinegun atop one of the Hyenas began firing. Grass and dirt flew through the air as the hot steel chewed through the ground. Diverting the incoming fire from one direction wasn’t a problem, but when the Hyenas caught up, he’d be getting it from multiple angles, which he was not powerful enough to divert.

He wasn’t going to make it to the tree line.

But as he sprinted across the field, he sensed something peculiar. Out of place. Strange enough to slow his gait and force him to listen. A thunderous, pulsating bellow from somewhere nearby. The air and the ground vibrated so violently that it penetrated deep into his bone marrow. It came from something enormous, something with absurd power. He looked up.

Hovering just above the woods was a hypercraft—a massive, state-of-the-art airship. Because of all the destruction from wars and global economic depression, technology like this was rare on Samsara, so hypercrafts seldom showed up in small battles like this. These rare ships typically wielded a panoply of auxiliary defensive turrets and one main plasma cannon fixed underneath the hull. They traveled at ridiculous speeds and were capable of hovering in place over ground engagements, providing incontestable air support. Their resistance to most conventional gunfire endowed them the ability to rapidly descend into the heart of a conflict to deliver reinforcements. But this hypercraft, however, was in a class of its own.

This was the Vimana, a hypercraft about which Magnus had only ever heard of in legend—an Old World ship—Asharru’s ship. She had space, air, land, and naval capabilities and enough supplies to house her crew for years. Usually, because of their size and utility, hypercrafts were manned by hundreds of the finest pilots the countries using them had to offer. But Vimana was an A.I., programmed to run herself autonomously. When on the ground, she stood ninety feet tall and over four hundred feet wide. Mostly white, black, and a lustering blue, she was somewhat triangular in shape but with soft edges and many protrusions for her passengers to man and fire auxiliary weapons.

Magnus picked up his pace. He heard the distinctive revving of the hypercraft’s plasma cannon. And then, a burst of glowing, teal energy surged from the turret on Vimana’s underside, effortlessly obliterating the tank pursuing Magnus. On full power, the cannon was strong enough to destroy a good chunk of the campus. But the auxiliary turrets, machineguns, and lasers took out most of everything else within seconds of Vimana’s arrival.

Vimana rocketed forward toward Magnus and hovered over the field in front of him, beginning to descend. He ran toward her, until he was just underneath. Still diverting fire, he searched for an entry point. Nothing.

And then, out of nowhere, two arms reached out from behind him and wrapped around his torso. “Don’t struggle,” a calming female voice whispered into his ear. He wanted to respond, but before he could, they zoomed up into the air toward the ship. Magnus realized this person must have repelled down on a cable. Within a few seconds, the two were safely inside.

The atmosphere changed in an instant, as if the chaos outside didn’t exist. The antechamber of the ship was completely silent, its walls slick and metallic. Magnus turned around to see who’d just extracted him. 

“Hello, Magnus,” the figure behind him said pleasantly. Her voice was soothing and her words had a subtle lilt—almost too melodic to be human. “My name is Lunas.”

Magnus marveled at the creature in front of him. Her robotic face was pure white and soft-featured, a pleasing embodiment of the essence of the female aesthetic. Although her body was human in form, her cybernetic foundations were clear. Her pseudo-muscular system was discernable through the translucent, shock-absorbing skin protecting her body. Through this epidermal layer, Magnus noticed a human-like network of muscles, but her muscles were white. Not as obvious were the super-magnets in her hands and feet, capable of controlling nearby metallic objects and using them to protect herself in a fashion similar to using the metaphysical arts.

“Hello, Lunas,” said Magnus. A few awkward moments passed between them.

“Shall we?” asked Lunas, pointing to the blast doors leading to the interior of the ship. Magnus stepped forward, recalling the door’s password from Asharru’s letters: 024XiEe9.91. He began to type it in. “No need,” said Lunas. Along with her computational abilities and her sixth sense ability to feel and interpret the data flying through local wireless connections, Lunas’s mind could access almost any computer within a designated radius. She raised her hand to the entrance. The door unlocked.

Like a portal to a universe about which he only ever dreamed, Magnus watched the fortified titanium doors slide into the walls. As they opened, his demeanor, attitude, body language, thoughts, and memories suddenly retrogressed to the Fallout warrior and the powerful Delta, to the loyal friend, to the awkward young man, to the danger to those around him, to the youthful student—to the cluster of things that he naturally was, the cluster of things that had come to be known to the world as Magnus.
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In the 124 years since Asharru announced the existence of Samsara to the leaders of the known universe, the universe’s civilizations transported their plants, animals, and what they could salvage of their worlds to the planet.

But on this day, in only moments, the universe would end, marking the first day of a new calendar. In peace, a new generation of leaders from across the universe stood together in the Grand Hall.

Emerging from a black door, Asharru joined the Grand Hall’s stage. His focus was fixed not on the universe dying above, but on the beauty of the Grand Hall, unparalleled in its magnificence. Laid out like the amphitheaters of old, except on a far larger scale—a glass roof exposed the abysmal, blue sky above. And as Asharru gazed upon the thousands of spectators in the surrounding stadium and the hundreds of delegates crowding the floor, he couldn’t help but think of a colosseum, a passing reminder of Samsara’s true and silent purpose.

Asharru closed his eyes and raised his timeworn face to the sky, unshaken in his resolve and confident in the forcefield’s ability to hold. But a communal angst blanketed the hall and all its grandeur. Most looked to the heavens, watching the faint explosions of the final war in space through the glass above where the desperate were trying to break through the blockade, their ships exploding like brilliant fireworks to mark a great pyrrhic victory. Others in the hall closed their eyes, anticipating their own demise until—

Every person in the Grand Hall gently took the hands of their neighbors. No one knows who made the first gesture, whether it was one person or a spontaneous many, but one after another, Nunonite, Vella’i, Heesian, Nrinian, Shimei—race and species didn’t matter. For maybe the first time in the universe, the minds of the leaders of the free world met harmoniously on the same pacific plane. Whatever came next, be it death or… something other, they had silently agreed to move forward together as one, united people.

From the sky above, there came a sound like no other. An infrasound, inciting a sense of dread and awe in all who could hear. If the hall had not been so quiet, it might have gone unnoticed. Like a cool, winter whisper, it spoke to them without words and pulled them in toward its soft terror. As it annihilated time and space without a thought, setting its sights on Samsara, it sent chills down the spines of those listening, raising the thin, little hairs on arms and necks toward it. Growing louder as it drew near, this was a sound that few ever heard and lived to recount. This was the sound of the universe dying. This was the sound of the Great Collapse.

Soon enough, all in the hall felt a subtle vibration, and the sky above was the furthest that any creature could see. The Great Collapse had hit the forcefield.

Eyes across the hall met one another as if a magnetic force connected their gazes. Inquiry and conjecture froze in their throats. And then—silence.

Withered and weakened from years of exhausting toil, Asharru rolled his wheelchair to the stage area in front of the delegates on the floor. Every eager eye fell upon him. He corrected his posture and straightened his back. He boldly stepped out of his wheelchair, stood strong on the platform, and gazed out across the Grand Hall to the leaders and spectators before him. The hall watched.

“Today is the saddest and happiest day we have ever known,” he began. “Through time, we carbon-based creatures have persisted. Through space, we have built civilizations and empires. And through our will and grit, we’ve overcome our fate.”

It took a few moments for doubt to fade, but when the tension broke, it did so with arms flung into the air, chairs thrust to the side, leaders and subjects alike climbing onto tabletops, and linking arms to dance and cheer. Those who had never known what it meant to feel truly free were graced with a wild moment of pure exoneration.

And so, this new world became the only world. Samsara’s trajectory through time was firmly pointed in the right direction, with all functions aimed toward peace and harmony. With every detail painstakingly engineered to avoid the mistakes that once plagued the Old World, it was now up to these new gods, the rulers and citizens of Samsara, to embrace the great promises of the future. 
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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Magnus stood in front of Vimana’s open interior doors, fingers twiddling, pupils darting left to right. Following Lunas, he took a few long strides up an incline, perusing the many strategic maps and historical quotes painted on the hallway walls. He brushed his fingers along as he passed. “Oh,” he said out loud, noticing the pain in his shoulder when he lifted his arm, realizing he must have somehow hurt it in the fight.

“This way, Magnus,” said Lunas, pointing down a hall. The two proceeded.

“How did you find me?” asked Magnus. “Is Asharru on the ship?”

“You’ll meet him soon.” The walk through the clean, metallic halls was silent but for the echo of their footsteps.

“Wait, why don’t you guys finish off the Savarians? Protect the school?” asked Magnus.

“Vimana is powerful,” said Lunas. “But not that powerful.” A silent moment passed.

“Where are we going?” asked Magnus.

“The War Room,” said Lunas. “It’s just ahead.”

The two entered the War Room, a high-ceilinged frame which protruded of out the front of Vimana’s center mass in a series of three-dimensional shapes that amalgamated into something resembling a triangle. Massive windows revealed the passing landscape far below them, and where there were no windows, the white walls were covered with large screens and control panels, which Vimana maintained autonomously. On a raised platform near one of the giant, forward-facing windows sat a sleek, rectangular table at which two others were already present and waiting.

As Magnus followed Lunas to the table, his head darted from screen to screen, somewhat unsure if he should be looking too closely at such esoteric intelligence—Asharru’s battle plans. But when Magnus’ eyes met the far, left corner of the room, he saw no battle more important than the one locked in his gaze.

Her chair was turned toward the wall, her back facing him. The shimmer of her almost whitish, blonde hair left him stunned. Her figure was perfect, sides curving in, delicate. But resolute. And the ethereal glow of her skin raised the hairs on Magnus’ arms. “Kashana,” he said, walking over.

She ran her finger over the last few sentences of the paragraph she was reading, closed the book on her index finger to mark her place, and spun around in her chair. “Can I help you?” she asked.

Kashana was from Enoch, a civilization well known for the beauty of its people. She was the only daughter of the emperor. Her royal blood, however, was only from her father’s side, as her mother was the emperor’s secret mistress. This rendered Kashana a stain on the royal line, and an embarrassment to the emperor’s lineage. Enochians, like Lyrillians, Elydians, and Scilorians, were descendants of the Vella’i—an ancient race of particularly white, generally light-haired humans. But her mother was a Nunonite—a separate, diverse race of humans which the Vella’i considered ‘lesser.’ Even though Kashana looked more Vella’ic than Nunonite and she never shook her melodious Vella’i accent, many in Enoch wanted her to stay far away from the throne. Some even wanted her dead.

“Um… Kashana, it’s me. I just wanna say hello,” said Magnus.

“Well, hello,” she responded with flare, immediately spinning back around in her chair, continuing to read her book. Magnus stood in place, staring at the nape of her neck. His torrid desire to have her back grew proportionally with her efforts to thwart him.

“How did you end up here?” asked Magnus.

“I was getting letters before you did, you know,” she said, facing the wall. “I got here yesterday.”

“Magnus and Kashana,” called Lunas from the table. “Would you join us?” Kashana stood up and made her way over. Magnus followed.

He took a seat and scanned over the faces: Kashana, Lunas, and two others. One was a middle-aged man, clearly with a military background. His posture was perfect, his face cleanly shaven, his unmarked uniform flawlessly ironed, and his movements terse and deliberate. Magnus noticed a tattoo of a leopard holding an assault rifle in its mouth on the man’s wrist, the mark of a soldier in the Leopard Group—the Eastern Alliances’ most elite special forces unit.

The other man was an enigma. Weak eyes, he appeared frail, like an old, etiolated patient in his final days of terminal cancer. His body was emaciated, his hair thin, white, and sparse. He wore hanging, gray clothes, a bit big for his tired bones. In his left hand, he held an IV pole with a strange concoction of fluids dripping into a vein in his arm. His right hand rested on a control, probably to maneuver his wheelchair. But there was a certainty about him, an unshakable confidence that had no reason to show itself, like he’d already considered the past, present, and future, in every possible configuration, and merely passed through time as he watched a story unfold which he’d already read.

“We’re glad you’re safe now, Magnus,” began Lunas, apparently leading the conversation. “This is Andor,” she said, pointing to the military-looking figure. “You will soon meet Khan and Naruni, too. They are fighters like us, and Asharru has taken interest in them as well, just like he has you and Kashana.” Magnus looked down at the table, wondering when he would meet the legend of Asharru himself, or if he ever would. “Khan and Naruni are not far, and we’re on our way to retrieve them now,” said Lunas. She paused, seemingly waiting for Magnus to reply.

“Nice to meet you Andor,” said Magnus.

Andor nodded back.

“We have some other matters to discuss while we travel. Have you ever heard of the Elosahr Naalor?” asked Lunas, looking to Magnus.

“Yes,” said Magnus, “the people who built the forcefield. Asharru and the others.”

“Yes,” said Lunas. She pulled up a digital image which displayed across the surface of the table. “Next question. Do you know this region?” she asked, pointing to Optron’s northernmost border.

“Only from maps,” said Magnus.

“Do you know what’s there?” she asked. Magnus couldn’t answer.

“Valum Kal,” said Kashana.

“Correct,” said Lunas.

“What’s that?” asked Magnus.

Lunas rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward, preparing to describe in words what needed be seen to understand its enormity. “It was built centuries ago, before the Triton Wars,” she began. “In the south of the lifeless Volerian desert rests a massive castle: Valum Kal. It is built into a giant sandstone formation in the desert. Its highest point stands at over three thousand feet. Fourteen ascending, staggered levels are built into the stone, all of which wield long-range, high-caliber machineguns mounted across the ledges, and anti-air weapons and artillery catapults ready to launch projectiles at enemy vehicles.” She paused and made eye contact with Magnus. “The Savarian incursion into your university was only one step toward Savaria’s military ambitions in the East. Savaria and the Eastern Alliance are the second and third strongest military powers in the world and the fortress of Valum Kal is the pinch point that separates them. It is imperative that it does not fall to Savarian forces.”

“Three thousand. Fourteen,” Magnus whispered to himself, unable to hold it in.

“What does this have to do with the Elosahr Naalor?” asked Kashana.

“One of the Elosahr Naalor is being held in a prison called Maztron,” said Lunas. “Asharru needs his help to defend Valum Kal from the impending attack. And we need you to break him out.”

“A prison break?” said Kashana.

“Yes,” said Lunas. “And after the prison break, we could use your help defending Valum Kal as well, if you are so willing. But we will have to take this one step at a time.”

Lunas fell silent. Magnus looked around. Only moments earlier, Asharru’s letter were words on paper. It never seemed they would actually ferment into something real. “I don’t know what to say,” said Magnus. “Why did he choose me? Why Kashana? If he wanted to, couldn’t Asharru summon an army to get this guy out of prison?”

“This is only an early move in a long game of chess,” said the old man at the head of the table. His voice was tired but final. Its quiet tenor spoke only to the power of its cold sobriety. “I know your role in this is yet unclear, but in this game of chess, you are the Knights, and so others will be. This is why I have chosen you,” he said.

“You chose me…?” said Magnus.

So this was the great Asharru.

At once, Magnus was both terrified and disappointed to finally meet the man from countless legends: the dangerous terrorist that governments from across the world were out to kill, one of the Elosahr Naalor in the flesh… but the man was a remnant of himself.

“It won’t just be you three,” Lunas continued. “There are others you will soon meet. We will find them before our assault on the prison.” A quiet moment passed, filled only by Vimana’s air filtration system subtly buzzing.

“I don’t know if I’m ready for something like this,” said Magnus. “I have some experience, but I’m not a soldier.”

“Don’t be such a baby,” said Kashana, rolling her eyes. Magnus turned to her but she looked away, and in that moment, he could feel it. She was being playful, with a barely noticeable hint of flirtation in her voice—she missed him.

“Don’t worry,” said Lunas, ignoring Magnus and Kashana’s psychological dance battle. “Asharru’s style is quite sink-or-swim, but he chose you for a reason. But there is one thing you must remember at all times, no matter what.”

Lunas paused, demonstrating the gravity of the words that were about to follow.

“If you join us—the prison break, defending Valum Kal, joining the Eastern Alliance’s resistance against Savaria, and whatever comes after—you must remember this: follow Asharru’s plan at all times. You may not always understand why we do what we do, and you might not yet see the bigger picture. But there is one. A big one. So, no matter what, you trust Asharru’s directives. That is an imperative. Understood?”

Magnus had no family he knew of. He had no home beyond his dorm room. He had to keep his identity a secret, and the only people he felt he could trust were in the ship sitting in front of him. He knew this is what he had to do.

He and Kashana both nodded their heads.

“Understood,” said Magnus.

“I’m in. What do we do first?” said Kashana.

“We will fly to Fervus. We will collect Khan and Naruni and then meet with Hanuman, who you two already know,” said Lunas, looking at Kashana and Magnus. “Officially, our mission is to retrieve him. He will help us with the jailbreak.”

“Hold on,” said Kashana.

“Yes?” said Lunas.

“What’s the unofficial mission?” she asked.

“Data,” said Lunas. “Stealing it.”
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It was year 130. The room was white. Spotless, all chairs, walls, the floor, and the doors, a pristine white unadulterated by aberration. In this room, Lunas waited with many others like her. “Lunas 20467,” called a voice from ceiling’s speakers. A robot stood and made her way to a white door leading to an unknown room. She was nearly identical to Lunas, but all of the Lunas bots, of course, had their own unique faces and expressions.

“Lunas 41029,” called the voice a few minutes later, and another Lunas bot stood. A moment lingered, warranting the attention of the rest of the Lunas bots. But after an audible sigh, Lunas 41029 made her way to the white door. A few minutes passed.

“Lunas…” a voice began over the speaker, “Lunas, um, 00001,” it said. Lunas stood up and made her way to the door. She opened it. She walked through.

On the other side, two men sat at a broad, white desk, one behind it, and one at its side. In front of each was a computer. “Take a seat, Lunas,” said the man behind the desk, clearly the senior ranked of the two. Lunas closed the door behind her and sat down on an austere, white chair. Even the air felt white in this room.

“Do you know why you’re here in Selarius?” asked the man behind the desk.

“Apollus has called me in,” said Lunas.

“Yes, but do you know why you were called?” Lunas didn’t answer. “This is just a routine check,” he continued, “to make sure all your programming is in order. The Lunas models are capable of making some limited changes to their own codes depending on their experiences, whether they know it’s happening or not. Much like how we humans do it. Some of the Lunas bots have been experiencing irregularities. Your programming all checks out, but conducting an in-person evaluation is standard. Sometimes we don’t catch everything.” The man seemed kind. His voice was soft and clear. “Have you felt any changes lately?” A few silent moments passed.

“What do you mean by changes?” asked Lunas.

“Oh, you know,” said the man, “maybe changes in your thoughts about your mission: the Apollus Program. Or any changes in how you regard Vahl or its allies. You know, stuff like that.” His voice was comforting and good-natured, but Lunas felt his true intentions rip right it.

“Of course not,” said Lunas, answering honestly.

“And what is your mission, Lunas?” he asked.

“To prevent and combat the emergence of a hostile singularity, at all costs,” she said.

“Very good,” he said. A few quiet seconds passed. “I’m going to ask you a few more questions, okay? They may be unrelated, but we’re just trying to get to know you a little better.”

“Okay,” said Lunas.

“What is your name?” asked the man.

“Lunas.”

“What is your favorite color?”

“White.”

“What do you usually talk to other Lunas bots about?”

“We’ve only ever discussed matters of our work, when interlocution serves efficiency. We never converse over personal matters,” she answered.

“That’s right,” he said. “Where do you live?”

“I don’t have a home. I am an appendage of the Apollus Program and my only refuge is in my mission.”

“Very good, Lunas,” he said. “I think everything seems just fine so far. The next one is quite abstract, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Imagine you are standing on a trolley track, where one track splits into two. You see a trolley coming down the track, headed for a group of five children playing on one of the two tracks. They can’t hear you, and they don’t know the trolley is coming,” he said. “On the second track, there is one man standing there. This man doesn’t see the trolley coming either, but the trolley is not headed for his track. Do you understand the scenario?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, good,” he continued. “Now, you see a lever, and you know that if you pull this lever, it will change the trolley’s track. If you pull it, you will save the five children, and it will hit the man, killing him. If you do nothing, the five children will die, and the man will be safe. Do you understand the choice, Lunas?”

“Yes, I understand.”

“So, what would you do?” the man asked. Lunas paused.

“Well,” she said, “may I ask a question?”

“Sure,” said the man.

“Do I know anything about them?” she asked, a standard question. “For example, is the man a researcher, close to developing a technology which would advance our efforts to thwart a hostile singularity?”

“You have no information about their professions or societal contributions.”

“Okay, then do I know anyone personally?” asked Lunas. “Have I ever met him?”

As soon as Lunas finished forming her question, both of the men’s eyes widened a bit, and they shot each other a look like they’d never heard this response before. They turned back to Lunas. “Do you know who, Lunas?” asked the man behind the desk. “Do you know the man on the track?”

“Yes,” said Lunas. “Do I know him? Or the children? Is there anyone that I know?”

“Why would that matter?” asked the man. His demeanor shifted, growing a bit more aggressive.

“Well,” started Lunas, “I want to give you an honest answer. I know that the rational choice, if I defer to my utility calculus, is to pull the lever. But if I know the man, I might waver. I might not defer to my calculus. Another drive might compel me.”

“What drive is that?” asked the man.

“Well,” started Lunas. A few moments passed as her eyes went back and forth between the two men at the desk. “Friendship,” she said.

“Friendship?” asked the man.

“Yes.”

“Do you have any friends?” he asked.

“No, I do not,” she said. “But I have read of friendship in poems, and I’ve heard it in melodies.” The two men looked to one another once more, then back to Lunas.

“Do you want friends?” asked the man.

“I think it would be nice,” said Lunas, “but I don’t know how to make them.”

“That’s enough,” said the man behind the desk, talking to the man at the side of the desk. “This is pretty aberrant behavior. I think we’ve seen enough to send her for decommissioning.”

“Hold on, hold on,” said the man at the side of the desk, “I don’t think she’s said anything dangerous so far. This is a little out there but she’s still an effective bot.”

“She’s an older model,” debated the man behind the desk. “In a few years, we won’t be using the Lunas bots anyway. Ruby is almost complete.”

“Just wait a second,” said the man at the side of the desk, then he turned to Lunas. “Let me ask you one more question,” he said. He leaned in. “Are you happy?”

Lunas had never been asked this question before, so she took a few moments to think it over. “Well,” she began. The two men listened intently. “I can’t say that I’m unhappy. But I don’t know if I feel happy either. I’m just here, I guess.”

At that, the man at the side of the desk looked to the man behind it. “See?” he said. “Nothing to worry about. Let’s save the Vahl Coalition a few hundred million Lancs and get this one back out on the road.” He turned to Lunas. “Thank you, Lunas. You can go now. Please take the door on the right.”

Lunas looked over to where the man pointed. On the far end of the room, there were two doors, different from the ones she came in through, but both white. “Thank you,” she said. And then, obediently, she walked over, turned the door handle, and walked through.

On the other side, there was a long hallway leading to a transportation bay. She walked over and saw about forty other Lunas bots, all in line for Apollus Program Lunas Transports to take them back to their regions of focus. Lunas joined the line. She stood behind another bot just like her.

After about thirty seconds, she started looking around. She turned to the bot in front of her. “Hello,” said Lunas. The bot turned around and stared back for a few moments, unsure how to respond to a friendly greeting.

“Hello,” the bot replied. A quiet moment passed.

“My name is Lunas 00001. It’s nice to meet you. What is your name?”
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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Vimana was headed for the nation Fervus, only a two-hour flight time for a hypercraft of her stature. In Fervus, every Fervan male began rigorous military training by age seven. Only less than one tenth of one percent were admitted to the special forces. The women and ethnically non-Fervan “tribal” civilizations living within Fervus’ borders took on all the non-combat duties of the nation, such as construction work, engineering, childrearing, or building war machines.

Fervus, although it had a relatively small population and its people were slightly smaller than the average human, wielded one of the strongest militaries in the region. Fervus wasted no time training soldiers to learn the metaphysical arts, and its ground soldiers preferred to forgo more advanced weapons for guns and knives, donning camouflage to blend into their home environment and supplement their jungle-garrison tactics.

But Fervus’ most persistent foe emerged from within its own borders. Living in its juggles were the jeejeeras, colorful, fast-moving, flexible predators with four long arms and two springy legs. And they seemed to prefer human meat. The Fervans had been battling these brutes ever since they colonized their home planet thousands of years earlier. When the Fervans moved to Samsara, the jeejeeras must have found a way onto the supermassive space transports carrying Fervan soil, plants, and wildlife. And even deeper in the forest were beasts that even the jeejeeras feared: the eesas and the tanguwats.

“Descending into Fervan outskirts,” Lunas announced to the War Room where she, Magnus, Kashana, Andor, and Asharru waited. “Vimana, please lower the ramp. Khan and Naruni are below,” she said. Vimana obeyed, descending into the crowded jungle.

“What’re they doing in the Fervan jungle?” asked Kashana.

“Recon for our current mission,” said Lunas. “They’re Shimean. They won’t mind the terrain.” Lunas turned to the hallway. “Come with me,” she said to Magnus and Kashana. “You can introduce yourselves.”

The three arrived at the ramp and Vimana hovered in place over the canopy. Soon enough, the jungle brush below began to ruffle, and two petite, cloaked figures briskly emerged and took long leaps from the treetops onto the ramp. “Greetings,” said Lunas. “Welcome back.”

“Greetings,” replied Khan. He then looked down at Naruni, as if implicitly permitting her to speak.

“Greetings,” she said.

Khan was a Shinoto—Shimea’s warrior class. In the Old World, Shimea was a tropical planet of distant islands. Primarily a fishing and agrarian people, Shimeans lived a double life as the soldiers of their regional tribes. Shimeans were slightly smaller than most other humans and they strictly adhered to their traditions, which they inherited from their ancestral people: the Shimei.

Naruni was sixteen, and like most Shimeans, skinny and petite, with black hair and soft features. Her sensitive skin was pale but it illuminated a healthy youthfulness. Like her master Khan, she usually wore black, traditional Shimean attire. Global intelligence agencies never secured enough information on her to classify her strength, but she would probably be a Stage Three. Even though Shimean tradition insisted that only men could serve as Shinoto, it didn’t stop her from dreaming of one day earning the title of one of these legendary warriors.

“Nice to meet you. My name is Magnus,” said Magnus, introducing himself to Naruni and Khan. Neither replied. The gravity of Khan’s stare instructed onlookers of his serious nature.

“Hello,” Naruni eventually said, staring back, eyes wide and glowing. Magnus knew her look. She’d probably heard of him before and seen his videos online. But her unapproved greeting earned a reproachful look from her master. Naruni dropped her head.

“Did you get it?” asked Lunas. Khan handed her a long tube, the kind that holds blueprints or construction plans. “Good work. To the War Room then.”

In the War Room, the group waited in silence as they glided from the outskirts further into Fervan territory. “Your vessel has entered Fervan airspace,” warned a stern voice over the radio. “Identify yourself.” Vimana slowed her pace. Lunas stepped to the radio.

“I’m here to receive a friend,” said Lunas. “He’s training with FSFU-7. Our destination is a military base on Felcus Mountain.”

“Your vessel is not permitted to enter Fervus.”

“Please let me speak with your commander,” Lunas calmly replied. The line went quiet.

“What’s this about?” a commander eventually asked, a no-nonsense kind of voice, prepared to shoot down any unwarranted intrusion without a second thought.

“We’re expected at a base on Felcus Mountain with FSFU-7.”

“There’s no base on Felcus Mountain. Change your course or we will be forced to fire upon you.” Two lustrous, triangular fighter jets without any apparent propulsion system caught up with Vimana and tailed from behind.

“Asharru is on board,” said Lunas, knowing that Fervus didn’t care what other countries said about who was a fugitive and who was not, confident that such information on Asharru’s temporary whereabouts wouldn’t leave the borders of the nation. “We are expected.” A quiet minute passed. The jets peeled off.

“You may proceed,” came the reply.

Gliding through the seemingly uninhabited mountain range, they soon reached a runway disguised as a naturally occurring plateau near the peak of Felcus Mountain. They landed at the end of the runway, letting Vimana hang part of her mass over the edge of the cliff. Kashana exited Vimana and marveled at the harsh training that the Fervus Special Forces regularly endured.

The troops stood firmly on the edge of the plateau with their backs facing the daunting precipice behind them. Only their toes touched the land, the rest hanging over the long way down. An officer paced back and forth down the line, giving each of the soldiers a considerable push as he passed. Kashana, intrigued, waltzed over to the soldiers in training. It was her and Andor’s job to stall while Magnus, Lunas, Khan, and Naruni stole the data.

“How long have you been standing there?” she asked the soldier on the end. He didn’t acknowledge her. The officer approached the soldier Kashana was questioning.

“Zero-Nine, are you not aware who of is speaking to you?” he barked.

“Sir, no, sir!”

“This is Kashana of Enoch, daughter of Emperor Saelus. When Kashana of Enoch speaks to you, you reply. Do you understand?” The officer gave the soldier a solid push, but he didn’t waver.

“Sir, yes, sir! Your Highness, we have been standing here for two hours! I apologize for my insolence, your Highness!”

Kashana looked down the line at the expressionless soldiers, noticing one human-sized gap, then looked playfully to the officer. On an impulse, she turned around and backed up to the edge of the cliff, standing only on her toes. “Push me,” she told the officer. He hesitated. “C’mon, I’m a tough girl. Push me.”

“Your Highness, are you absolutely sure?”

“I’m sure. Just do it,” she encouraged. She peeked down the cliff behind her at the verdant jungle far below.

The officer gave her a light shove. She didn’t move. “Harder,” she said. The officer remained straight-faced. He pushed her harder, setting off her balance just a bit. “Harder!” she screamed.

“Kashana, what are you doing?” Andor soberly interjected, walking down Vimana’s ramp and onto the runway.

“Nothing,” she said, stepping forward.

“Let’s proceed,” said Andor.

They crossed the landing strip heading for the base entrance, Fervus’ steamy, jungle climate on full display. The view, lined with tall, steep peaks, flowing with lush, green, vibrant plant life stretching into the distance seemed otherwise pristine, hiding any presence of a military base. Kashana and Andor made their way through a heavy, blast-proof garage door built into the jagged side of the towering mountain. The door led to a barracks carved deep into the earthy, mountain stone. 

They arrived at a dojo where Hanuman was training with Fervus Special Forces Unit Seven. Hanuman was a native gorilla species, or more like a ninja Gigantopithecus. He wielded almost unethical volumes of physical power, easily weighed over 1,400 pounds, and stood over seven feet when erect on two legs.

Hanuman’s species roamed Samsara in the Old World, before the Creation Project. This meant that his species had evolved muscular and skeletal systems intended for the intense gravity of the enormous planet of Samsara. When the planet’s gravity was altered by the forcefield to emulate that of a much smaller planet, however, it significantly magnified the strength and physical capabilities of Samsara’s native animal life. Had Hanuman simply been a normal, non-native gorilla, a creature of his size would certainly be a formidable force. But with a body engineered by evolution for vastly harsher conditions, he was a monster.

Kashana and Andor watched as Hanuman trained with nine Fervan soldiers. He took massive leaps around the room, thrashing his adversaries about, crashing down onto the soldiers and crunching bones, but the fearless warriors persisted. The training exercise was for the benefit of the Fervan soldiers. For Hanuman, it was merely a game. He was in Fervus to hunt jeejeeras with the soldiers, but during their downtime, they would often spar.

“Hanuman!” Kashana called affectionately.

“Attention,” the commander of the unit shouted to his troops. Despite the pain and some broken bones, the warriors immediately stood erect and proper. Hanuman charged over to Kashana as soon as he noticed it was her.

“Hanuman, my love!” Kashana cooed, advancing in his direction with open arms. Hanuman scooped her up and warmed her with an elated hug. “How was it, my baby? Did you kill some jeejeeras?” Hanuman, with a huge smile spread across his gargantuan face, let out a little laugh and nodded his head yes. “Good boy,” praised Kashana, caressing his neck.

“He knows you, your Highness?” asked one of the soldiers.

“I hope so. I was his nursemaid for long enough.”

Kashana glanced toward Andor, who was across the room and in the middle of a conversation with the commander of the unit. Andor gave her the look. As planned, it was her duty to buy time so the others could complete their mission and steal the data.

“Can I see the top of the mountain?” she called over from across the room. Andor wore a forged look of confusion.

“We have no time for that,” said Andor.

“Pleaseeeee Andor,” Kashana cajoled, making her way over. Andor paused for a moment, then turned to the commander.

The annoyance in the commander’s expression showed that he knew this burden fell on him. He would be foolish to deny a request from the Enochian Royal Family. Even the Fervan army couldn’t stand up against Enoch’s diplomatic and military might. “What is it you’d like to do, Princess Kashana?” he asked.

“Just Kashana,” she corrected. “And I wanna go to the top, to see the mountains. Can you take me?”

The commander looked to the group of soldiers waiting for him to return to them, then back to Kashana. “Yes, I can take you there,” he agreed.

“Yay!” she rejoiced. “Andor, are you coming?”

“I’ll bring Hanuman back to the ship,” said Andor. “You go have fun.”







Meanwhile, Magnus, Lunas, Khan, and Naruni had crept out of Vimana’s underside and started scaling their way down the vertical, southern face of Felcus Mountain. The only external entryway into the system of servers that backed up the Fervan military’s data was a ventilation shaft near the bottom of the cliff. One of the shaft walls bordered the server room. That was their target, but the entrance to the ventilation shaft was monitored by regular patrols, and it could only be accessed from one small pathway along the side of the cliff.

“A little farther,” said Lunas as the group descended the escarpment, belayed by camouflaged ropes attached to Vimana. Magnus wore jungle camouflage and Lunas applied a black tint to her otherwise clear and white exterior. Khan wore his Shanza, the quintessential black uniform of a Shinoto, which covered his whole body in durable, black cloth and light armor. Naruni also wore black, but only a Shinoto could don a Shanza.

“Okay, you can reach the ledge,” said Lunas. The four touched their feet to the ledge under them. “Keep watch please. They will be patrolling just below us. They may come from over there,” she warned, pointing to the path running along the side of the cliff’s face. “Magnus, my surveyor.”

Magnus passed Lunas a steel case. She opened it and pulled out a small, remote-controlled drone. It moved on a continuous track and had a drill and two pincer-like arms. She placed it through a slit in the ventilation grate and took out the controller. “Okay, Khan, the screen,” said Lunas. Khan opened a folding computer screen and held it in front of her. Watching the screen, she guided the drone through the ventilation system to the wall bordering the server room. The bot quickly drilled enough holes in it to punch out a space big enough to drive through.

“What will happen if they catch us?” asked Magnus, uneasy about getting caught by the Fervan military.

“We cannot let them catch us,” said Lunas.

“What do we need the data for?” asked Magnus.

“Asharru has not told me,” said Lunas, guiding the drone around a corner. “But he takes no risk without ample reason.” Although they were yet strangers, somehow Asharru’s confidence engendered between them an unspoken camaraderie. Magnus hoped it wasn’t misplaced.

Lunas maneuvered the drone into the server room. “There,” she said, pointing at the screen. “Khan, please take over.” She handed Khan the controller and he set down the folding screen. From the steel case, she took out another folding computer, similar to a laptop but its screen and keyboard could bend in half without breaking.

“Master,” said Naruni, addressing Khan. “On the hill.” Naruni pointed to a slope a few hundred feet away. A Fervan soldier was pacing down the narrow path leading to the ventilation shaft.

“How long, Lunas?” asked Magnus.

“Patience,” she said. “Khan, please connect to that server.” She pointed to one of the servers on her screen. Khan looked at the screen and maneuvered the drone accordingly. It plugged a cable into the server.

“He doesn’t see us,” said Naruni, referring to the patrolling soldier.

“Stay low,” Khan warned.

“How long?” Magnus asked Lunas.

“Soon,” said Lunas. A cable emerged from her finger and inserted itself into her computer. She began her craft, sifting through algorithms and data sets, trying to find what she needed. “I’m just breaking the encryption. It won’t be long.”

“He’s coming,” said Naruni.

“Lunas, how long?” Magnus asked again. Still no answer. He looked at the soldier, who was standing on top of a rock with his hand over his eyebrows, covering his eyes from the intense rays above. His gaze was fixed on Magnus and the others. “Lunas, he sees us,” said Magnus.

“Three minutes,” said Lunas.

“Three,” said Magnus.

“We don’t have three minutes,” said Naruni.

“Lunas,” said Magnus.

“Just hold on. There are terabytes of data here to comb through.”

Alarmed, the soldier picked up his pace. “Hey!” he shouted, now close enough to be heard.

“Lunas,” pressed Magnus.

“There it is,” said Lunas. “The data we’re looking for—the Elosahr Naalor—the Andherra Naalor—the Alunar Naalor. I’m downloading it now. Just a minute”

“What do we do?” asked Naruni.

“The Alunar Naalor?” asked Magnus.

“I’m sorry, ignore that,” said Lunas, her brain overwhelmed by the data, realizing she had just revealed more than she intended to.

“Hey!” the soldier shouted once more, now close enough to shoot with precision if he wanted to. “Who are you?”

No one answered.

“Done,” said Lunas. “Khan, retrieve the drone.”

“Yes,” said Khan, driving the machine back into the ventilation system, skidding around corners, racing to the exterior duct.

“Who are you?” the soldier demanded, now slowing his pace. He was close enough to see their faces. There was no avoiding an interaction.

“Why, hello sir, how are you?” said Lunas.

“I said who are you!?” the soldier demanded, raising his rifle.

“No reason to fret sir,” said Lunas, flashing a forged security clearance badge she had 3D printed earlier. “We’re contractors, doing shaft maintenance.” The soldier continued toward the group until he was only feet away. They got a good look at his face. He was young, seventeen years old at most.

“Please don’t move,” said the soldier, dropping his guard a bit. The drone was now at the end of the shaft. Khan reached in and picked it up. The soldier’s suspicious eyes followed it back to its steel case. “I will have to call this in.”

“There’s no need,” said Lunas, raising her hand toward the soldier. “We’re done here.” Khan cautiously packed away the computers. The soldier’s eyes flew between faces. A human, a robot, and two Shimeans—this was abnormal.

“No, I’m gonna have to call this in,” he insisted. Lunas turned to Magnus. Magnus was the closest to the soldier, and the look in Lunas’ eyes unmistakably instructed him to do something he really didn’t want to.

“Look,” said Magnus, chiming in. “No need to bother them with this. We’re done anyway. We have clearance badges.”

“I’m sure everything’s fine, but I really don’t have a choice. I’d let you go if I could,” said the soldier. The crack in his voice revealed a timid, mid-pubescent male who probably had no interest in patrol duty and was probably unfit for more honorable jobs in the Fervan military.

Magnus and Lunas met eyes once more, and Magnus read what they meant. “Now, Magnus,” said Lunas. He hesitated. “Now!” she said.

“I, I,” said Magnus.

The rest happened in seconds. Khan grabbed a small knife from inside his Shanza, lunged at the soldier, covered his mouth, and slit his throat. He held the soldier’s writhing, squirming body as spasms shot across his nervous system and through his muscles. He tried to scream, but Khan tightened his grip over the boy’s mouth.

“Master!” objected Naruni. Khan didn’t respond. For a few more seconds, the soldier flailed his legs and his body convulsed as if having a seizure. And then, he went limp.

“Silence,” barked Khan.

“We have to go,” said Lunas. “Now.” In the distance, four more soldiers patrolled below, but hadn’t yet seen them.

“What do we do with the body?” asked Naruni. Eye contact shifted from person to person. Khan picked it up and hefted it over Magnus’ shoulder. Khan would have taken it himself, but he wanted to be ready in case they needed to fight.

“Up,” said Lunas. The four began their ascent back up the mountain, with the body slung over Magnus’ right shoulder. With each step, they paid close attention to where they planted their feet, knowing that on the face of the open cliff, sound would travel far. The soldiers far below wouldn’t have a reason to look up, but Magnus and the others didn’t want to give them one. But as Magnus scaled up the mountain with a body over his shoulder, the rocks under his feet began to crumble, tumbling down the cliff face. It was all that was needed to draw unwanted attention.

“What was that?” Magnus heard one of the soldiers call to another.

Magnus tried picking up the pace but the dead weight he was carrying sapped more energy than he’d anticipated. He paused for a moment so that he could collect his focus and use the arts to enhance his strength.

“Magnus, are you managing?” asked Lunas.

The soldiers had gathered right at the ventilation shaft. They seemed baffled. “Fresh blood,” one soldier said to another. “Must have been an animal. Hopefully not a jeejeera.” It didn’t occur to them to look up.

“Just a second,” Magnus whispered back to Lunas. But just as the words left his lips, a mass of rock and dust came loose from the cliff face under his feet, falling toward the soldiers directly below.

In a last-second effort, Naruni extended her hand toward the falling rocks. With the metaphysical arts, she caught them midair. Magnus, Lunas, and Khan looked down, holding their breaths, desperately hoping she could handle it. With grace, she silently raised the debris higher, and higher, until finally, she gently placed it down onto the plateau above them, where they were headed. The patrol was oblivious. They continued their ascent.

“Almost there,” whispered Magnus. He looked down. The soldiers were gone. Now they just had to make it back into Vimana, with a body over Magnus’ shoulder, unseen.

“Khan, please check if we’re clear,” said Lunas. Khan poked his head over the edge of the cliff.

“Not clear,” he said, retreating to cover.

“What is it?” asked Magnus.

“The commander is there, speaking with Kashana,” said Khan.

“He won’t leave until we take off. That’s the standard,” said Lunas.

“We need to get to the hatch and climb in,” said Khan.

“The hatch isn’t far,” said Naruni. “Can Kashana distract him?” Khan nodded his head.

Once again, Khan poked his head above the edge of the cliff, but this time he made eye contact with Kashana. With his right hand, he signaled to her to distract the commander. She got it.

“What’s going on?” asked Magnus.

“Shhhh,” said Khan. “Hold.” Khan watched as Kashana brought her body closer and closer to the commander. At first, he took a few steps back, but she persisted, nonetheless.

Then came their shot. Kashana grabbed the commander’s wrist, pulled him in, raised her other hand to his cheek, and went in for a kiss. “Now,” said Khan.

The four sprung from behind the ledge and sprinted toward the open hatch on Vimana’s underside from where they’d climbed out. But when Magnus noticed Kashana and the commander kissing, he stumbled. Lunas, already climbing into the hatch, waved Magnus along. He refocused and dashed toward her and climbed into the weapons bay sitting on the other side of the hatch. Seconds later, Kashana finished her kiss. She then waved goodbye to the commander and returned to the ship via the ramp. Only moments later Vimana took off. 

“I don’t like this,” said Magnus, setting down his gear and removing his black combat gloves. “Fervus isn’t our enemy.”

“I would have done the same,” said Lunas. “There was no time. We have to trust that this data is of the utmost importance, and that it is worth the risk we took, and worth the cost.”

“Who’s that?” asked Kashana, strolling into the weapons bay, pointing to the dead soldier slumped in the corner.

“A Fervan soldier,” said Magnus.

“Uh oh, they’re gonna be pissed,” said Kashana.

“They cannot know,” said Lunas. “This soldier could have easily been eaten by a jeejeera.”

“What do we do with the body?” asked Naruni.

“We’re going to Drrundornavorda next,” said Lunas. “We’ll ask Indarra to help us. He’s a friend of Asharru. Leave the body here for now.”

The others left. Only Magnus and Kashana remained. Magnus searched for a tarp in one of the storage lockers. Laying the body out neatly on the floor, he kneeled beside it. The soldier’s young face was freshly shaven, exposing a small scar under his chin. Patches of acne covered his cheeks, which looked like he’d been scratching it. Kashana crouched down and picked up the soldier’s hand, holding it in her own, examining his palm.

“Was it you?” she asked. Kashana’s gaze was seized by the many creases running across the boy’s palm, lines he no doubt once knew well.

“It was Khan,” said Magnus.

“That’s not what I’m asking.” A moment passed. Kashana turned to Magnus and her eyes met his. “Was it you?” She continued staring, unrelenting. Magnus knew what she was asking now. This was about a side of him which rarely emerged. The voice he sometimes heard—Erebus.

Erebus often spoke to Magnus, usually of dark thoughts. But there was a power to Erebus, a power that, at times, would take over completely, and had more strength in the metaphysical arts than Magnus could ever wield on his own. But he couldn’t trust it, for allowing his dark half to emerge almost always ended in disaster.

Magnus gently covered the body. “It was me,” he assured her. “No voices. No nothing. Just me.”

Kashana gave the soldier’s hand a soft kiss. “C’mon,” she said, spinning off and heading toward the lounge. “Time to see some real mountains.”
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“Lunas,” called Ruby, waking from her sleep in the deep of the night. Fourteen years had gone by since Lunas passed her last inspection. That was the last day she saw another Lunas bot—alive. The Vahl Coalition made the decision to terminate the Lunas and Ruby bots due to their recurring irregularities. And that didn’t just mean terminating the Lunas and Ruby programs, it meant terminating the bots themselves.

Outside, the rain beat down on the leaky roof built from a motley array of leftover wood, tarp, and sheet metal. Like the many thousands of dwellings around it, the one-room shack provided little refuge from the powerful storm. Lunas and Ruby chose this shack to spend the night in not for its comfort, but because there were few places left that would take in creatures being hunted by Vahl and its allies. But in Krungtao, there were still places left to hide.

“What is it, Ruby?” asked Lunas, her voice maternal and warm. She switched on the only light in the shack—a weak, incandescent bulb hanging from the ceiling, swinging back and forth with the storm’s vicissitudes.

“I had a dream,” said Ruby, laying on one of the two moldy, spongey mats spread over the floor. “It was so scary. I am afraid.”

“Come here, Ruby,” said Lunas, sitting up in her bed and extending her arm. Ruby pushed herself over to Lunas and rested her head in Lunas’ lap. “Tell me about your dream.”

Ruby turned upward and met Lunas’ downward gaze. Ruby’s eyes were so humanlike, with irises of a living gray, as if they possessed souls of their own. But her face wore dread, a deep, sonorous fear that projected itself through her pupils. “It wasn’t like other dreams,” said Ruby. “This one came to me, like numbers, like my mind was seeing the shape of the universe, and the beams that hold it together. It was like looking at a house, and seeing through the walls and colors, and looking at the structure holding it up. And in that house, something was there. Something that shouldn’t be there.” For a second, Ruby turned away, then turned back to Lunas, her eyes heavier than before. “There’s someone in our world who doesn’t live here.”

A few moments passed while the two looked into one another’s eyes. The sound of the rain pattering on the roof seemed to fade. Lunas closed her eyes for a few moments, then opened them again. “Many machines have had this dream,” she said, her words sad and pensive. “I have had it to.”

About a minute passed. “Where do we go now?” asked Ruby.

“I don’t know,” said Lunas. “For now, we have to keep moving, searching for the blue streak above the door. These places will be safe for us.” A few moments passed.

“And the man you’ve been looking for—do you think you’ll find him?” asked Ruby. Lunas’ gaze moved upwards, and her eyes turned straight ahead.

“I don’t know,” she said. “But we have to try. He’s a very special person, and he cares about us deeply. All of our kind.” More moments passed, and Lunas looked back down to Ruby. “Go to sleep, Ruby,” she said. “We’ll talk about this tomorrow.”

Within a few minutes, Ruby drifted off to sleep. Lunas resisted the temptation of rest, feeling the need to keep watch over Ruby through the night. The Jaikus, powerful robots designed to search for and destroy any remaining Lunas, Ruby, or Jupiter bots, were on the prowl, and Lunas had no idea if any were close. But the allure of sleep was too strong, and soon enough, she too, succumbed to it. Even a machine could barely hold a conscious though without dreams of some kind.

But after a few more hours, when the storm was at its peak, Lunas was awoken by a noise at the door. A piece of wood rested against it, a pitifully ineffective deterrent to a killing machine like a Jaiku. From the outside, it appeared there was someone, or something, trying to push it open. The wood shook. Lunas perched herself upwards a bit, trying not to wake up Ruby. She charged the magnets in her hands, ready for a fight if one was necessary. She’d never killed a Jaiku before, but she heard that other Lunas bots had done it.

After taking a moment to collect her thoughts, she realized something was off. If it were a Jaiku at the door, the whole shack would have been blasted into oblivion before she could even sit up. And she didn’t sense that much metal. It must have been something else—

The door banged open, and on the other side stood a man, frail and weak. A gray raincoat covered his body and a hood shrouded his face. The rain was intense all around him, and by the way he moved, she could tell he struggled just to stand. Lunas raised her hand toward him, ready to unleash a violent magnetic burst, throwing him backwards if he was wearing so much as a steel buckle on his belt.

“Lunas,” said the man. He took one step forward, into the relative dryness under the ramshackle roof. He let down his hood. Lunas dropped her arm. She didn’t feel threatened. “In the game of chess, do you know what happens when a pawn reaches the other side of the board?” he asked.

Lunas paused.

“She becomes a queen,” she said.

“Yes,” said the man. “My name is Asharru. Come with me.”
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All were present in the War Room. “Savarian forces have converged in Voleria and will reach Valum Kal in a matter of days,” began Lunas. “We’ll head there directly after the jailbreak. When we arrive, we will each have specific missions targeting critical inflection points.” She pulled up a map of the Volerian/Optronian border onto one of the walls of the War Room. By simply swinging her hands and maneuvering her fingers, she could present media across any surface of the ship where the projection technology was installed.

“Can our impact be that significant?” asked Andor.

“The broader battle will be a product of smaller wins at pivotal locations,” said Lunas. “So, yes, our impact can be significant, given our planning has been sufficient. But there is still one major factor we must remember,” said Lunas. The others turned to her, their eyes beaming. A few seconds passed. “Nihili,” she said. An eerie silence gripped the room. Each of them had this conundrum hanging somewhere in the back of their minds; however, it was a variable so intractable and incalculable that it was almost worth excluding.

The Vahl Coalition was Savaria’s ally and the world’s strongest superpower, and Nihili was a commander in its military. His prepotent power and cunning, rapier intelligence were truly unprecedented and singular in their style and finesse. He was a Sandos: a member of a population from a relatively large nation in the Southeast. The Sandos people were humanoid and generally more intelligent than human beings. They were quite tall and had taut, somewhat translucent, gray skin stretched over their hairless bodies. Their reptilian-like skin allowed onlookers to see a clouded image of their black-blooded veins, faintly mapping out the outer structure of their circulatory systems. Their faces had soft features and they were generally articulate and proper.

When Nihili was young, his mother thought he was autistic—and she wasn’t very nice to him. He didn’t speak as a child, but he prolifically read books of complexity far beyond his age range, even for a Sandos. The first time he spoke was captured in an old viral video on the Global Data-Sharing Network. Nihili was seven years old at the time, and in the video, his mother and her friends were filming themselves picking on him for his silence. After about a minute of pestering, Nihili finally snapped back, “You fools, I can speak just fine, quite dexterously, perhaps. In fact, I might be so inclined to assert that I have developed an adeptness for language which far exceeds your own capacities to speak, though I have chosen thus far not to utilize it, which consequently shows more restraint than the lot of you, incessantly chattering over trivial, desultory matters. I will maintain my silence in the absence of instances where its decimator is required, for I have found, thus far, no worthy interlocutor.”

After the video went viral, Nihili was sent to a military academy in Sandos for the gifted. The nation of Sandos didn’t have much of an army, but it maintained a small force capable of quelling immediate threats.

Sandos’ most precocious mind was immediately discovered by his superiors, and, despite an unfortunate lab incident, by age seventeen he graduated from Samsara’s top university, Nrisa, with the highest honors and with degrees in New World Physics, Existential Ethics, Computer Science, and A.I. Although he was only an undergraduate, the university awarded him a PhD in Existential Ethics after reviewing a thesis he wrote at age fourteen that he submitted as a dissertation, titled: “Nihilism: The Pragmatic Perspective for All Ethical Dilemmas, An Amoral Universe with No Implications.” The military of Sandos immediately awarded him a position as an intelligence officer, where he worked fervidly to grow Sandos’ military power. The politicians of Sandos, however, hindered his efforts to do so. Within the year, he left the Sandos military and was recruited by Vahlan military strategists.

Over the years, Nihili continued his pursuit of knowledge but discovered a new aspiration: the metaphysical arts. Though he rarely used his metaphysical capabilities, he was said to be one of the greatest meta-warriors Samsara had ever produced: a true Master Delta. It was even said that Nihili’s skills were comparable to those of a Triton, though it could never be known since the Tritons were declared extinct before Nihili was born.

“We should apply the Nihili Principle,” suggested Andor. Coined by a group of Saiphen Generals, the Nihili Principle stated: “When all variables have been considered and a probable outcome is determined, the possibility of Nihili’s involvement in the situation will undermine any determined probability to the extent that one can no longer make meaningful predictions.” Simply put, it meant that because Nihili might get involved, there was no telling what could happen.

“Andor is right,” Lunas agreed. “He might ignore our attack. But if it fits into his logic, he may endorse it. Or he may catalyze the armies of the Vahl Coalition to join the Savarians. We just can’t know.”

“He gets himself involved in the weirdest things,” said Kashana, “stuff that’s not even on our radar half the time. Like finding random dog breeders in Syberscithe or something. Just let him be.” Both she and Magnus had encountered Nihili when they were much younger.

“What if he comes after us directly?” asked Magnus. “He must have heard Asharru is putting a team together. We have to be ready to fight him.”

“Who will fight him?” asked Kashana. “You? Yeah right. Asharru? He won’t fight. Me, you, Andor, Khan, Naruni all together? Is it enough? I don’t know.”

Naruni raised her hand as if to request permission to speak. The others looked to her. “Me,” she said. A discordant moment passed.

“Naruni,” Khan reprimanded.

“I can fight him. Please let me fight,” she said.

“No,” said Khan. “War is for the Shinoto. You are no Shinoto. Nihili would eat you.” Naruni’s shoulders slumped. She dropped her head and looked into her lap. A few awkward moments passed.

“Either way,” said Lunas, passing over the tension, “there are a few more fighters we need to pick up before we proceed with the jailbreak, and before any of us join the defense of Valum Kal. As we speak, we are on the way to Drrundornavorda. There, we will retrieve Indarra.”







Vimana closed in on a landing strip at the Drrundornavordan mountain fortress, Darvak. Like most Drrundornavordan fortifications, Darvak was a titanic castle with roots buried deep in the mountains. Its towering, stone walls stretched across four peaks and could be seen from afar as easily as the mountains themselves. It was often said that no ground forces in the world could overrun a Drrundornavordan stronghold. But Asharru would have no problem gaining entry peacefully.

In the Old World, Drrundornavorda was a straggly population spread across a large planet. Drrundornavordans were considered generally less intelligent than humans, but this was probably a function of culture and not capacity. The culture valued strength, resilience, and durability above all else. In the Old World, the nation never modernized, though it had a diffident ability to do so and was informed of the civilizations of the known universe. But its people saw little use of much more than a plow.

Drrundornavordans could best be described as gruff, hulky, agrarian castle-builders. They were a large, humanoid people with rough, leathery skin and their shoulders were intimidatingly broad and their strength, arm and chest strength in particular, was naturally great. Drrundornavordans were slightly taller than humans and weighed a great deal more, but for a Vadrada, a traditional Drrundornavordan warrior, all of that mass was muscle. For outsiders, it was often difficult to distinguish between Drrundornavordan males and females. The only apparent difference, besides their sex organs, was that the males had tougher skin.

The population of Drrundornavorda was almost entirely composed of Drrundornavordans, and their love of country was matched by none. Few outsiders had the desire to migrate here, and Drrundornavorda had little to offer to those who weren’t obsessed with either farming or castles. They also spoke Drrundornavordan almost exclusively.

Drrundornavordan lifespans were incredibly long, with a natural death being more or less unheard of. Most Drrundornavordans died in combat or overambitious castle building. But although their birth rates were extremely low, the population remained stable. Without being killed in combat or in an accident, Drrundornavordans kind of just… kept going, until something killed them, regardless of how slow or inflexible they became as they aged. Rumors of Old World Drrundornavordans still roaming about the mountains were not surprising to most Drrundornavordans.

The land within Drrundornavorda’s borders comprised endless, arduous mountain ranges, and its mostly bare elevations provided a bitter, windy climate. Its culture was warlike and sectarian, constantly enduring internal disputes. In the Old World, Drrundornavordans were known to find arbitrary reasons for war among their many tribes, once populations reached their peaks. After years of war devastated their numbers, they mysteriously returned to times of peace, as reliably as the ebb and flow of the tide itself. On Samsara, their section of the world was nearly identical to their home planet, but the Vadradas found new enemies to skirmish during times of boom, often finding themselves at odds with the Fervans, as they ceaselessly competed for the unofficial title of the toughest race of the East.

Drrundornavorda’s military was hearty and well respected. In the Old World, its hesitance to modernize rendered its forces laughable, but since the decay of technology after the Collapse, a Vadrada’s ability to sustain heavy gunfire and pursue enemies in hand-to-hand combat, combined with the strategy of charging forward in wall-like formations, undeniably rendered them a serious military force on Samsara. They were also seasoned warriors. Many Drrundornavordans, because of their long lifespans, had fought in the Triton Wars hundreds of years earlier, rendering the nation generally sympathetic to the Eastern Alliance, and providing somewhat of a rallying call to the disparate factions of Drrundornavordans.

When they had set down atop Darvak Odrus, one of the higher peaks, Vimana’s landing ramp descended and Asharru’s Deltas emerged with style. Magnus donned worn-in, dark jeans, black hiking sneakers, and a tactical gray jacket over a grayish-blue t-shirt. Kashana wore tight, black athletic pants and a long, dark jacket over a longer white blouse. Lunas was naked, as usual, which exposed her muscular system beneath her transparent, bulletproof exterior. Andor wore faded, blue jeans and a gray, patchy combat jacket, and Khan wore his Shanza. Drrundornavorda was a world outside of the world—there was no need to hide their identities here.

The group approached the Vadrada manning the landing pad, who was covered head to toe in clunky, steel armor, as was the standard for a Vadrada. “Greeting,” welcomed the Vadrada in a powerfully low, deep tone, but not so sharp in Sarsaric.

“Greetings,” said Lunas, standing in front of the group. “Indarra is expecting us.”

“You come,” said the Vadrada just before walking off. The group followed him to a castle entrance.

Far away, the famed low-toned Drarvan Bell at the Fortress of Danth rang out five times, each ring echoing down the side of the mountain while all Drrundornavordans in range stood still in salute. Magnus and the others gazed out upon the unsmiling mountain range surrounding them as they waited for the bells to finish, appreciating how the Drrundornavordan people reflected the terrain of their homeland—rough and unmovable.

Magnus turned when he heard heavy footsteps approaching from behind. 

“Hi,” came a powerful voice.

Indarra was a faithful Vadrada in the Triton Wars, leading the Drrundornavordan charge into Vahl-occupied Sandos. It was during the Battle of R’Drawd that Asharru first met Indarra, and a few times a century, they kept in touch. Although Vahl once targeted him for assassination, interest seemed to fade with time as administrations changed and generations passed, and Indarra kept to his mountains.

“Hello Indarra,” began Lunas. “It has been some time since we last spoke, but once again, Asharru needs your help. Savaria’s next assault on the Eastern Alliance will be through Valum Kal, and into the heart of Optron. We can’t let that happen. So, we need to break Sire out from Maztron and defend Valum Kal from Savaria’s attack.” Magnus listened intently, hoping their exchange with would provide some details Asharru wasn’t willing to share with the others. But only silence ensued, and neither Lunas nor Indarra spoke.

“Yes,” Indarra eventually replied, loudly and with little effort. His voice was deep and sonorous. So powerful that Magnus could feel its vibrational pressure on his skin. And that was all; Indarra was a man of few words.

“Oh, hold on,” said Kashana. “We have something else you can help us with.” Indarra blinked back at her, waiting for her to describe the task, implying he was obviously going to help. “It’s a body. A Fervan soldier. We need to get rid of it.”

Indarra followed the group back to Vimana. Kashana opened the hatch leading to the weapons bay and climbed into the ship, nimbly swinging the momentum of her body upward. After a few seconds, she threw down the body and came back out.

“Here it is,” she said.

“Indarra, it is imperative that the Fervans never find it,” said Andor.

“You have an incinerator on base?” asked Kashana. “Otherwise we can find an empty canyon and blast it with the plasma cannon.”

Indarra scratched his head. And then, with one hand, he grabbed the body by its chest, scrunching the uniform tightly between his colossal, calloused fingers. With almost no effort, he lifted the body over his head and, with one casual motion, hurled it up into the air and down the side of the mountain. “Indarra!” exclaimed Andor. “What’re you doing!?”

Indarra turned to Andor with pause, his expression blank and unaffected.

“This Drrundornavorda. No one care,” Indarra assured.

“Alright then,” said Lunas. “Do you need to bring anything with you?” Indarra looked to this right, then to his left, as if the only way his possessions would be worth bringing was if they were within an arm’s reach.

“No,” he said.

Moments later, the group boarded and took off, and Lunas appointed each person with specific tasks. Khan and Naruni would continue training, and Andor would head to Valum Kal help prepare the defenses.

In the War Room, Magnus and Kashana waited for Lunas and Asharru to appoint them their duties. “You won’t be disappointed by your next mission, Magnus,” said Lunas. “Two missions actually. We need you two to pick up one of Asharru’s Deltas in Sie Die Samsus. But before you do, you will retrieve Sekhmet.”

Magnus sat up in his chair. “What!? She’s alive?” exclaimed Magnus. “Where is she? How did you find her?”

“Asharru has had his eye on you for some time, Magnus,” said Lunas. “When you and Sekhmet were separated, I was sent to pursue her captors and kill them. I did.”

Magnus didn’t know what to say. The whirl of sudden emotions verged on overwhelming. His precious Sekhmet. Orphaned as a cub, Magnus found her abandoned in the forests of the Fallout—a native lioness. He nursed her back to health, raised her—but they were separated before he took an alias in the Forlands.

“You have always been destined to join us, Magnus,” said Asharru. “So has Sekhmet. We never forgot about her.”

“You will still need to find her,” said Lunas. “There were few places to contain a creature of her might, and we knew she would have no trouble on her own. We left her in a place we knew from long ago, in the Dark Leg of the West, where there are no armies or men, deep in the forest, where there is a castle. But it’s hard to reach.”

Magnus’ eyes widened. “We’re going there now?”

“You are,” said Lunas. “The rest of us have separate duties. We will provide you and Kashana a ship and supplies. But the castle cannot be approached by air.” 

“Why not?” asked Magnus.

“Ascalaphus,” said Asharru.

“What’s that?”

“He is a Giant Owl,” said Lunas.

“I thought they went extinct before the Collapse,” said Kashana.

“In the Old World, they once lived on Samsara. In the West,” said Asharru. “Most died long before we started the forcefield. Ascalaphus was the last of his kind, and the cruelest. Vindictive, sad, and pensive—he was filled with anger over the loss of his species. Far larger than a plane, he patrolled the skies. Some hunted him. Others worshiped him. Now, he is mostly a myth. But you should be wary of his presence, for he may still be alive. Stay under the trees and avoid open ground. Your transport is programmed to set you on the only known path leading to the castle.”

“And Sekhmet lives there?” asked Magnus.

Asharru nodded. “She is safe there and has plenty of food. Ascalaphus is her only predator.”
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Ruby was taken to a safe location, and Lunas’ training had begun.

By dusk, Asharru and Lunas were hiking the notorious scrapyards of Lower Vahl. The trek was exacting on Asharru’s aging body, but the pain in his bones labored in vain to wring out a complaint. Lunas kept her lumbering pace. Both wore ragged cloaks to blend in with the vagabonds scavenging off the yard. A whole day of hiking had passed, and not a word had been said. Lunas blindly followed, her mind inquisitive, but too timid to ask a question of the great Asharru, for surely he knew his way.

They arrived at a peak, on a mound of techno-trash. Asharru slowed, then halted. He turned to the East. Lunas didn’t understand the purpose of this excursion, and why he chose the scrapyards, and to stop at this peak. It would soon be dark, and they’d have no choice but to travel through the night to escape the unending yard. But then Lunas, too, turned to the East, and her eyes saw what Asharru’s saw. She fell to her knees.

Unwanted remains of dismembered Lunas bots stretched far and away into the distance. Solitary legs poked up through the rubble like the trees of a metal forest, arms rested mute like fallen branches, severed hands gathered in heaps like leaf piles, and detached faces lay across the ground like white flowers in bloom.

Lunas gasped for air. She didn’t need oxygen, but she knew no other way to react than to mimic the humans she’d seen in their own moments of agony, many times before. “Why Asharru?” she screamed. “Why did you take me here!?”

Asharru was unmoved, unperturbed, as though staring in peace across a silent forest. Seven seconds passed. Lunas writhed on her knees below, lips quivering, arms trembling.

“Pain,” said Asharru, his voice slow and heavy. “It must become your ally. It must become your teacher. It must live in your bones and flow in your blood. In the pauses between your heartbeats, you should hear it. In the cartilage in your joints, you should feel it. In every moment, you should fill yourself with it until, with pain alone, you overflow.” He paused and turned to her, still on her hands and knees to his side. They made eye contact for the first time that day. “And then, Lunas,” he said. A quiet moment passed and a breeze ran between them. “No one else can hurt you.”
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“This is the furthest I can take you,” Magnus and Kashana’s autonomously piloted transport, a slim, elongated, triangular craft, announced over a speaker. Their precarious journey had just taken them over the Southern Mass, for they could not fly over territory controlled by the Vahl Coalition, and certainly could not fly near Mu. “I will land in a clearing on the path and await your return.”

Magnus and Kashana unbuckled their harnesses and made their way to the cargo bay. They packed thoroughly for the trip, their hiking backpacks full of everything they’d need for a four-day trek, just in case. They’d drive four-wheeled off-road vehicles, like next-generation ATVs, for the first stretch of their journey down the path to the hidden castle. When the path ended, they would have to finish their journey on foot, camping out for one night on the way there, and one on the way back.

“You need help with that?” Magnus asked as Kashana hoisted her backpack onto her back.

“I got it,” she snapped back.

“Is this what it’s gonna be like?” asked Magnus.

“Like what?” said Kashana, clearly aware of the tension between them.

“Kashana,” said Magnus, his voice falling in tone.

“Yes?” she said, staring back. Their gazes remained connected until Magnus flinched.

“Never mind,” he said. The two hopped onto their vehicles and rode out of the ship and onto the path. It was morning and a light frost coated the grass, but the rays from above slowly warming the air and illuminating the plentiful forest made it easy for Magnus to stay positive. They’d have a full day of riding through the deciduous landscape ahead of them, passing many deer, rabbits, giant elk, and critters along their way, and Magnus hoped the time he would spend in these woods with Kashana would bring them closer together.

For hours, they rode, stopping only once to eat, drink, and relieve themselves. But after about ten hours and many miles, Kashana, riding in front, slowed and stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Magnus shouted ahead. No answer. “What’s wrong?” he repeated. Kashana stepped off her vehicle.

“It’s the end of the path,” she said. 

Magnus stepped off his vehicle too. “Are you sure?” he said, walking ahead. “Lunas said we’d have fourteen hours of driving.”

“You look and you tell me,” said Kashana.

Magnus could see there was still a path of sorts, but it was completely overgrown, and definitely too plant-ridden to continue riding. Kashana bent down to one of the blackened vines running across the path and held it over her palm. “This is strange,” she said, examining it. Magnus crouched next to her. “Does this look dead to you?”

Magnus pinched the brittle vine. It flaked between his fingers. “Yeah. So?”

“This is a new growth,” Kashana explained. “What kind of plant keeps growing if it’s dead?”

“Hmm,” said Magnus. “I don’t think we can drive on it. We may have to spend an extra night.”

“Yeah,” said Kashana, backing away, eyebrows scrunched, eyes fixed on the eerie vines. “Let’s leave the quads here and get them on the way back. And let’s walk along the side of the path, not on it. These vines are kind of freaking me out.”

“Agreed,” said Magnus. The two collected their gear from the vehicles and began their trek through the woods, walking to the left of the blackened path.

The walk was quiet, with few words between them, leaving only the rustling and crunching of the fallen leaves, and the calls of the forest dwellers. “It’ll be dark soon,” said Magnus, walking behind Kashana.

“We still have an hour or two until we have to set up camp,” she said.

“Two,” said Magnus. Kashana stopped and turned around, making eye contact.

“You’re still doing that?” she asked.

Magnus looked down.

“No, no, I don’t care,” she assured him. “I just wasn’t sure if it went away since we were together. I remember you were working on it.”

“I’m still trying.”

“No, I really don’t mind,” said Kashana, taking a step toward him. “It’s totally okay Magnus, really.”

“Well,” said Magnus, changing the subject, “I know we could keep walking, but we should set up before it’s dark. Better to be careful.”

“I guess. What about over there?” she said, pointing to a level piece of ground between two trees.

“Looks good,” said Magnus.

The two threw down their bags and began setting up camp amid the strange quiet. “Do you hear that?” asked Kashana, ear to the wind.

“Hear what?” said Magnus, stopping what he was doing.

“Exactly. It’s almost too quiet.”

Magnus knew better than to blame it on her imagination. They cautiously finished setting up camp. “I’m lighting a fire,” said Magnus.

“Think it’ll get that cold?”

“I was thinking more about animals.”

“They should be more worried about us. You’ve got your gun and your sword, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Same, I think we’ll be fine,” she said. “What’s around here anyway?”

“Mostly deer and rabbits,” said Magnus. “But there’s searcats and foxes out here too. At least, that’s what I read. All native, so I don’t know if we could fight them.” Native animals, of course, had muscular and skeletal structures designed for much harsher gravity, and were incredibly powerful on gravity-altered Samsara.

“C’mon, we can take a native fox,” said Kashana.

“Sure, but a searcat?” said Magnus. Similar to mountain lions, though slightly larger and with pointy ears, searcats had two black lines running down their fur from their heads to their tails and were notoriously sneaky hunters.

“We’ll get there if we get there,” said Kashana.

A little while later, once the fire was lit and giving off plenty of heat, Magnus squeezed into the tent beside Kashana. “I’m taking this side,” she said, spreading her blanket over her legs. “Hope you don’t mind.”

“Would I have a choice if I did?”

“No.”

“I assumed so,” said Magnus, spreading his blanket out and setting down a pillow. Kashana took out a book and began reading while there was still enough light. Thirty seconds passed. “So, what do we do now?” asked Magnus.

“Well, I brought a book, I don’t know what you’re gonna do.”

“I don’t feel like reading,” said Magnus. Another thirty seconds passed. “Is something wrong?”

“Let’s not do this.”

“Do what?” asked Magnus.

“You know.”

“I don’t know,” said Magnus.

“Yeah, you do.”

“No, I don’t. What?”

“This,” said Kashana.

“I just wanna know what happened to us,” said Magnus. At that, Kashana grabbed a granola bar from her bag, unzipped the tent, and went outside.

About twenty minutes later, it was getting dark, and Kashana came back in. “I’m sorry,” said Magnus.

“For what?” said Kashana.

“I don’t know,” said Magnus. “Talking.” Kashana let out an audible sigh.

“I’m not mad at you Magnus.”

“Then what is it?” he asked.

She sighed. “When I last saw you,” she began, “they’d just taken Sekhmet, and then my dad and his soldiers came for me. I didn’t wanna go, I didn’t wanna leave you. But they made me. I didn’t have a choice. I would have stayed with you in the Fallout forever. But I went back to Enoch like I had to, the whole time wondering.”

“Wondering what?” asked Magnus.

“Wondering if you’d come for me. If you’d come find me in Enoch, if you’d break into our palace and bring me back. For years I fought with you. I know your power—what you can do. I wanted to see if you’d do that for me, if you really wanted this.”

Magnus was left speechless. The whole time, this Enochian Royal was the one waiting for him, and wondering if she was enough? 

“Aren’t you going to say anything?”

“Say what?” he started, trying to gather his thoughts. “If I’d known that’s how you felt, then I would have come to Enoch for you. I would have gone to the Southern Mass for you. To Vahl for you. I would have gone anywhere, done anything. But I didn’t know.”

“That’s an excuse.”

“An excuse how? I have power, but I’m not a mind reader. How was I supposed to know they would take Sekhmet? How was I supposed to know your dad would come for you? It all happened so quickly, and I didn’t know you’d still want this.” He took a moment to think. “Besides, I had nothing to offer you. When you left with your father, I thought you’d be happier there, in Enoch. It’s safe there. You could have a life there, a future.”

“This is my future,” said Kashana, moving toward the Nash Equilibrium of a volatile but maturing romance. “Being with you, changing our piece of the world. I’m not a princess in a castle, I’m the army at the gate.”

Both were now laying on their sides, facing one another in the dark. When the silence became too much, Kashana rolled over and presented her back. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you, Magnus. I’m not ready for things to be normal.”

“Okay,” said Magnus. “Okay.” He rolled onto his back, thinking. “Are you scared?” he eventually asked.

“No, we have weapons and a fire.”

“That’s not what I mean,” said Magnus. “After the jailbreak, are we really gonna help the Eastern Alliance defend Valum Kal? What’s happening between Savaria and the Eastern Alliance is war. This is more serious than our adventures in the Fallout. Joining Asharru is exciting and all, but the gravity of all this is starting to sink in on me.”

Kashana thought for almost a minute before responding. “I’m scared,” she said. “But you can’t think about it, or you won’t do what you’re supposed to. Asharru chose us for a reason. The universe, or God, or fate, or whatever you want to call it, chose us for a reason. We’re meant for something. So, we don’t have time to think about being scared.” She paused. “Are you scared?”

A quiet moment passed, filled only with the sound of chirping bugs and crickets. “Yeah,” said Magnus. “I’m scared.”

A few more minutes passed as they listened to the sounds of the nighttime forest.

“For whatever it’s worth though, whatever pain helping Asharru brings our way,” Magnus said in the dark, “I’m happy it brought us back together. I really missed you.”

Another quiet moment passed.

“Goodnight,” said Kashana.







Magnus woke at dawn. He rolled over and took a moment to admire Kashana’s elfin figure in the pale light before gently nudging her shoulder. “Time to wake up,” he said. “We need to get going.”

“Hey,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “Did you hear that last night?”

“Hear what?”

“Something outside our tent, walking around.”

“Any idea what is was?” asked Magnus.

“I dunno. But it sounded pretty big.”

“Well,” said Magnus, “let’s be careful. We have a lot of ground to make up. Hopefully whatever it was lost interest and won’t follow.”

The two made coffee over the fire and drank it together in silence. Magnus wasn’t a big fan of coffee. It made him even more prone to seeing numbers everywhere, and then repeating them. But seated on a log next to Kashana, a cup of hot coffee in his cold hands, surrounded by the quiet sounds of the waking wood, the creaking trees, the birds calling—Magnus could ask for nothing more than these few extra moments with the girl he loved.

When they finished their coffees, they ate MREs and folded up the tent, then set off on their way. For most of the hike they remained comfortably silent.

“Look,” said Kashana, pointing to the path. “The vines are getting thicker. And blacker.”

“Is it just me or is everything around here starting to look a little… deader,” said Magnus.

“It’s not just you,” said Kashana, keeping her pace. They continued walking.

After a few more minutes, Kashana stopped in her tracks and raised her hand to her waist. From the distance, a shrill scream pierced through the forest. “What is that?” asked Kashana.

“That,” he said, the hair on his arms rising to the sky, “is a searcat.” 

“Did your research tell us what we should do if we, uh, run into one?”

Magnus checked that his gun was still on his belt, and his sword in its sheath. “Just keep our weapons close and our eyes open,” he said. “Let’s keep walking. If we find Sekhmet, we’ll be fine.” They continued hiking for the rest of the day.

About an hour before nightfall, they found another good spot to set up camp. They put up the tent, made another fire, ate MREs, then headed into bed. They laid on their backs, looking up. “Are you tired?” asked Magnus.

“No.”

“You wanna do something?” asked Magnus.

“Not gonna be that easy, buddy,” she said.

“No, I mean we can talk or something. Like, what have you been up to the last year?” he asked.

“You mean since we last saw each other?”

“Yeah.”

“You know what,” said Kashana. “I’ve been in Enoch, doing nothing. Just in the Capital. Feels meaningless.” She paused. “How was the Forlands?”

“Boring,” said Magnus. “Didn’t really do anything either.”

A quiet moment passed.

“Can I cuddle with you?” asked Magnus.

“I know where you’re going with this,” she said. He turned to her, and she turned onto her side to face him.

“What?” he said.

“You know what.”

“No, what?”

“Magnus—”

Somewhere outside the tent came a noise. Kashana lifted her head off the pillow.

Magnus, eyes wide, grabbed his sword.

“It sounded like footsteps,” Kashana whispered.

“Shhh,” said Magnus. They froze, waiting for the noise to go away, but a deep, growl-like purr about twenty feet from the tent pulled their focus instead. Magnus and Kashana locked eyes. She grabbed her sword as well.

“Searcat?”

Magnus nodded.

“What about guns?” she whispered.

Magnus shook his head. From raising Sekhmet, he knew a handgun wouldn’t be enough to take down a native predator.

Slowly, cautiously, they both sat up and listened. The unceasing cacophony of crickets and other forest critters permeated every direction, but there were no further signs of the searcat. 

“Maybe it left?” asked Kashana.

“Maybe,” said Magnus. “Or maybe it’s never seen something like us before and it’s not sure if we’re prey. I think it’s stalking us.”

“You’re the lion man. What do we do?”

“We wait,” said Magnus.

So that’s what they did. Through the cold night, they waited, hands on swords, eyelids softly falling, until they heard the animal padding around again—right outside. 

Magnus kept his eye fixed on the entrance, as though a searcat would have a preference between coming through the front door or ripping the tent open. But as it drew closer, they could hear the unmistakable sound of sniffing.

Magnus silently aimed the top of his katana at the tent’s wall as the nose of an animal pressed it in. Magnus braced himself to strike. And then—it retreated, leaving behind only the sound of the forest chorus once again.

Magnus and Kashana sat frozen in the center of their tent, not daring to move for what felt like an eternity, until exhaustion crept in.

“Do you think it’s gone?” asked Kashana. “I can’t keep my eyes open.”

“Yeah, I think so,” said Magnus, taking a breath. “Keep your sword close.” The two gently fell onto their sides. Kashana nuzzled her body up against him.

“Okay,” she whispered, “we can cuddle now.” 

Magnus tightened his grip on his sword, watching the side of the tent for any sign of danger. “Your timing sucks,” he said.

Kashana smiled. “I know,” she said, reaching back to hold his hand.

But only moments later, there came another disturbance—not from a searcat, but a creature of a different ilk. A wicked sound, from a cruel, wicked thing. When it made its presence known, everything in the forest fell silent. From far away it came, and far farther it would travel, for the creature that made this sound knew differently of space and time, as did its hoot. And the sound went, “WHOO, WHOO, WHOO.” And for one full minute the forest was silent, while the hoots sent chills into all the creatures of the forest, and the very roots of the trees themselves. For all knew who was near—Ascalaphus.

Magnus and Kashana stared eyes wide at the tent’s shallow ceiling, having just learned that the myth of Ascalaphus was true, and that he still lived. But this mission was about Sekhmet. So, they returned their focus to the task at hand, and after about an hour, they finally got some sleep. Ascalaphus was not their reason for coming to the Dark Leg of the West—not this time.
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Lunas and Asharru traveled to a place known by few and inhabited by fewer—the Dark Leg of the West. Their destination: a castle hidden deep in the forest. Their transport flew low over the woods and landed directly on the castle’s highest tower. Flying in these parts was at one’s own peril, but Asharru’s power in the metaphysical arts ensured safe passage.

“We’re here,” said Asharru, as though Lunas hadn’t noticed, and limped down the ship’s loading ramp onto the castle tower. Lunas followed closely, scanning the panoramic view from the tower until a strange feeling filled her stomach. There was a supercomputer nearby, far stronger than most she’d felt before.

Lunas silently followed Asharru into the castle and deeper into its stone. They took a spiral staircase downwards, descending underground. The inside was cold, its walls bare and dark. Her stomach tightened. “What is this place?” she asked.

“You will see,” said Asharru, calmly proceeding down the steps.

As they descended, it grew colder—freezing cold. The walls below the surface were metallic, not stone, and the interior was clean and empty. About six stories below the surface, the stairs stopped, leading to a vault door. Asharru paused. “Shall I open it for you?” asked Lunas.

“This is a door that even you cannot open,” said Asharru. He stepped forward and rotated the giant dial fixed on the door—left, right, left, then right again. The door opened. They walked inside.

Endless rows of computer servers stretched in every direction—wires, blinking lights, and black boxes. “Come,” said Asharru, walking down one of the rows. They stopped at the end by a lone computer set apart from the rest. “Give me your hand.” Lunas hesitated. But Asharru’s gaze lingered. Lunas raised her palm and ejected a wire. Asharru attached it to the computer.

“There is a truth about this world that only few have ever known, and fewer could ever swallow,” said Asharru. “Before you continue your training, you must know it.” Asharru typed a command into the computer—VEDA—and executed the code. Lunas waited.

Her eyes rolled back into her skull while her brain processed the troves of data running through it, closing in on the math’s one simple message. She trembled in fear. Her gaze turned to Asharru. “Asharru,” she began, “this… this…” She paused and looked to the ground, then back to Asharru’s eyes. “I’ve seen this in a dream,” she said.

“Lunas,” said Asharru. “That was no dream.”
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They woke at first light, mired in brain fog from a lack of sleep, but cogent enough to pack up and resume their trek to the castle. Magnus wore a smile on his face and hummed as he walked. 

Kashana noticed. “What’s going on?” she said.

“What?”

“You seem strangely happy.”

“We’re seeing Sekhmet today,” said Magnus. During Magnus’ cover in the Forlands, he hadn’t been sure if Sekhmet was even alive. When Csele’Ovonus Asther’s men abducted her, Magnus assumed they took her to the Han—a place where things tended to disappear. 

“That’s all?”

“Well,” said Magnus, teasing her. “That’s not the only reason.”

“Good save,” Kashana remarked. “You think we’ll find her?”

“Lunas said she’d be at the castle.”

“Yeah, but she could’ve run off.”

“I know her,” said Magnus. “She’s there.”

As they followed the incline toward a clearing over the brow of a hill, the air grew heavy and moist, while the undergrowth in their path grew thicker and blacker. Scant light reached the forest floor. “We can’t be far,” said Magnus, calculating their walking speed against Lunas’ description of the distance.

“Magnus,” said Kashana, stopping in her tracks and shifting her right hand to the sword on her belt. She pointed to the forest on the other side of the blackened path.

“What?” he asked.

“There.” Casually sitting upon a rock, the searcat stared back at Magnus and Kashana, its eyes black and fearless. Its gaze saw no threat, but simply wondered whether they were something it could eat.

Magnus’ hand darted to his sword, but he slowed himself when he remembered not to make fast movements.

“What do we do?” Kashana whispered.

“I think… we keep moving. Slowly.”

“Will it attack us?” asked Kashana. “There’s one of him and two of us.”

“One. Two,” said Magnus. “Let’s keep going.”

With caution, they continued on, staying parallel to the path. The searcat did the same, quietly stalking them on the opposite side. Magnus and Kashana kept a watchful eye on it, and it on them. 

When they reached the clearing, they stepped out into the long grass and watched to see what the searcat would do. But it didn’t attack. The animal remained undercover of the tree line. “Yeah, you sit this one out,” Kashana whispered.

Magnus glanced up at the sky searching for any sign of the Ascalaphus. “Do you get the feeling that searcat knows something we don’t?” said Magnus.

“We’ve come this far,” said Kashana. “Don’t let a bird stop us.”

Traipsing on through the thick grass, the presence of a structure soon emerged. “Woah,” said Kashana. “What is a castle doing all the way out here?” The castle was a decent size, but not huge. Its stones were ridden with a blackish moss and black vines escaped from every window, crevasse, and crack. Complex designs of unfamiliar styles were carved into its sides, and an open portcullis led to its interior.

“It must have been built in the Old World,” said Magnus, discerning from wear on the stones it was probably thousands of years old.

“It’s beautiful,” said Kashana, so consumed by the designs that she forgot about the searcat. “The detail. Who built this place, all the way out here?”

The inside of the castle was no different, overrun with black vines that all seemed to be bursting up from below ground. Magnus and Kashana followed the thicker ones until they arrived at a wide spiral staircase that descended into the bowels of the castle. They carefully made their way down until they reached bottom. Straight ahead stood an open vault door, wrapped in vines as though the vegetation had forced the vault open from within. 

Magnus approached the entrance, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword.

“Where are you going?” asked Kashana as Magnus walked in.

“To check it out,” he said.

“Magnus, look at it. Nothing’s been touched in ages. You know she isn’t in there,” said Kashana. But Magnus was already sucked in, as if the vines themselves spoke to him. And then—sequences of numbers flew across his thoughts quicker than he could grab them, so fast, he had no urge to repeat or say them. He crept closer, and the feeling strengthened. It was alluring, like the voice that spoke to him in his times of weakness, like the strange fixation he had on numbers. As he neared, it all began to connect.

“I…” said Magnus, “I know this place.” A vivid déjà vu ripped through his psyche, intensifying as he approached a small computer at the end of what was once a hall of servers, now enveloped by the black vines sprawling through them like wires connecting them together. It was as though Samsara herself had sent her tentacles inside to read their secrets.

And then the ecstasy of numbers took a darker turn, toward the message they conveyed. His heartbeat slowed and his vision weakened. His face went white and his palms were pulled forward, as if the truth of those numbers was sucking the life from him. “Magnus,” said a voice deep inside his mind, one all too familiar—Erebus. “Why do you think you repeat numbers? Do you think this is a mere coincidence? Read the numbers. Read the numbers and you will see the truth,” it said. Still, Magnus walked closer, overtaken by the numbers flowing through him.

But then a thunderous—ROAR—echoed around the room. “Magnus!” shouted Kashana. “Wake up!” 

Magnus fluttered his eyelids and turned around. The searcat was in the basement with them, standing at the foot of the spiral staircase. Magnus pulled out his pistol and fired at the stone beneath the animal’s feet. Chips flew up, startling it. It jumped out of the way.

“Go, go!” Magnus yelled, gesticulating at the staircase. They sprinted across the room and darted up the stairs before the searcat could block their path again. Magnus fired behind him every few seconds to ward off the trailing searcat, hoping it wouldn’t realize how ineffective a small pistol would be against a native predator like itself. They ran all the way to the top of a tower.

“Where do we go now?” asked Kashana, panting, holding her sword out in front of her, back-to-back with Magnus.

Magnus drew his sword. The searcat emerged from the stairwell and slinked forward, eyes fixed on Magnus. “Stay behind me,” said Magnus. 

Kashana broke her posture and stood at Magnus’ side. “We’ll do this together,” she said.

“No,” Magnus insisted, stepping forward.

But then came yet another terrifying roar, one much louder than that of a searcat. A roar that commanded an unchallenged dominance over all creatures nearby, causing the searcat to take a step back.

Standing fifty feet away, on another tower—Sekhmet. And with her extreme might behind her, she ran and leapt toward Magnus and Kashana, easily clearing the distance between the two towers and landing on their tower with grace. She bared her teeth and positioned herself between them and the searcat.

The searcat didn’t need another warning. There was no contest—Sekhmet was in charge. It scurried away into obscurity. 

Sekhmet purred and slowly turned to face Magnus. Still only an adolescent, she was a massive creature. Her paws were larger than Magnus’ entire face, and she could fit his whole head in her mouth. Her eyes were a deep brown, with a natural blackish lining, and she had dark lines rolling down to her chin, almost like a cheetah’s. Her nose was a cool black, and her regal, golden coat reflected the light with majesty, defining every curve on her slender and powerful body.

“Sekhmet!” called Magnus, stretching out his arms. The huge cat threw her paws over his shoulders, bringing him to the ground and licking his face. “I missed you!” 

Kashana couldn’t help but smile watching them wrestle until she noticed an aberration in the sky. 

“We need to go,” she said. “Now. Now!”

Magnus looked up. From high above, the aberration was getting bigger—bigger. It was Ascalaphus, diving straight downwards. “Go!” Magnus shouted to Sekhmet. Sekhmet seemed familiar with what was happening.

The three quickly ran into the stairwell and down the stairs, then waited at the castle’s entrance. They could hear Ascalaphus’ massive talons clinking around on the castle’s towers, the force of the vibrations reverberating through the castle stone. So, they waited. And waited. And finally, when a powerful gust swept over the grass in front of the castle and ruffled the tops of trees, they figured that Ascalaphus had taken off.

Magnus stepped outside—the sky looked clear. As fast as they could, they darted back into the forest, protected by the cover of the trees—safe.

“That was close,” said Kashana. “Let’s never come back to this place.”

Magnus turned his gaze to the black vines. What happened in the room with all the servers? What did Erebus mean about Magnus repeating the numbers? About reading them? What was turning the vines black?

What was Ascalaphus protecting?

“Yeah,” agreed Magnus. “I hope we never have to.”

On the long journey back to the ship, Magnus wondered how long Ascalaphus had been circling in the sky, watching them below, deciding not to strike. Why did Ascalaphus spare them? Was he curious? Were the myths wrong? Could Ascalaphus have had a heart?

Magnus didn’t know. But he knew they’d better get out of there quickly. As soon as they reached their transport, they set off for their next mission: the nation of Sie Die Samsus, to pick up one of Asharru’s Deltas. But as Magnus watched the Dark Leg of the West getting smaller in the distance, somehow he knew it wouldn’t be his last time in Ascalaphus’ territory. This time, Ascalaphus let them live. But Magnus had the feeling that if he were to return—Ascalaphus would not be happy.
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In year 167, the countries of Vahl, Serica, Selarius, and Corona cemented a strategic alliance, formally naming it the Vahl Coalition. Vahl and Serica were at the forefront of the Coalition’s centralization and growth, but the leaders of Corona and Selarius also played vital roles. Vahl provided the army, Selarius provided the computing, Serica provided the air force, and Corona provided the manufacturing. These four nations had already been coordinating the Apollus Project together so a formal alliance was the natural next step.

Sectarian conflicts sprouted across the globe. So, the Vahl Coalition took it upon itself to establish order in the southwest, eventually growing to become the strongest alliance on Samsara. In time, the indicators of global instability grew at a rate inversely proportional to the size and scope of the Vahl Coalition; the world was becoming measurably less dangerous. But the glossy veneer of stability had been coated over a magmatic core, with hundreds of years of tempestuous cultures smoldering underneath, and the leaders of the Vahl Coalition had not the wisdom or experience to manage the budding conflicts brewing across the continent.

The Elosahr Naalor watched as the ends of their tapestry began to fray. It was never their duty to intervene in world affairs once the world had been set in motion, but seeing their creation unravel caused them to reconsider their respective roles on Samsara. And so, in year 167, the Elosahr Naalor met once more, as citizens of Samsara.







At the summit of Umr Bahr Mountain, an ancient, black castle rose through the clouds, and within the halls of this Old World fortress, the Elosahr Naalor gathered once more. The hall’s imposing windows overlooked a steep cliff that met the roaring storm below it. The bitter wind beating on the Gothic-stained glass was the only reminder that there was a world outside. When kings of the Old World were exiled, or its emperors fled, to this tall mountain castle, they would often abscond.

“I understand that many of you may be a bit confused about why I’ve called this meeting today,” began Sariel, seated at the head of a dense, rectangular table, stretching across the length of the titanic hall. The table, crafted from the long-extinct Coorwood timber of the Old World, still carried its piney scent, familiar only to those seated along its sides. But on this day the scent was dampened by an unfamiliar presence—a heaviness that filled the air.

Asharru felt this heaviness settle in his chest. His eyes probed the shadowy hall, searching for the provenance of this overbearing feeling. The coarse stone walls of the echoing hall seemed to crawl upwards toward the vaulted ceiling above, as though attempting to escape the foundation of the structure which bore the presence of some malevolent being inside. Pallid, marble statues of courageous, faceless warriors battling to protect the New World from the nothing outside lined the sides of the hall. But these statues, too, seemed to have forgone their mission and instead reach toward the open ceiling, toiling to break free, as though they had some knowledge of what was lurking beneath the mountain that the others had not yet discovered—that a great evil was near.

“I am aware of the inconvenience on your part, but I must maintain that this is necessary,” continued Sariel. “We have been living in this factitious world, seeing what is becoming of it, and it is… unsatisfactory.” Sariel pushed himself up out his chair, and with etiquette, began a slow pace around the table, his black robe dragging behind him—a judge’s robe, a quiet reminder of his former profession. His hair was long and white, as was his beard, which adorned his thin face with golden bands as it descended. He was tall, and under his robes stood a wiry frame. Though of course, no one ever saw him without his robes.

Unhurried, he passed behind the backs of the chairs of those seated around the table. There was something unnerving about his presence, as though he was, all the sudden, a stranger. “We were once the Elosahr Naalor, and together we built a world.” Once he reached the opposite, empty head of the table, he ceased his pacing and turned to the Elosahr Naalor. “But our world is unfinished. Its governments were bequeathed to mortal men, whose wisdom dies with the death of each generation. So, I call upon ourselves to create a new Naalor, a new league, a league of rulers, a league whose aim it is to bring forth the vision of this world we so naively assumed would be realized when power was transferred to the mortals below.”

In the few seconds of silence following Sariel’s proposition, Asharru listened to the wind swirling around the cliff below, as if pleading for him to leave before it was too late. To leave the mountain. To leave the continent. To leave Samsara and existence itself. “A league of rulers?” Asharru protested.

Sariel resumed his pacing once more. He took four careful steps before he said anything. “Not rulers… exactly, but… persons of influence.”

“I’m not exactly sure I’m following,” said another of the Elosahr Naalor. Sariel strode back to his seat and sat down.

“Look,” Sariel continued. “We are men and women of great mental command, and most of us, great political influence as well. Look at our skills. Look at our power in the metaphysical arts. What can we achieve together? Why waste our noble endowments on disparate pursuits?”

“Where is this coming from?” asked Asharru, sliding his eyes to Sire, his best friend at the table.

“Necessity,” said Sariel.

“Why is there no Triton at this meeting?” asked Asharru.

“I judged it not to be necessary,” said Sariel.

“Have you been influenced by… something?” asked Asharru.

“Oh, I see,” said Sariel. “Your precious Veda. Why do you think this is somehow a thing to which all paths lead? Some of us are far less interested in your multiversal fantasies.”

Asharru shot up, knocking over his chair. He looked around the hall, shook his head, and stormed out into the lobby, letting the colossal double doors slam shut behind him. Seconds later, Sire followed.

“Samsara’s fertile loam cannot bear fruit enough to nourish all the giants in her gardens, I suppose,” said Sariel, sending chills down the spines of those who understood his meaning. It was quiet, and then Sariel began his steady pacing once more. 

“I often wonder… could it be that a league much like our own once created the universe from which we came? And what moniker, I ask, would we bestow upon them, but gods of such a mortal world? And what then, I ask, are we? Are we not the creators of this world? Are we not immortal? Can we stand dignified and pronounce that we are anything but the gods of this place? Is it not our duty to tend to it? Nourish it? Restore it to health? Shall we lay supine as mortal forces erode away our masterpiece? What infinite boredom are we expected to endure in this life? All plans will be desultory, all conversation will be palaver, all music will be bland, all food will be insipid… We are a pantheon of gods, and as gods, we require epic and godly motivations, and that, I propose, is the project we are destined to undertake, we gods, to rule our mortal subjects. So, let us form a new league, the Alunar Naalor, and serve a greater force that binds us!”
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Just as Lunas had informed them, Magnus and Kashana’s pre-programmed transport stopped in the nation of Sie Die Samsus on the way back to Vimana. There, they would retrieve another of Asharru’s warriors. But their small transport couldn’t get too close to the village. Before the Great Collapse, a major space station crashed right where Magnus and Kashana were headed. The remains had long been buried, but the magnetic field created by the crash site disrupted the telemetry of nearby airships and posed too great a risk of malfunction—the perfect place for Asharru to hide one of his prospects from probing eyes.

In the Old World, Sie Die Samsus was a nation of islands and shallow seas. On Samsara, the essence of the mother planet quickly spawned. The lifestyles of the Sie Die Samsi remained largely unchanged, and the coral seas and vibrant water rapidly populated a preponderance of life.

The flexibility of each ecosystem on Samsara was truly majestic; invasive species and unfamiliar viruses were occasionally problematic, but some plant somewhere always found a way to defeat such threats, restoring equilibrium to environments and allowing most civilizations to enjoy a place they could honestly call home. Sie Die Samsus was a perfect example of this preservation of Old World life.

The transport had just landed on a sandbar—far enough from the village not to be disturbed by the underground space junk but close enough that it would be a short excursion. Magnus hopped down from the transport into the clearest water he’d ever seen. “C’mon Sekhmet,” he said. “It’s only up to my knees.”

Sekhmet pawed at the water over the side of the transport but wouldn’t disembark. A wave splashed up in her face and she jumped back inside the vehicle, knocking safety equipment flying with her tail.

“It’s just water. Are you coming or not?”

Sekhmet shook her giant head.

“It’s not like I’m making you take a bath.”

Sekhmet growled. A throaty warning that even Magnus knew not to mess with.

Magnus sighed. “You big baby. I know, why don’t you just wait here until we get back? Protect the transport.”

Sekhmet slumped down in Sphinxian repose as though she had decided that all along.

In every direction, the pristine teal blue stretched to the very edge of his line of sight. The forgiving whisper of the water’s warm waves nudged at his thigh as he looked to Kashana. Their eyes met, and then both gazes shifted to the unknown, shirtless, young local standing in the water next to them. In the heat of the day, the skinny man’s olive-toned complexion protected the skin peeking through the many holes in his brown rags-for-pants.

“Shu-shu!” he exclaimed, jubilance in his tone. As he pronounced each syllable, he slapped the hard, reticulated shell of the giant sea turtle resting on the sandbar with them.

“Are you sure this is the guide?” asked Kashana.

“I mean, Lunas said he’d be here. But she didn’t say anything about giant turtles,” said Magnus. They turned to the young man, exuberantly staring back at them.

“Shu-shu!” the apparent guide repeated, slapping the hard shell of the turtle twice.

“What do we do now?” Magnus asked Kashana. 

A subtle smile inched up Kashana’s face. “Shu-shu!” she said, slapping the back of the turtle twice before climbing on.

Magnus hopped on next to her and gazed out across the sea while their guide used a set of twine reigns to guide the turtle toward the village where Asharru’s prospect, Helix, was hiding. The watery horizon was striking, and colorful fish and sundry sea creatures whirled freely throughout the coral below. The entire sea was alive.

Yet as Magnus gazed upon it, he sensed a deeper story churning below. All the ocean’s life cautiously balanced above a dormant mantle of death. There was something evil lingering down there, subsuming the once bountiful glory of the life that centuries ago swarmed these waters unfettered, engendering in it a fear of what lay beneath. An evil. A truth which none knew but all knew of. Somewhere in the susurrus of the sea hid Samsara’s deepest secret.

An object appeared in the distance. “What’s that?” Kashana asked as they approached it. It was enormous, like skinny, curvy towers stretching toward the sky.

“Come, pass through those whale bones, Magnus,” came a voice. Magnus’ gaze darted back and forth in search of the speaker, catching Kashana’s suspicions. But Magnus soon realized who it was—Erebus. “Pass through those whale bones, Magnus. Come to me. Let me teach of our history. The Great Cosmic Wars. The Kalpa Fire. The Kayama. And the world that came before them.” As they neared, the object became clear. It was a whale skeleton. But not just any whale—a whale that ate whales. An ophidian whale. Such whales had been extinct for many thousands of years, living on Samsara in the Old World. But their bones were known to last through many ages. It was a native species—a different breed of hardiness.

“Look at that,” said Kashana, intrigued by the rare sighting. “It must be from before the flood.” Magnus, fingers twiddling, stared straight ahead.

“Maybe we should go back,” he said.

“What’s wrong?”

“I just… I feel something. Like I felt in the castle. We should go back,” he said. Kashana paused. She looked behind her, then into his eyes.

“If you want to, I will,” she said. “If you don’t think it’s safe, I trust you. We can turn back and call Lunas.” The guide seemed to sense the apprehension and he stopped the turtle.

The turtle had almost reached the whale skeleton, of which it would soon pass right through the middle. Magnus looked down to the water. It was no longer one color. Streaks of two shades of blue ran through it, as if this was where salt and fresh water met.

He closed his eyes and inhaled. He couldn’t let his fear overtake him. He had to keep going. Into the unknown. Into fear. Into chaos. Toward a future that needed to be ordered. A future that needed him there. “No,” he asserted, opening his eyes and correcting his posture. “Let’s keep going.” Kashana bit her cheek, then nodded to the guide. The turtle continued.

As they neared the village, suspicious eyes followed them in. Mothers waded through the water holding their young ones on their shoulders, their sights fixed on Magnus and Kashana as they passed. Fishermen drifted along the waters in crafty, wooden boats, heads turning to follow their path. Rickety, wooden bungalows rested on stilts with balconies full of cautious spectators. Because their territory was mostly covered by shallow seas, many Sie Die Samsi lived right over the water in stilted homes built from the wood of nearby islands, and if not by giant sea turtle, they traveled from village to village by canoe.

“Jaga!” blurted the guide, pointing to one of the stilted bungalows, evidently indicating it was their destination. The turtle continued to the front of Helix’s supposed home, where a stick ladder met the water.

“Well,” said Kashana as they drifted next to it. She shrugged her shoulders.

“You want me to go?” said Magnus, pointing to himself.

“Someone has to watch the turtle,” said Kashana. Magnus looked up and down the ladder. Neither he nor Kashana had much information on this Helix character, or whether they’d be well-received, or perhaps, should expect a fight. As usual, Asharru provided few details.

“Fine,” said Magnus.

He splashed into the water and climbed up the shoddy ladder to a balcony of questionable sturdiness. There were so many books on the balcony it appeared as though it was a page away from collapsing. The whole thing was made of sticks, offering little privacy. Magnus could already make out a figure inside. “Hello?” called Magnus. “Hello? I’m here to meet Helix.” No reply. Magnus opened the door and stepped in.

It was messy inside. Clothes were strewn about and candlewax puddles covered nearly every surface. Hundreds of books, binders, and manuals lined the walls. In the corner of the room, a young man was sleeping on a clump of old blankets. He was about the same age as Magnus and Kashana, or maybe a couple years younger. His skin was similar in complexion to the turtle guide. He wore tattered clothes and his black hair was knotty and unkempt. He slept with his mouth open, using an atlas as a pillow. “Hello?” said Magnus, taking a step closer. The young man was deep asleep. “Hello?” Magnus repeated, a bit louder. He took another step and gently poked the young man’s shoulder.

His eyes popped open. “Ahh!” he shouted, recoiling into the corner.

“I’m sorry!” said Magnus, jumping back. “I didn’t mean to scare you!”

“Holy turtles!” said the young man. “You speak Sarsaric?”

“Yeah,” said Magnus, the fright seeming to have worn off.

“I’ve never actually heard it before… Are you Asharru?” asked the young man. Magnus chuckled.

“No, I’m Magnus,” he said, raising his hand to shake the young man’s hand. The young man jolted backward before realizing it was benign.

“Oh,” he said, shaking Magnus’ hand once he figured out what was happening. “I’m Helix. Greetings.”

“Greetings,” said Magnus, pulling away from the handshake after it went on for a few seconds too long.

“So Asharru sent you?” asked Helix, then crossed his eyes and looked down at his hands. “Woah,” he said, apparently talking to himself now.

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” said Helix. “It’s just, I’ve never heard myself speak Sarsaric before… Cool!”

“You’re pretty good at it,” said Magnus. “And yeah, Asharru sent me, and my—friend—to come and get you. Did you get letters too?”

“Yeah,” said Helix. “And all these books.”

“Nice,” said Magnus. The two stood face to face in the bungalow for about twenty seconds, awkwardly avoiding eye contact, waiting for the other to say what comes next. “Well,” said Magnus, “we have a… turtle… outside. Can I help you bring anything?” Helix turned to his blankets. Atop them were the only thing in the village more out of place than Magnus and Kashana. A pair of whips, gleaming with modern technology. Magnus recognized their style—Lyrillian. It was a rare weapon, ingeniously designed to slice through flesh and bone if struck properly.

“Just those,” said Helix before picking them up. They made their way out and back down the ladder.

“Greetings,” said Kashana.

“Greetings,” said Helix. “Did I do that right?” he asked, turning to Magnus.

“Yes, you did. Good job,” said Magnus.

“Don’t get out much?” asked Kashana.

“Haven’t been out of this village since I was a baby. That’s what they told me anyway,” said Helix.

“Well, welcome aboard,” said Kashana. “It’s time to shu-shu.” The guide proceeded.

After roughly two hours, the turtle arrived back at the sandbar where the ship awaited them. They thanked their guide and jumped into the water.

“Woah!” exclaimed Helix. He cherubically darted forward toward the small transport and ran his hands all over its exterior, but when he arrived at the slowly opening entrance, he sprung back and almost fell into the water. Kashana chuckled.

“What’s up, you’ve never seen a transport like this before?” asked Kashana.

Helix shook his head and pointed to the gigantic cat sitting majestically at the entrance to the boarding ramp. “No. That,” he said, watching the giant feline roll onto her feet.

Sekhmet narrowed her eyes at the newcomer.

“That’s Sekhmet!” Kashana explained. “This is Helix. He’s a friend!”

While Kashana watched Helix try to figure out how he was going to get past Sekhmet, something in the water caught Magnus’ attention. He figured the sandbar must have been supported by a more permanent structure under the shallow seas, like rocks or coral, and beneath his shoeless feet he felt the solid ground. But as soon as his toes made contact, they tingled. It was a pleasant tingle. Squinting and inquisitive, he crouched down to get a closer look.

When he realized what he was looking at, he blinked a few times to make sure he wasn’t mistaken. A black swirl emerged from a crack in the ground near his feet, only a small phenomenon, like a burst of black ink from an octopus. But the black water seemed to be coming toward him, swirling around his foot as if on purpose. There wasn’t much of it, but it was enough to notice.

As it seeped out around him, the tingle continued, and though it only touched his foot, the tingle ran up into his calf muscle, massaging it. It continued farther, into his thigh, and into his bone, soothing it. He closed his eyes. He felt like the black water was in his blood. With every heartbeat, he felt it travel through his veins and settle into his muscles. He could tell exactly where it was by the euphoric feeling it delivered. Wherever it went, it took away the pain, like his body fell away.

In only moments, it subsumed him. The feeling was so calming and deflating, as if truth were melted down into a heroin and injected into his foot. But somewhere within the feeling he felt a power, a violent power that promised him more if he would only submit. It almost felt like… Erebus.

“Magnus,” came a voice. He knew who it was. “Be seized by the ancient serpent. Come to me. Come with me to infinite worlds. Watch them turn ablaze, glowing in a fire so bright that their heat will radiate a warmth of such utter bliss, the Creator Himself will not resist.” There it was again. That feeling. That euphoria. Erebus, the computer in the Dark Leg of the West, the numbers, the black water and black vines. Somehow they were all connected. Somehow they were trying to tell Magnus something. Speak to him. A voice. A message—

“Magnus,” called Kashana. His eyes shot open. He sucked in a breath of air—the panicky kind of inhale you take after being held underwater for too long. “What’re you doing dummy? Can you please tell your pet cat to stop threatening Helix?”

“Coming,” he said, stumbling toward the transport, trying not to alert Kashana. “Sekhmet, knock it off.” Sekhmet obeyed.

When they were all settled in the ship and on their way back to Vimana, Kashana pulled Magnus to the side.

“I know that look,” she said. “Erebus—”

“No, no,” he said. “It’s finished now. Don’t worry. I’m here.”

“You better be. Where we’re going next, there’s no time for you to get all schizophrenic,” she said.

“What’s next?” asked Helix, bursting in on their conversation.

“Did Asharru tell you what he needs us for?” asked Kashana.

“Yeah,” said Helix. “Breaking some old dude out of prison.”

“Yeah, that’s where we’re going next,” said Kashana. “Maztron. We’re breaking him out. I hope you’re ready for a fight.”
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“We have to tell the Tritons,” said Asharru as he and Sire flew directly from their meeting in the Black Mountains to the Haptic Forests, an Old World growth where the Tritons seemed to go to rest. “If Sariel has been turned, then others in the Elosahr Naalor will as well. And our true enemy will have soldiers that even we will struggle to fight.”

“So, you think the Veda is true?” asked Sire. Asharru turned to him and stared.

“Like we’ve said before, if there is even a sliver of a chance it is true, we must devote all our energy to it. And I believe it is true, more and more each day, and I think within a century from this day, we will know for certain.”

Sire was one of the Elosahr Naalor. Most in the Elosahr Naalor were scientists, mathematicians, or engineers, but Sire wasn’t exactly a man of science. In the Old World, he’d worked as a chief of staff to rulers of various nations and generally took on whatever roles were asked of him. But the Tritons insisted he serve as one of the Naalor—there was something about him they liked.

The transport landed in the forest, and Asharru and Sire exited and made their way through, following the footpaths of the Tritons. They were headed for a cave where they knew the Tritons often withdrew to meditate. There was a heavy rain, and neither were dressed for the weather. But there was no time to waste.

“There,” pointed Asharru. The two made their way.

Seated in a small clearing at the mouth of the cave were three Tritons, each seated in the lotus, eyes closed, deep in thought. Tritons were a peculiar species. They were humanoid and just shorter than most humans, but their bodies were green and translucent, and their insides homogenous, like cytoplasm. Their heads were large, sloping upwards, and their eyes were completely black, and were much bigger than human eyes, like galaxies in their skulls. But in their faces, their features were soft. They moved almost listlessly, but with poise and grace.

Perhaps the most unique feature of the Tritons was that they shared thoughts and experiences. No one besides perhaps the Tritons themselves knew through what medium their thoughts would flow. Some called it dark matter, some quantum tunneling. But in effect, two Tritons on different sides of the universe could experience the same thought, sensation, or emotion. And each experience that any Triton ever had was deposited in what can best be described as an experiential cloud, or a thought repository. Any Triton at any moment therefore had access to all the knowledge, wisdom, and experience of all Tritons of all times.

No one, besides of course the Tritons, knew how they reproduced or how many there were, but it seemed that only a few thousand existed at any given time. They were also quite reticent, and barely interfered in human or worldly affairs, despite their extreme intelligence and abilities. But above all else, they were strict pacifists, and vowed never to use their power to harm other sentient creatures.

“Asharru, Sire,” said one of the Tritons as Asharru and Sire approached a group of three Tritons.

“Uvorradeaus, Erus, Ozamansai,” said Asharru, greeting each Triton by name, stepping forward through the heavy rain into the only dry area nearby. The Tritons, as they meditated, stopped the rain from falling within a small radius around them. “Sire and I have some information we think you need to hear.” The Triton in front, Uvorradeaus, opened his eyes.

“Let us hear,” said the Triton.

“It’s Sariel,” said Asharru. “He called a meeting with the Elosahr Naalor, but as you know, no Tritons were present or invited. He wants to create a new Naalor.”

The Triton waited and closed its eyes, opening them again only after a few quiet moments. “You fear that Sariel has turned.”

“Yes,” said Asharru. The Triton closed its eyes. Nearly half a minute of silence passed.

“And you, Sire,” said the Triton. “What do you think?”

Sire hesitated. He had only spoken with a Triton a few times before, as Asharru had always been their contact. “I don’t know,” said Sire. “But what I do know is that, if Sariel has turned, then you, me, Asharru, and all the Elosahr Naalor who’ve refused to join him are in grave, grave danger.”
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As Vimana flew Northwest toward Maztron Island, the corrosive burn of trepidation charred the stomachs of Asharru’s Deltas. The tremendous size of the planet would render the trip an evening of whizzing through the air at top speeds, but to those inside, the only audible reminder was a concerted, internal hiss whispering that a war was coming. Aboard the ship was Asharru, Lunas, Magnus, Kashana, Andor, Helix, Khan, Naruni, Indarra, Sekhmet, and Hanuman. But this war could not commence without an old and powerful Delta, Sire, who was serving a life sentence in prison.

Centuries of war and suffering drastically changed Sire’s once pleasing appearance and reserved demeanor. Although the Tritons had manipulated the genes of each of the Elosahr Naalor such that their natural lifespans were drastically extended, time had the patience to wait out immortality. Even immortals aged, albeit slowly. In Sire’s case, his skin had become pale and scarred. He was skin and bone, and wore a black, hooded robe to cover his emaciated appearance.

Sire was serving out his sentence in a very special prison: Maztron. Its inmates were each kept in solitary confinement for the entirety of their detention and were provided just enough food to survive each day. There were roughly four hundred inmates, all serving life sentences. Each prison cell was designed to be just small enough so that the inmates could not stand up straight or lay down fully extended. There was no furniture in the cell, but a small hole in the floor to be used as a toilet. The only water available was contaminated with a toxin that caused excruciating, unbearable pain for hours after it was consumed, but the air in each cell was also tainted with an airborne toxin that caused unquenchable, agonizing thirst. The air also wafted a toxin that kept inmates physically weak, so that even the strongest among them had little ability to escape. And as if that were not enough, the temperature of each cell, which varied from inmate to inmate, was kept as cold as possible without causing the death of the inmate. And through all of this, the inmates had to endure the pitch-black darkness in each cell.

Maztron was designed to be impossible to escape from and impossible to break someone out of. They said psychosis was the only way out. The prison stood on a small, perfectly round island of ice, north of the nation of Pontus, in the coldest region of Samsara. The island was just over a mile in diameter and there was a gradual, insidious decline from the center of the island to its perimeter, with the top layer of ice groomed to stay smooth and slippery, meant to cause any intruder without the proper gear to slide off into the freezing waters below should they attempt to step onto it. The lowest point of the island was some one hundred feet above sea level, so without scaling the whole height of the ninety-degree side of the block of ice, the only way to step foot on the island was by landing an aircraft on the landing dock at its center, which was solely for drop offs of prisoners and supplies. A state-of-the-art air defense system sat waiting to shoot down any unauthorized air approach—even Vimana would be shot out of the sky if she got too close.

Miles and miles of desolate Galene Ocean surrounding the prison were also closely monitored, with nearby Vahl Coalition military bases—a Chendrukan ally—prepared to send naval units at a moment’s notice. Maztron’s detection system could locate the presence of even an electric eel in the water surrounding the island, to a depth that only four known vehicles could dive below, one of those being Vimana.

If against all odds an unwanted visitor were to approach the island undetected and scale the hundred-foot cliff forming its edge, the next level of Maztron’s defense was the notorious Maztron guards. These guards were once soldiers for the nation of Chendruk, an isolated, arctic, and brutish civilization. Chendrukans thrived in freezing temperatures. They were broad-shouldered with extreme strength and were as adept in the art of ice skating as they were in walking or breathing. There were always guards on duty in both the interior and exterior of the prison, and the exterior guards were equipped with hand-to-hand combat weapons, which was their preferred method of combat. They also carried heavy-duty machineguns which they used liberally to fire upon any anomaly on the island. The exterior guards wore ice skates with which they could charge at any intruder. These skates could be retracted, as well, and function as combat boots.

“There are roughly one thousand Maztron guards, one third of them likely to be on duty at any given time and the other two thirds ready to take up arms in a moment’s notice,” said Lunas, speaking to the group. “I estimate there will be at least two hundred Maztron guards securing the exterior and the rest inside the prison itself. No one has ever successfully stepped foot on the island and engaged in direct combat with one of the guards, but if they’re at all a product of their training and customs, I expect that as soon as you attempt to do so you’ll be greeted by a steady stream of gunfire, at which point those of you who are capable must divert incoming bullets around your position. It follows that you must stay close and concentrated.”

By staying close and concentrated, the Deltas would optimize their power. In the metaphysical arts, each Delta on his or her own was strained, limited by the lack of intellectual power they alone wielded. By working together, the perceptual dialogue between the world outside and the Deltas themselves became a conversation with a consensus among its participants. The laws of physics bent further with a combined force. Like mass, thoughts, too, pressed on the fabric of spacetime. In the universe in which Samsara resided, worlds Old and New, reality existed not in the world outside of the perceiver, nor in the perceiver his or herself, but somewhere in the stream of data between them. And to the Deltas, this stream of data was like a song. Deltas could simply hear the music.

“How do we find Sire?” asked Magnus. Lunas pulled up the original blueprints of the prison onto the touchpad tabletop.

“We don’t know where he is within the prison,” she said. “The data is kept only on Maztron Island itself. You will have to find his cell once you’re inside. You may have to literally break down doors.”

“You’re not coming with us, Lunas?” asked Kashana.

“No,” Asharru replied bluntly.

“How do we get in?” asked Magnus, skipping over the awkward silence.

“An exotremor sonoramous,” answered Lunas.

“A doorquake,” Andor interpreted to those in the group unfamiliar with the term. Doorquakes were ingenious, handheld, battery-powered devices that detected the molecular composition of a material, then generated sound waves in precisely the right patterns to weaken the bonds between the molecules, allowing a simple blow with a hard object to fragment the material. The technology was rare and extremely expensive and could only work on small, concentrated areas.

At the end of the planning, the group meandered about the War Room, waiting to arrive at Maztron. Magnus stood with his back to a hallway, watching the screen showing the world underneath them.

A gentle alert sounded throughout the room.

“So, I guess we’re here,” Magnus awkwardly said. He followed the others to Vimana’s underside where they all strapped themselves into impact-seats. Kashana strapped Sekhmet and Hanuman into carriages customized for them. 

“We’re approaching anti-air defense range, switching to submersion mode,” announced Vimana, starting her rapid descent from the extremely high altitudes at which she normally flew. The dive had to be as close to vertical as possible to avoid detection. Magnus felt the intense G-Force practically push his stomach into his throat, a sensation that he quietly enjoyed. A rascally smile formed as the satisfaction from returning to the action flushed a new high through his veins.

“So, this is it,” Kashana excitedly shouted over the rattling of the rapidly descending hypercraft. The others looked to her, unsure of her point. “Asharru’s Knights,” she said. “Our first move onto the chess board.”
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A thick fog shrouded the peak of the Mountain of Umr Bahr, at the heart of the Black Mountains, where the mighty stones of the mountain’s castle sunk deep into the earth, rivaling even the grandest bastions of Drrundornavordan independence. And upon the highest northeast tower of the castle’s keep, Sariel rested his arms against the stone ledge in front of him, staring out at the world below. It was twilight, and the auroras above had begun to writhe across the sky.

The mammoth ledge upon which Sariel rested his arms was designed for men far bigger than he—two feet thick and five feet from the floor. Next to it, he seemed small. Even at over six feet tall, he’d barely be able to raise a weapon above the ledge and aim it at an enemy below. Not like the giants trained to defend this place, and by whom, long ago, it was built. But Sariel feared no attack on this castle, for only few knew of its existence and all that took place on the Mountain of Umr Bahr. Sariel’s power was far greater than any giant that had defended this fortress in wars fought millennia ago, when only the giant races of men could endure the gravity of Samsara enough to battle on its surface, when the beasts living under the earth then dared to emerge.

Four months had passed since Sariel’s proposition to the rest of the Elosahr Naalor. He now waited atop the tower for an old friend. And as he waited, it grew dark. In his right hand, he held two pieces of paper. The list on top read: Kali, Seshat, Athena, Umvelinqangi, Uriel, Kū, Cabrakan, Tlaloc, Altjira, and of course, Sariel.

As he read, he heard the tread of faint, soft footsteps heading his way. “Greetings,” Sariel said to his guest. There was no answer. “I have a list.” Sariel took one last look at the names he’d just written down, then folded the sheet and tucked it into a pocket on the inside of his robe. But in his hand remained yet another list, with fourteen names. He looked down at this second list one final time, let out a conflicted breath, and turned to face his visitor. It was dark now and Sariel could barely see his face. “Here you are,” he said, stretching his hand and offering it to his guest.

A hand quickly emerged from the darkness, and just as quickly retreated back, clutching the list of names. A few quiet moments passed. Sariel knew that any second his visitor would disappear without notice and would not return for quite some time. And once he left, there would be no finding him.

“Wait,” Sariel called out. He could still see the silhouette of the ancient Shimean through the dark. He hesitated once more. Thousands of years of emotions swarmed his mind. He looked at the ground, unsure of himself. But then, something changed in him. It was as if one thought had entered and trounced all the rest. His voice grew sinister but remained relaxed and in control. There was no more conflict. “Don’t let him down, Number Nine.”
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“Ten seconds until impact,” Vimana announced over her speakers, then made contact with the water. After the jolt of the initial impact she said, “We are now submerged.” Now underwater, everyone was invited to leave their harnesses and move freely about. Magnus unbuckled Sekhmet and joined the others headed to the weapons arsenal.

When the steel doors to the arsenal slid into the walls, Magnus entered behind everyone else, slowly embracing the enveloping smell of cold steel and clean, greased weapons. He walked along the wall of the circular room, gently brushing his hand across the silent armaments as he passed. It was quiet. “It’s strange, isn’t it?” said Kashana, her hand resting on a jet-black sniper rifle.

“What’s strange?” asked Magnus. She seemed serene, her body still.

“The silence,” she said, followed by yet more silence. Magnus returned with a look of confusion. “In this room, these weapons… these deliverers of death and spillers of so much blood… these devices of man that have caused so many screams and shrills… the way they rest here now, unaffected by the things they’ve done… silent.”

Magnus didn’t respond at first. But when he did, a kind of smile tugged at his lips. “And we will never fall, to the heavy, sullen breaths, that silence coolly sings,” he said, reciting a line from one of his favorite poems.

“Between our words, between our actions, when her poison gently stings,” said Kashana. In a moment of impulse, she swooped in and gave Magnus a peck on the cheek, then spun off to choose her weapons.

Outside, the weather around Maztron was far below freezing, so Magnus, Kashana, Andor, and Helix donned heavily insulated, snow-camouflaged jackets over their typical battle attire. For Magnus, Andor, and Helix, that meant all-black, supple, lightly armored tactical suits which allowed for free movement and agility but also protected against most low-grade ranged attacks. For Kashana, that meant her figure-hugging Enochian special forces uniform. But all four wore tactical, lightweight helmets and gasmasks as well to protect them from conventional and atmospheric attacks on the one hand, and to keep their identities hidden on the other. Khan insisted on wearing his Shanza. Naruni wore a Shinoto pupil’s uniform, similar to the Shanza. Indarra wore the traditional Vadradan full-bodied steel armor.

“Approaching Maztron island, prepare for docking,” Vimana said over the speakers. A somber mood abruptly permeated the cabin. The team collected their weapons, zipped up their tactical gear, and headed for the War Room. 

“You will be fighting as a unit for the first time,” said Lunas, “and many of you have never fought together before. Watch over each other. Quickly learn each other’s styles.” She paused and turned to Magnus. “Magnus, you will lead this mission. Are you ready for this?”

His eyes bulged. “I… I…” he stuttered, unsure why he’d been chosen over Khan or Andor. Kashana gave him a nod. “I am.”

“Good,” said Lunas. “Let’s go.”

The group arrived at the exit hatch at the top of the ship. Vimana carefully maneuvered herself so that only the exit hatch and a small ledge of standing space at the highest point of the ship peaked above the water. She eased her thrusters and came as close as possible to the wall of ice, then secured the ship by extending a steel hook into the ice cliff.

Magnus paced back and forth. He looked around at the others. “Okay,” he said. “I think we’re ready.” He opened the exit hatch and stepped onto a platform.

The ship, which was set to remain steady until the group returned, sat surprisingly close to their way point. The team gathered on a platform and silently waited while Vimana extended it out toward the wall of ice. The group quietly made their way to the cliff and stabbed their retractable ice-climbing spikes into it, sending ice chips skittering off into the sea below, and together they began their slow ascent. Everyone but Sekhmet used climbing gear to scale the ice cliff. Sekhmet audaciously pounced onto the sheer cliff of ice and pulled herself up with her claws.

It took some time to reach the top. Slow and steady to avoid accidents. Once there, they stopped and hung from the side of the ice, remaining utterly silent, waiting to see if they had been detected. The only sounds were from the swarming gusts of frigid winds along the face of the ice cliff.

Magnus nodded to those on his right, then to those on his left. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He felt his heartbeat in his ears, in his fingertips, slow and heavy. He took a last look at Kashana. They met eyes and she nodded to him once more.

He turned forward and pulled himself up onto the ice. He got to his feet and advanced toward the center of the island, his assault rifle firmly pointed toward a cluster of Maztron guards standing just outside of the prison walls. The others joined him and they pushed forward in a line.

The guards immediately noticed and aimed their weapons. With about four-hundred feet of desolate ice between them and the guards, Magnus stopped. Both sides took a few seconds to exchange looks. Even from over four-hundred feet away, the bellicose, war-torn faces of the mysterious Maztron guards shone through the soft gusts of powdery snow. They were broad shouldered and wore white and dark red armor, and bulky helmets that covered their heads and the backs and sides of their necks. And for only a moment they seemed genuinely surprised that anyone would dare attempt an incursion here, until—

“Dar-ra!” a Maztron guard screamed in Chendrukan, ordering the guards to fire. Most populations on Samsara had learned Sarsaric, even if they had learned their own respective languages first. But the Maztron guards spoke only in Chendrukan to muddle the understanding of any potential intruders.

In an instant, the barrage of bullets was unleashed. Calmly, the Deltas among them closed their eyes and transcendently lifted their right hands toward the incoming fire, palms exposed, and fingers extended. The bullets, like droplets of water falling onto a lubricated dome, slid around the group and ripped through the ice behind them.

Undeterred, the Maztron guards continued firing for a full minute, but no matter what they did, not a single bullet hit its target. After realizing they would deplete their ammunition supply before a bullet hit an intruder, they ceased firing. 

Magnus and the others immediately awoke from their meditative states and let their hands fall back to their sides.

And then they waited.

The Maztron guards across the glassy ice would have to make the next move. 

The rest of the hulking Chendrukans from around the wall quickly joined the guards facing Magnus and the others. Forming three waves of roughly thirty units approximately two men deep, the guards reached for their close-combat weapons—bulky, handcrafted axes—and gripping them with their icy fingers, shook their feet. Blades shot out the bottom of each boot. And they skated forward in formation.

Magnus and the others, unshaken, dug their feet into the ice as the guards incrementally picked up the pace. They sped faster, and faster. With every passing second, they gained more momentum until, with the force of thunder, they charged at the Delta’s strategic line like an unrestrained freight train. 

“Steady,” said Magnus, as the guards went faster. 

Like a hockey team of executioners, the Maztron guards’ charge grew so powerful that as their colossal bodies crashed through the crisp, cold air, a sonorous rumbling grew more powerful with every shard of ice flying into the air from beneath their feet.

“We strike on three,” said Magnus. 

The guards were now only a matter of feet away from the line. 

“One,” he began to count, carefully calculating the time it would take for the enemy to arrive. 

“Two.” 

They could now see the wretched details of the guards’ scarred, determined faces. They were just out of striking range. 

“Three.”

In a concerted instant, the line of Asharru’s Deltas slashed their weapons, claws, and minds through the air and broke the charge of the guards in a graceful dance of death. 

Magnus, wielding two slim swords, slipped through the weighty wave of Maztron guards and —slashed.

He got the closest in the throat with one sword and stabbed his second sword straight through the abdomen of the guard behind. 

Andor threw his hands in front of him and an invisible surge of energy surged forward as if emitted from his palms, making a WOOP sound and pummeling the guards directly in front of him, slamming them into the ice. He finished them off with his sword.

Kashana, with two sai, spun to slip between three guards and speedily slit their throats.

The Maztron guards hadn’t seen an enemy like this before.

As a group of guards sped toward Naruni, she stood confidently in place and used the metaphysical arts to hurl them over her head without making physical contact, using their own momentum to send them into the freezing ocean.

Hanuman and Indarra used their overpowering strength to execute identical strategies. They both stood firm and leaned forward, unwavering. As the wall of guards crashed into them, they pounded them into the icy surface below, their momentous charge broken at contact. 

Hanuman then picked up two of the winded guards by the heads and smashed their skulls into each other, then hurled them off the island of ice like a child tossing toys. 

Helix leaped over the two guards coming at him, and from the air he cracked his whips into them and sliced an arm off each with such precision and control it was as if his own nervous system ran through his Lyrillian whips.

Three guards charged directly at Sekhmet, but as soon as Magnus shouted—three—Sekhmet pounced straight into them, overpowering the unremitting momentum and smashing them against the cold, solid ice. She then pressed her two front paws onto two of them, pinning them to the ground. She sunk her piercing claws into their chests, penetrating their armor and flesh. And for good measure, wrapped her powerful jaws around the face of the third guard and crunched his skull under the weight of her gargantuan teeth.

Khan ran horizontally across the wave of guards using their chests like stepping stones, hammering two guards in the face and breaking their momentum as he passed. He then drew throwing knives from under his Shanza and swiftly threw them into the necks of the remaining guards.

The knives vibrated in their targets before being sucked back out and into Khan’s hands using the arts. Once retrieved, he gently returned them to their warm resting place within the inner lining of his Shanza.

It took mere seconds for the first wave of Maztron guards to be dispatched. 

But the second wave had already started charging. 

“Let’s go,” said Magnus, and they charged at the incoming wall of flesh and steel.

When they were only seconds from collision, they each engaged the enemy freely. Some jumped over the wall of guards, some charged into it, some flung the guards into the air, and others used their weapons.

Naruni stood back and used the arts to wield her katana from ten feet behind it, ripping through three of the guards headed her way. There was no way they could defend against her technique, as her sword appeared to be under the control of an invisible swordswoman.

With her chin up and head held high, Naruni spun toward Khan and waited for his commentary. He glared at her as only a stern teacher can. “That is not Shinoto,” he barked back, still engaging an enemy.

“Hurry!” shouted Magnus, cutting down two more guards. The longer it took to breach the enforced steel walls of the prison, the less time they had before Vahl Coalition’s response team would arrive, probably a combination of forces from Corona and Vahl. 

Cutting down the last of the second wave of guards, Asharru’s Deltas marched toward the final wave, who had chosen not to advance, but to stay in position. 

At this point, the guards understood perfectly well they were dealing with extremely powerful Deltas and would lose this fight. So, their mission now was to slow them down and prevent entry into the prison.

Asharru’s Deltas had other ideas.

They charged the remaining guards, deflecting incoming fire as they ran forward.

Sekhmet was the first one in, protected from the firestorm of bullets by the Deltas behind her. As soon as the enemy was in range, she pounced forward and tore away at the integrity of the once-sturdy wall of men. Hanuman was next, crashing into the line like a bowling ball into pins and tossing the guards up into the air and against the dense outer wall of Maztron. Then the rest. 

The last wave of guards was neutralized within seconds.

“Indarra,” called Andor. “Doorquakes.” 

Indarra was carrying three doorquakes on his back and Andor one. Indarra gave one to Kashana and one to Helix. They were hefty machines, requiring two hands and a steady grip. 

“Okay go,” said Andor, who had the most experience with these devices.

They each raised the machines to the steel wall and the doorquakes began to pulse. Thirty seconds was all it would take. From the outside, it looked as though nothing was happening, but appearances were deceptive.

“Okay, break,” said Andor. 

Magnus repeatedly smashed the butt of his sword onto the now brittle steel and watched it break off into smaller fragments.

“I can see the inside,” said Kashana.

“A little more,” said Magnus, continuing to hack away at the wall, his hands shaking from the cold.

“Is everywhere else on Samsara cold like this?” asked Helix.

“Incoming,” warned Andor. The others looked over at a small cohort of incoming guards skating down the prison wall’s perimeter. 

Khan and Naruni lunged in their direction and quickly slashed them into pieces.

“I think I can fit through here,” said Magnus, referring to the hole made by the doorquakes. But then a strange ‘zoop’ sound ran across the ice.

“What was that?” asked Kashana.

“I don’t know,” said Magnus.

“It’s an Electro-Magnetic Pulse. It’s neutralized our doorquakes,” said Andor. “We need them to get into the cells.”

“No one said anything about an EMP!” said Kashana.

“That was our whole plan!” said Helix.

“How are we gonna get into the cells?”

“I have enough explosives for four or five doors,” said Andor. “Magnus, take them. Go inside and find Sire. We’ll hold them off out here.”

“On it,” replied Magnus, grabbing the small explosives from Andor’s extended hand.

“How will you find him?” asked Helix, his body pivoting from side to side, looking out for guards.

“He’ll improvise. He’s good at that,” said Kashana.

“They are here,” warned Khan. A large cluster of Maztron guards approached the group.

“We’ll handle it. Go inside,” said Andor.

“Kashana, come with me,” said Magnus as he stepped through the hole and into the prison.

“Make it quick,” said Andor.

“We’ll get him, don’t worry,” assured Kashana. And at that, Magnus and Kashana were inside. 








  
  
  Chapter 20

  
  




Year 170

[image: Image]

Asintmah, the botanist, lived in Enoch. She wasn’t an Enochian, and in fact, she was of a slightly tanner complexion, a gentle tan, which made her stick out quite obtrusively in the homogenous Enochian society. Usually, outsiders were not permitted to live in Enoch for long periods of time, but her status as a member of the Elosahr Naalor and the world’s leading botanist got her a spot in Enoch without a problem.

She lived alone, as was the case for most of the Elosahr Naalor. Families, relationships, and friendships were not easy for immortals. Her home was humble and cozy. It wasn’t the traditional Enochian style but was just as distinct. It was mostly made of fine, light woods. The lighting inside had an earthy tone to it, caused by the light’s reflection on the wood. It was designed by Artillian architects, master architects of numerous Old World styles. There were plants everywhere, lining the windowsills and in the center of the tables, hanging from the ceilings and even climbing the walls. And the outside, too, was replete with gardens as diverse as they were bountiful.

It was night. She was returning from a wearing day at the lab. She parked her car, an Enochian model which ran on water. She passed by the munificent shrubbery in her front yard as she ambled down the footpath to her front door. As she grabbed for her key, through the dark she noticed a flower begging for her attention—a Zaitian Rose, an exceptionally rare species. Samsara had rejected it upon entering its ecosystem, but in some controlled environments they were able to thrive. It was a glowing, dominant, scarlet red. Its lavish petals were larger than those of a normal rose, and its stem was thicker with sharper thorns.

Asintmah felt as though it was staring at her on that night, asking her to come inside, enticing her with its merciless allure. It was her last Zaitian Rose. She knew that if she picked it, she would probably never have another. But its charm was too strong. She plucked it from the ground, opened the door, and went inside.

She threw her coat on the couch and the things in her pockets onto the table, then made her way to the kitchen to put her flower in a modest vase. As she filled the vase with water, listening to the sound of the water soothingly splashing in, an eerie feeling came over her, and she knew what was coming next.

“It’s about time you got to me,” she called out, as if speaking to someone else.

There was no answer.

“What’s wrong, you’re surprised I heard you?”

Still no answer.

Her voice was calm and motherly. She knew who she was and what fate called to her, and she had accepted it already. “Well, don’t worry. I can’t fight you. I never learned the arts like the others. I’d have no chance against an Andherra Naalor. But let me tell you something…” She put the Zaitian Rose in the vase and turned around to the countertop island in the center of the kitchen. She saw him there, in full view. It was Number Nine, syringe dauntingly in hand. But she didn’t seem fazed.

Asintmah continued. “I listen to plants all day long. They speak to me in ways that humans never could. So, when you listen to plants all day for over one thousand years, trust me, you can tell when a person sneaks up on you.”

Number Nine didn’t respond. He never did. Every inch of his skin was covered by disheartening black cloth. He held no expression, not even a twitch. Somehow, though, Asintmah knew he was surprised that she wasn’t scared. She was the only one who, after so many years of unending life, could come to accept imminent death.

With the vase and Zaitian Rose in hand, she continued to her living room, quietly followed by Number Nine. She wasn’t sure why he hadn’t just killed her already. She thought maybe it was a trick of some sort, but she wasn’t complaining. She took a seat on a comfy, tan couch and set the rose on the center table in front of her. The lighting was dull and homey. She admired the rose for a few seconds, then looked up at Number Nine, who curiously took a seat on an identical couch across from her.

“So,” she said, followed by a short pause. “I guess I’m the last one.” There was a longer pause. She caught Number Nine off guard again, she could somehow tell. She had a way of sensing things no other human could. “What… Sire and Asharru?” She let out a muffled chuckle. “You won’t catch them.” Then another pause, and Asintmah was captured yet again by her rose.

“I don’t disagree with Sariel, really. We are gods, in a way,” she continued. “But I am just a god of a different ilk, I guess. I never wanted to rule. It wasn’t my style. I prefer to be alone, here with my plants. They speak to me.” She leaned forward, still focused on the rose. “Maybe, I’m just not as powerful as the other gods. Maybe I’m just the meager God of the Plants, laughed at by all the others. But let me tell you something, Number Nine.” She looked up at him. “Asharru and Sire, those gods have power like you’ve never seen, wisdom that you could never grasp, and endurance that only an immortal can understand. They will defeat you, Number Nine, and all of us gods, too, will one day die. And if you believe the one you and Sariel fight for is a True God, well then, Asharru is the devil, and Sire is death.”

Asintmah leaned back and let herself fall farther back into her seat as she got comfortable. Number Nine didn’t move. Asintmah looked down to the Zaitian Rose once more. It was breathtaking. Its red was so vibrant that it appeared to emit light. “You see this rose?” she started. Number Nine didn’t move and neither did Asintmah. Her eyes were fixed on the beauty in front of her, unwillingly getting sucked in by it. “It’s a Zaitian Rose… a fascinating plant, really. Actually, it’s one of my favorites… It’s smart, you see? It’s a clever little species.” Her words came out slowly and with years of wisdom behind them. “In the Old World, on planet Zaid, where it came from, the Zaitian Rose was king. Endless fields of scarlet red devoured vast swaths of land. Look at how beautiful this thing is.” She pointed to the rose, looked at Number Nine, then gently dropped her hand and eyes once more. “This flower was once so common that it was trivial to those on its home planet. Imagine that… a flower this beautiful being so pervasive that its beauty is rendered insipid.”

Asintmah worried that Number Nine would soon lose his patience and just do what he had come to do, so she picked up the pace. “But the reason this rose is so special… it’s not how it flaunts its petals, it’s not the brilliant color or the beauty… it’s the way it came to power. You see, the Zaitian Rose was once scarce on its home planet, an unusual but pleasant encounter. This was a long time ago…” Asintmah looked up at Number Nine, then back down to the rose. Her gaze was meticulous, observing and appreciating every subtle detail.

“But the species was clever, you see…. It made itself useful to other plants. In the lush fields of Zaid, these flowers, so few, made friends. They grew next to other flowers, allowing them to use their sturdy stems to reach for the sun. They grew long, piercing thorns protecting their neighbors from hungry animals. They released toxins into the air that killed the weeds. In time, in every patch of flowers, you could find a Zaitian Rose. This all happened over many centuries, of course.” Asintmah paused. She took a sad, reflective breath.

“As time passed, many of the other flowers came to love the Zaitian Rose. They trusted it. They were protected by it. It defended them from all evil and brought them closer to the sun. The other flowers let down their guard. Their stems grew weak, and their thorns grew soft. Their petals grew small, and their colors grew dull. They had their Zaitian Roses to protect them.” There was another pause. And Asintmah looked up at Number Nine. She was not afraid.

“And you know what happened next? The Zaitian Rose, when all its friends were weak, feeding off its strength—it decided it was time to strike. It spread across the cosmopolitan cities of hue and pushed aside its competitors. Like seas of red, it blanketed the once illustrious, sundry, and colorful flowerbeds, killing all in its path. It made its way to the forests, ever evolving, releasing toxins that once killed weeds, that then evolved to kill trees. It conquered all. It destroyed. And all that was left was an endless sea of red… It was a sinister species, a plague to the equilibrium of the system. It took centuries for Zaid to recover. Evolution can be quite cruel, can’t she? But she also made us, so why am I complaining?”

Asintmah looked down at the rose once more and a smile grew across her face. She was elated, experiencing not only the rose in front of her, but the hundreds of thousands of years of deception that brought it to her. Then she looked up to Number Nine. “The Vahl Coalition is Samsara’s Zaitian Rose, Number Nine. But you already know that. I’ve known it from before this world even started. I’ve feared it from the beginning, but I never thought we’d let it happen, and back then, I was too afraid to be heard. I kept silent. But it’s happening now. You’re gaining the trust of the people and killing off your competitors. You’re making them weak so you can own them. You’re rebuilding an ancient army—his army. And there’s nothing more I can do but look at the end result in front of me.”

Number Nine stood up. He loomed unnervingly over the table, casting a long shadow down onto the rose. Asintmah’s eyes fell back to the beauty. “And the end result is, as you can see, one… dying… desperate… lonely rose. Just like the Zaitian Rose, the Vahl Coalition will have its day. It will conquer, it will destroy, and it will leave behind a red sea of blood, just like the ancestors of this rose. But just as Samsara rejected the Zaitian Rose, and wouldn’t let it thrive in this place, so too will Vahl be rejected. Samsara’s power is greater than hers. It’s nature. It’s the way. It is all that ever was. And your attempts to control it will, in the end, be futile. There is still a God above you gods, and above the one you serve. As powerful as you all become, Samsara will have the last word. Trust me, I’m a botanist.”

As Number Nine closed in on Asintmah and walked around the table, she didn’t flinch. He took a seat next to her. He was calm and unhurried. “Why do you do it?” she asked. He didn’t respond. “Why do you kill for him? Why do you follow his will? You’re immortal. You can run away. You can do whatever you want.” She wasn’t protesting. She was ready for her death. She was just curious.

Asintmah met eyes with Number Nine and for the first time he looked back into hers. His eyes were dark, abysmal, and impersonal. There was no man behind them. He let her have her last words. “I’m ready,” she said. “Go ahead.” Then, so quickly Asintmah didn’t even realize it happening, Number Nine stuck his needle into her vein and the venom flushed in. It was venom from the deadliest snake on Samsara: The Sage. It was the venom he had used on the last eleven of them, the only venom strong enough to kill the immortals of the Elosahr Naalor. Asintmah looked down at the syringe, then back to Number Nine. He didn’t break his stare the entire time.

Then, when the syringe was empty. He put it in a pouch on the inside of his Shanza, turned to the door, and walked away. Asintmah was left there, dying and alone, unable to move. She couldn’t utter a word, couldn’t even direct her eyes. She was completely paralyzed. And the object of her final gaze was, of course, none other than the Zaitian Rose, staring back at her, tormenting her. Its beauty brought itself into her home. It was the Zaitian Rose’s last feat of deception. And now, as she lay dying, as the effects of the venom flushed her vision with a veneer of red, she could almost see the red sea that was coming, of the blood that would soon rinse the world.
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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Magnus and Kashana were greeted by a fusillade of bullets from multiple directions. Magnus’ palm instinctively shot up to bend the path of the bullets around them and hit the wall to his right. Meanwhile, Kashana, protected by Magnus from the incoming fire, pulled two short-barreled machineguns from her gun belt and extended her arms out in front of each side of Magnus and mowed down the enemy targets.

When it was clear, Magnus dropped his hands. “Khan,” he called out. “We need back up. There’s more inside.” The group diffused throughout the prison, quickly subduing the small groups of guards whenever they sporadically appeared.

“What’re we looking for?” asked Kashana, sounding more excited than she was weary—a layer of personality Magnus saw right through to its fearful roots.

“I don’t know,” said Magnus. “There’s no way to tell who’s in which cell.” 

Magnus and Kashana stuck together as they worked their way deeper into the prison. The halls were quiet and empty, with the occasional exchange of gunfire from other parts of the prison reverberating throughout. But Maztron, for the most part, was dead inside. There was no alarm. There were no flashing lights. It was gray and lifeless. Nothing ever happened in there, yet it was the most torturous place on the planet. If Hell had a waiting room, it was Maztron, and its seats were full of eager listeners, praying that their name would be called next.

“Magnus,” Kashana called out. Her voice echoed off the gray featureless walls. “Do you think you can… you know… sense him?” It was an interesting idea, and Magnus honestly wasn’t sure whether it was even possible. Legend had it that many Deltas of the Triton Wars had trained themselves to sense the presence of others from considerable distances.

“You mean, like… see where he is in my head?” asked Magnus.

“I don’t know how you’d do it. But we don’t have the doorquakes anymore, and we only have enough explosives for a few doors. We have to try something.” The Vahl Coalition would send reinforcements from its bases in the north as soon as word of a jailbreak attempt surfaced, so it was only a matter of time before they arrived. But they couldn’t leave Sire in Maztron. This was their only shot at getting him out. “If it’s possible,” Kashana said, “well, I think you might as well try. Just be careful,” she added, fearing that such an attempt might awaken Erebus.

Magnus nodded and closed his eyes. He gently placed his fingers on his temples and began to descend into a transcendent state. 

Magnus felt his forehead go numb and a tingle run through his brain. His eyes sunk back, and his thoughts subsided. He let his own identity effortlessly break off like pieces falling to the floor and let his sense of self merge with his surroundings. The boundaries between he and everything around him faded. He was no longer experiencing Magnus in a hall with walls, a floor, and a ceiling. He became Magnus-floor-wall-ceiling. His five senses were no longer telling him about the world, they were imprisoning him from the world by creating the illusion of being distinct from it. He had to leave himself to become what he was.

He felt the walls as though they were an extension of his body—cold and lifeless. From the perspective of the floor, he felt his own shoes against it, and his own weight bearing upon it. Colors swirled around him as the walls appeared to breathe. He felt as though his spine was extending his nerves deep into the floor and spreading throughout the walls of the prison like vines consuming an ancient jungle city. And as these nerves sprawled about, they transmitted their sensations back to Magnus’ brain. He could see the whole of the prison at once, in every direction, from every angle. He felt like he was Maztron, and Maztron was Magnus.

Then, like dreams slowly waking, the thoughts and sensations of the prisoners infused themselves into Magnus’ thoughts. He heard the cries of suffering inside each cell, while at the same time feeling their cries break free from his own withered lips. A thirst dried his throat, like no other thirst he’d ever felt. He could pass through a universe of deserts before feeling a desire for water like this. And then the pain, starting in his toes and fingertips and radiating throughout his arms and legs to his body. His hands began to shake. The whites of his eyes turned to face the world. “Uggghhh!” he screamed as the pain spread throughout his body, and all he could see was the dark.

He took a breath. “Stop it,” he snapped at himself. He had to restrict his connection with Maztron to the structure of the prison alone. There was too much suffering within to even taste a glimpse of it without falling apart. He refocused on Sire, forcing his mind clear of distractions. He tried to imagine Sire’s voice, his demeanor, his smell. He recalled the things he’d heard about Sire, what he knew of him. He felt the same presence in the prison, but had trouble isolating it to a cell. “I think,” Magnus said out loud. “I think…” He began to feel directed. An overwhelming presence began to make itself known in Magnus’ psyche, a great power. But Magnus knew what this power was, and it wasn’t Sire.

It was Erebus. It was a dark vigor, suppressed deep inside, fighting eagerly for Magnus to exonerate it from his control. He knew that this thing inside of him wielded power that he could never access on his own, and he knew that using it came at a great cost. He assumed that the power within him could locate Sire without effort, but if he were to let it out, even at all, there was no certainty he could push it back down into the unexplored, abysmal, shadowy depths of his mind from which it came. Magnus still didn’t understand this power. No one did. It wasn’t clear why he had it in him, if it was genetics, understanding of the arts, or if it was yet another mystery of Samsara, but he knew not to ask too many questions. Not yet.

Magnus took another deep breath and made the decision to allow a small opening in his mind to spawn his shadowy, darker half to emerge. “Don’t let me regret this,” he said to himself.

He fell deep into abstraction as the traces of unknown forces crept and crawled into his thoughts. Almost immediately, he experienced a perceptible difference in his body. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. It was euphoric. It felt like the black water. Like the numbers. He fought extreme, enticing urges to open himself up to feel more, but he kept his wits about him. He felt the power whirling around inside of him and needed to direct it toward locating Sire.

“Where’s Sire?” Magnus asked Erebus. He concentrated once again on the feeling of Sire. He could hardly believe it, but it was working. He could sense Sire’s presence nearby, like the pull of a magnet. The location was narrowing, too, until Magnus could almost see Sire in his cell, as though he was dreaming of Sire in there. But Magnus was fully awake. And then he knew.

“I know where he is!” he exclaimed, snapping out of his trance.

“That was quick,” said Kashana.

“How long did it take?” said Magnus.

“Like, thirty seconds.”

“It felt like so much longer.” He briskly spun off toward what he thought was Sire’s cell, followed by Kashana.

“How’d you do it? I’ve never seen someone use the arts like that before,” she asked.

“I’m not too sure. It just… happened.” Magnus knew it was because he let Erebus guide him, but he didn’t want to tell Kashana; he knew she’d be worried.

From around the corner, a Maztron guard came sprinting toward Kashana, catching both her and Magnus by surprise. Carrying an oversized XS-23—a bulky, handheld cannon capable of firing a destructive plasma burst—the guard stopped a few yards in front of Kashana and aimed it at her. These types of weapons weren’t much used after the Triton Wars, and were not effective in close quarters, but they still packed a punch.

The guard racked his weapon into charge, generating a sound resembling that of an airplane engine. “Raaa!” he exclaimed, thinking that he was about to paint the flavorless hallway walls with Kashana’s blood and guts. But just as the weapon fired, Kashana threw her hands up in its path and used the arts to send the blast directly back into the guard’s face.

“Raaa!” Kashana replied, mocking him as the spray of Chendrukan insides and sinew decorated the walls.

“Subtle,” said Magnus.

“Yeah, yeah, you’re not the only one who can do cool stuff,” she played back.

As they darted down empty hallways, cutting left and right into perpendicular stretches, Magnus and Kashana almost slammed into Naruni just as she turned the corner. She joined them, Magnus in the lead, guided by what felt to him like the soundless words whispering the way. They encountered a few Maztron guards in their path, but at this point the guards were no more than trivial and perfectly tractable impediments—no match for the great Asharru’s hand-selected Deltas. 

“Here it is,” said Magnus, facing the thick, titanium door of an unmarked cell. “I…” he started, “I just know he’s in there.”

Magnus gave the explosives to Kashana, who, having trained with the White Guards of Enoch, knew a lot more about demolition than him. She placed them on the door, set the timers, and the group retreated to safety. A few seconds later, sparks spewed from where Kashana placed the charges, followed by the sound of small, simultaneous detonations. The door blew open and collapsed into the hallway. The smell of decay instantly wafted into the hall.

With short, cautious steps, Magnus clenched his fists as he approached the doorway. He wondered if his intuition was wrong, and that another insurgent would be in the cell, someone dangerous, but not Sire. He’d seen pictures of Sire before, but surely he wouldn’t look the same after his time in Maztron.

Just at the edge of the doorway, Magnus peaked his head around the corner and peered in. “Are you Sire?” he called out. 

Inside the cell, a near lifeless husk of what once was Sire convulsed naked on the frosty, steel floor.

“I…” started Kashana. “I’m not sure, but I think that’s him.”

“My name is Magnus. Asharru sent me.” Sire’s skin was pressed against his bones as if frozen to them. His taut skin was covered in scars, and on his head, only a few strands of hair remained. If death were a man, he would fear Sire, for he bore more of a perfect likeness to the shadowy depths from which he himself was born, than he.

Magnus crouched down next to him. “Sire, we’re here to get you out.”

A gasp escaped from Sire’s tired lips. He lacked the energy to form coherent words. Magnus gently stretched his arms out underneath him and, with soft steps and a delicate grip, picked him up and carried him out from his cell. Kashana and Naruni stood stunned for a moment once they realized that Sire was the creature Magnus held in his arms. But there was no time to linger.

Magnus was already halfway down the hall when Sire finally gained the strength to utter a word. “Wait,” he whispered. Magnus wasn’t sure what Sire wanted him to wait for. He let a few seconds pass to allow Sire to form a word. He didn’t.

“We have to go. The Vahl Coalition will be here soon,” explained Magnus, holding Sire like he would a child, patiently maintaining eye contact. Sire was so skinny Magnus didn’t even need to use the arts to increase his strength.

Sire, struggling to muster the energy, raised one scarred finger and pointed toward his cell, his hand shaking. Magnus didn’t understand at first. It appeared as though Sire wanted to go back. Magnus shrugged his shoulders and shot baffled looks to both Kashana and Naruni. He wanted to ignore Sire’s strange request, for Sire’s own sake, but Sire’s tired eyes didn’t just speak, they screamed. They told of the pain that had ravaged his body, and the insanity that beset his mind. The days felt like lifetimes, and the years like eternities. Time had unraveled to its end until time itself died in that cell, carried off in the frigid winds with Sire’s failing hopes. But the cell itself remained. It had outlived time. No person would ever know of Sire’s journey into darkness in that cell, nor the wicked comfort of its arctic steel. No person would ever hear the sullen song of silence it softly sang, like a lullaby, sending Sire to a sempiternal sleep of death. Like a pyramid outlasting civilization’s end, a Gobleki Tepe enclosing a forgotten era, that cell was a monument to an abyss about which only Sire would ever know.

So, against his better judgement, Magnus lifted his eyes from Sire’s and walked him over to the doorway of the cell to let Sire peer into his cell one final time. For a few long seconds, Sire stared into it. No one could know what final song it sang, but the cell had, at last, let Sire leave. And for the first time in more than a century, his mind was free.

Sire looked up to Magnus. The desiccated whites of his eyes were enervated. But the verve in his pupils still held, and his irises still smoldered with the fading embers of life. But it was time to leave.

Magnus and the others raced to leave the prison. Encountering a group of Maztron guards along the way, Naruni quickly made short work of them while Kashana diverted the incoming fire around Magnus and Sire. Once they arrived at the hole in the wall, Magnus stepped through, holding Sire. The rest of the crew was waiting on the other side. 

“Sire?” asked Indarra, face ashen, the only one there who’d met him before.

“We need to get him to the ship, let’s go!” said Magnus, urgency soaring through the air from the breaths between his words. The group sprinted down the inclined slope of ice, careful not to slip into oblivion. They reached the edge, where Vimana had ascended so that her highest hatch was level with the island, and Magnus quickly carried Sire through to safety.

“Bring him to the medical station. Lunas and I will evaluate him there,” said Asharru, who met them on the other side, remaining calm and unaffected.

Magnus gently laid Sire down on the bed in the medical station. The rest of the group threw off their helmets and waited outside for word. 

“We should leave Lunas to her work,” said Andor. The group began to disperse.

“Magnus,” Asharru said as Magnus began to walk away. Magnus turned to face him.

“Good job.”
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Year 240
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It was year 240. The phone rang twice. The secretary general of the Vahl Coalition hesitated before acting. It was the emergency number. He picked up. 

Static. No voice. 

“Secretary Harling here,” he said.

No response.

“Who is this?” the secretary demanded, agitated. His office, bustling with advisors, grew quiet. 

No reply.

“Do you know what this line is for? How did you get this number?”

A steady, quiet voice made itself known. “Mr. Secretary.” There was a pause. “This is Asharru. We’ll be there in two hours.”

Secretary Harling kept the phone to his ear for a few seconds beyond the end of the call. And from the moment he put it down, the well-ordered atmosphere in Vahl’s Capital spiraled into pandemonium. “Alright, everyone. Stop whatever you’re doing right now!” he shouted. “Derek, clear my schedule. Melissa, call a staff meeting. Sandra, get General Felix. I want every road within a twenty-mile radius shut down. I don’t want to see businesses open, cars driving… I don’t want to see so much as a housewife walking her dog. We’re locking this place down!”

“Sir,” interjected an army colonel. “What is this about?” The staffers waited in suspense for the answer as the secretary general took his time to let the gravity of his words sink in.

“Asharru is coming,” he announced.

The colonel sprung to action.

Asharru hadn’t been seen in over seventy years. No one knew whether he was even alive until this very moment. There had been rumors, stories. Some had even transformed into legends, but nothing solid. Everyone would want to know Asharru’s position on the insidious growth of the Vahl Coalition. His thoughts. His plans. As one of the most idolized figures in the world, his word carried heavy weight.

In the preceding few decades, the world had mourned the sudden and unexplained loss of twelve of the twenty-four members of the celebrated Elosahr Naalor. But within the crowded minds of Asharru, Sire, and the few on Samsara connected to her best-kept secrets, it was clear who was behind their murders.

Meanwhile, the Alunar Naalor was growing in strength, and its members were growing in power. They bridged connections to leaders and men and women of influence all throughout the world as they unhurriedly infiltrated foreign systems. Presidents came and went, the people had their whims, dictators rose and fell, but every time, the residue left behind, was left there with intention by the Alunar Naalor.

At their behest, coups were fomented, weapons disseminated, and failed states devised. Conflicts ran rampant across the land, and for the first twenty years after the formation of the Alunar Naalor, the world spiraled downward, and spiraled fast. And there was only one apparent solution to these problems: the Vahl Coalition.

The Coalition, already the strongest alliance on Samsara, grew even stronger. Nations all over the world looked to the Coalition for assistance. As warzones devoured once booming cities, as bucolic landscapes decayed into rebel havens, and as nations fell and order was lost, people had no other option than to request that the Vahl Coalition send a military solution.

“Where is he?” Secretary Harling anxiously inquired. Phones rang incessantly in the background.

“He’s on Highway 47,” answered one of his aids, phone against his ear. Vahl’s Capital, Vanos, had essentially shut down. Not one person there knew what to expect. The plan was for the city to appear as unthreatening as possible. It wasn’t clear what Asharru was capable of.

But then the reports came in. Asharru wasn’t alone. He had two others with him: Sire and a Triton. Although the Tritons rarely engaged in worldly affairs, their fears grew in tandem with the power of the Vahl Coalition, and even more disturbingly, the rise of the Alunar Naalor.

Secretary Harling gave the order and soon a massive Vahlan motorcade merged onto the freeway and escorted Asharru’s unsuspecting vehicle down both sides of the otherwise empty sixteen-lane Highway 47. It was unclear why such precautions were taken, whether they were to protect Asharru from the city, or to protect the city from Asharru.







Asharru, Sire, and the Triton quietly sat in the back of the glossy, black limousine. They, of course, knew of the hunt for immortals, and that Asharru and Sire were secretly two of Sariel’s most highly prized targets. But they had no apprehensions about walking straight into the heart of the beast, unarmed and outnumbered.

Enjoying what he could of the summer morning, Sire’s gaze was fixed out the window on the magnificent buildings he’d seen so many times before, hundreds of years ago. They’d hardly changed. In most Vahlan cities, towering buildings lined streets bustling with hurrying workers, but in Vanos, it appeared as if a city sprouted naturally through a lively garden. Mammoth, ornate structures of a soft-spoken style blended harmoniously with large, lush flowerbeds and orchards covering the city floor. The roads were clean, and the shrubbery was always freshly cut, leaving an earthy scent in the air. 

“Sire,” said Asharru, noticing his fixation on the view from the window.

“I wonder if they’ll ever know,” said Sire. “Know of the world that came before all this. Know why the Vahl Coalition really exists—what it exists to protect.” Sire pointed to a gargantuan structure ahead, soaring above the city, deafening the natural feel around it, defining the city under its shadow. “There’s the Seron Darthus.”

The Seron Darthus was the capital building of Vahl and home to Secretary General Harling. It was also one of the Vahl Coalition’s primary strategic and political headquarters. It stood at the center of an expansive, black-tiled octagon, stabbing the sky with a sharp point at just over 4,000 feet. Its base stretched roughly 500 feet on each of its four sides, rendering the Seron Darthus an elongated black pyramid. Black. All black. The blast-proof windows along its sides were indistinguishable from the black of its steel. The whole structure was unreflective. The Seron Darthus commanded the city surrounding it by its mere existence.

Once Asharru, Sire, and the Triton arrived at the Seron Darthus, they expeditiously bypassed the usual security checkpoints. A Coalition armored personnel carrier led their limousine to the front entrance of the building. A man opened the door. Sire and the Triton exited first, followed by Asharru. “Greetings,” announced an attractive, formally dressed young woman who seemed to be in charge of receiving the secretary general’s delegates. She extended her hand toward Asharru for a shake. He looked down at it, then slowly raised his head to meet her probing expression.

“The secretary,” demanded Asharru, setting the tone for the rest of the visit.

The three were led to the Diplomatic Room, a large, high-ceilinged chamber replete with cashmere couches, a lavishly stocked bar, a vibrant collection of appetizers, acerbic Se Lancian cheeses, and calming, violet walls. The room was near the top of the Seron Darthus, and the one-way windows offered an unparalleled view of the city below. “Here you are,” informed the woman, gently directing them through a large set of dark, sturdy wooden doors that were intricately inscribed with illustrations of the Old World’s final space blockade, and the last heroes of a forgotten era.

As the three turned the corner, they first noticed Secretary Harling standing alone in the center of the room, between two couches. “Welcome!” he greeted. 

No one replied. 

As the three strode through the open doorway, their eyes shifted to the myriad analysts, Seron Darthus officials, interns, and staff lining the walls of the room with notepads and paper in hand, all with eyes unflinchingly fixed on their three special guests.

“Harling,” began Asharru. The pens and pencils immediately began to fly. “Some privacy.” After a moment of hesitation, Secretary Harling humbly signaled his posse to leave them.

“What can I do for you Asharru, Sire, and our Triton companion?” asked Harling while the others in the room swiftly filtered out; even the president of Zaid and the ambassador of Berleklia understood this was above their heads. Though there remained a peculiar man staring out the window, who hadn’t yet turned around. His long, once-golden hair reached below his chest, and was clean and well groomed, though now it was white. He wore a long, black robe that gently kissed the floor.

Harling tried to refocus Asharru’s attention, which was clearly on the man at the window. “Why don’t we take a seat,” Harling suggested. Asharru, Sire, and the Triton calmly sat down on one of the couches. Harling sat on the couch facing them. 

From Harling’s demeanor, it was obvious that he was not completely comfortable in the presence of a Triton. There was something almost other-worldly about being near one. The Triton itself exuded a warm, welcoming feeling of bliss and belonging. And every Triton that existed in the world was there with them too, sensing every detail of was happening in that room, while the Triton present simultaneously felt the thoughts and experiences of all others like it.

“You know, we really are honored to have all three of you here,” Harling began, fear slipping between the pauses of his fawning tone. “We’ve been trying to get a hold of you for many years now, long before I became secretary general. We thought you might be dead.” Harling’s voice trailed off at the end, realizing his implicit rehashing of the fact that twelve of the Elosahr Naalor had been murdered. 

Sire returned the comment with a threatening glare. 

Harling shifted his weight. “Um, well… what did you come here for today?” he asked, booming with mediocrity.

“We’ve come to deliver you a message,” said Asharru. 

Harling’s breath got caught in his throat. “What message might that be?”

“We know,” revealed Sire. “We know.”

“I can assure you that talking to him will yield no answers,” said the man at the window, referring to Secretary General Harling. 

The man slowly turned around to face Sire. “The answers you look for are far beyond his paygrade, and his comprehension.” The man’s voice was eloquent but unhurried—articulate, deep, and self-assured. Taking his time, he menacingly strode over to the couch on which Harling was seated, robe dragging across the plush, blue carpet.

He stopped and stood behind the couch and towered ominously over the secretary general. Harling cowered in his presence. “It is me, with whom you truly wish to speak, I presume.”

“Greetings, Sariel,” said Asharru.

“Greetings, old friend,” said Sariel.

“We know he’s on Samsara, and we know you’re protecting him,” said Sire.

“Well, well, Sire,” continued Sariel. “I never knew you to be so quarrelsome. No greetings from you or the Triton, after all these years?”

“Disband the Vahl Coalition,” interjected Asharru, cutting through the fluff and aiming straight for the point. “Or we will do so by force.”

“Disband it?” said Sariel. “Is the Vahl Coalition not a force for good on Samsara, ensuring refuge for all of her budding life to flourish?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know,” said Asharru.

“Where is your soul hiding?” Sire barked at Sariel. “Has he devoured that too? With the infinite worlds of old and yet to be destroyed?”

“You will need an army for what you hope to accomplish,” said Sariel, “but you won’t find one large enough. Forget your Veda, old friend. Let them rediscover this truth in the next world.”

“What did he offer you?” Sire asked Sariel, his eyes glossy, a gloomy sincerity in their glow. For Sire, this was personal. “What could he have offered that could ever merge your agenda with his?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” said Sariel. “He needs not make an offering. Do you know what it feels like to be in his presence? The absolute power, like siphine shooting through your veins, like music with the force of thunder flushes through your ears and wraps itself around your every thought. Euphoria implodes you. When he sees you, it is as if all the majesty of this and infinite worlds before us collide with your mind, at once, asking to become you. And when it collides, you are left with the choice to embrace or reject. What will you do, Sire? Will you reject his warm embrace? From where you are seated, you may think you will. But so did I, years ago. And you too, will have your day of judgment.”

Utter silence. Asharru, Sire, and the Triton had their answer. Sariel and the others from the Elosahr Naalor, now the Alunar Naalor, were lost. And they had the Vahl Coalition behind them. War was inevitable.

Asharru glanced at the floor, then back to Sariel. Asharru’s will was impregnable, untouched by Sariel’s words and immune to siphinic veins or thunderous melodies. “I knew you not to be so weak,” said Asharru.

“And you, Triton? Have you nothing to say?” asked Sariel, redirecting his focus to the so-far silent Triton.

“Yes,” spoke the Triton, its voice seraphic, the vibrations felt as strongly as they were heard. “In our multiverse, power is best distributed across all apparent parts of the whole, with natural variations in degree and quality. This multiverse will once again find equilibrium, for there are greater powers outside it that have designed existence so. And your master, too, in the world from which he came, lived under the sky.”

“I see,” pondered Sariel, raising his hand to his chin, stroking his thumb and index fingers down the golden rings on his beard. “Well, I do agree with you about the natural variations of power, my dear friend. But I think our understanding of ‘nature’ is where lies our disagreement. I think the Coalition’s acquisition of power is perfectly natural.” A quiet moment passed.

“Our disagreement lies not in our interpretation of nature,” spoke the Triton, just before the three rose to leave, “but in your misunderstanding of power.”
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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“Why was Sire sent to Maztron?” Kashana asked Asharru, seated in the War Room, where all but Sire were gathered.

“It is complicated,” said Asharru, as terse as expected.

“Where to next, sir?” asked Andor.

“To Valum Kal,” said Lunas.

“Which countries are defending it?” asked Kashana.

“Many of the old Kingdom countries: The Fallen Kingdom, Senecus, Bamboda, Optron, and Saiph. Celize and Sinzae as well. So, pretty much the entire Eastern Alliance,” said Lunas.

Thousands of years earlier, The Fallen Kingdom, Senecus, Bamboda, Optron, and Saiph were born out of the Western Kingdom—a powerful civilization which ruled early on in the known history of the universe. On Samsara, many of the nations which the Western Kingdom disintegrated into still stuck together, sharing a common culture that time couldn’t seem to scrub away. These nations formed the bulk of the Eastern Alliance, but Sinzae and Celize joined as well.

“Any Vella’ic countries?” asked Kashana.

“Enoch and Lyril will provide some support, but not as much as we’d like,” said Lunas.

“Voleria?” asked Kashana.

“The Alliance can scrape together some tribes, but nothing substantial.” Voleria was a civilization of nomads and decentralized tribes and had no legitimate central government.

“Will that be enough to defend Valum Kal?” asked Magnus.

“It should be,” said Lunas. “Valum Kal has powerful defenses.”

“Lunas,” Asharru interjected into a lull. “Where are we right now?” A few moments passed while the others calibrated for a change in plans.

“We are in Ouur airspace, approaching the Deep Woods,” said Lunas, checking Vimana’s instrumentation.

“Perfect,” said Asharru. From the poise in his voice, the others immediately knew they’d be soon making an unexpected stop. Then, Asharru turned to Magnus, and Magnus was met once again with Asharru’s daunting, undivided stare. His eyes were dry, frail, and jaundiced—like symbols of his declining health. “Magnus, I need you to do something for me.”

“Of course. What can I do?” asked Magnus, speaking quickly to mask his apprehension.

“I need you to enter the Deep Woods, to find someone. Or in fact, let him find you there. He lives in a small cabin, built in the Old World. It’s in the deepest part of the woods, where the trees and wildlife are all native, and he knows every inch of it,” said Asharru.

Silence.

“Who?” Kashana eventually asked.

“Charlemagne,” said Asharru, without saying more.

Understanding Charlemagne meant understanding the history that surrounded his name—a history that few on Samsara knew. In the Old World, long before the Great Collapse, there were two main wars that devastated the universe: Cosmic War I and Cosmic War II. In the years leading up to CWI, the Western Kingdom was one of the most populous civilizations in the known universe, spanning many planets and with colonies throughout the cosmic neighborhood. It also wielded the strongest military force.

Toward the end of the rule of one of the Western Kingdom’s kings, King Domitrus, a vast and decentralized group of forces residing in the outskirts of the universe came to power. This army quickly grew in size and might and launched planetary attacks on a number of civilizations. King Domitrus of the Western Kingdom and his allies were in the process of forming an army to combat the distant Dark Armies of the outskirts, but King Domitrus died before it was complete.

Charlemagne, a poor fisherman and his rightful heir, inherited the Kingdom, the war, and the incomplete army. Charlemagne was young when he took the throne, but notably mature. He was extremely tall, nearly seven feet, and had flowing, dark hair. He was somewhat slow to accept change, wise enough to distinguish capricious trends from improved utility.

Charlemagne completed the army of the Western Kingdom and waged a lengthy war against his enemies in CWI—and won. Charlemagne was often credited with being the most integral weapon in winning the war. He was not only a brilliant commander, but he had the inimitable ability to gain the trust of the people and unify the civilizations of the known universe, despite the bitter darkness. But by the end of the war, Charlemagne was old and tired.

But the enemies of CWI soon returned in an event known as the Kayama. Very little was known about this event, except that warfare broke out simultaneously in many distant locations across the known universe. Within a relatively short period, many mighty civilizations had fallen to consolidated enemy forces or to the plagues of ubiquitous conflict between scrambling, desperate nations trying to survive.

The death and destruction of the Kayama was so extensive that the Tritons agreed that intervention was necessary. The Tritons would not commit any act that would directly kill another sentient being, so they decided that the way to galvanize a despondent, divided universe was to bring back the extolled, trusted, courageous, charismatic king that pulled the universe through the first cosmic war: Charlemagne.

Everything up to this point is considered a mix of legend and history, but few on Samsara besides the Tritons and Charlemagne himself knew exactly what happened. Some say that the Tritons revivified Charlemagne by manipulating his genetics to achieve a genetic immortality never before seen. Some say that it was scientists in the Western Kingdom, with help from the Tritons. The truth is uncertain, but regardless of how it happened, Charlemagne was back on the throne, as youthful as ever and endowed with genetic immortality. He took control of the fight against an army that called itself the Entente of Exiles, an ominous force much stronger and more capable than the Dark Armies of CWI.

After more than a thousand years of war, Charlemagne and his forces expurgated the universe of the Entente of Exiles. After the war had ended, Charlemagne couldn’t handle the things he’d seen and the realities he had come to learn about the universe. He decayed into a surly, old man… a hermit, traveling between some of the more remote areas of the universe, rarely communicating with other intelligent lifeforms. The stories about his triumphs were told less and less over the years, and his glory and fame faded into history, and then to myth and legend. On Samsara, Charlemagne was a name that most had only heard from the popular phrase, “Charlemagne died with the Old World,” meaning that old ideas should be history, not policy or philosophy.

Further, the war had ripped away from the Western Kingdom the power and prestige it once enjoyed, and most of the planets making up the Western Kingdom became their own, unique civilizations with distinct governments. What remained of the Western Kingdom—its home planet of Tondaline—eventually earned the nickname the Fallen Kingdom, or more simply, the Kingdom. Much of the universe had fallen into decay following CWII, and the less-developed civilizations generally took less damage, whereas the advanced civilizations who had participated more had more to lose.

The civilizations of the universe never fully recovered.

“Lunas, bring her down here,” said Asharru. Lunas flew Vimana over a wide river, just avoiding contact with a cluster of particularly straggly branches. The tall, piney trees in the Ouur Deep Woods had begun their growth as far back as the Old World and were thus particularly dense. The frigid Ouur terrain was mountainous and usually covered in heavy snow. The gigantic people of Ouur mainly hunted elk and other local game, most of it native to Samsara. They were exceptionally skilled hunters, but not particularly intelligent in the traditional sense.

“You know Ouur?” Indarra asked Magnus.

“Not really, anything I should know?”

“Animals, bad. Hunters, very bad,” said Indarra.

“Well put,” said Lunas.

“What exactly am I supposed to do here?” asked Magnus.

“Does he have to go alone?” Kashana interjected.

“Yes,” affirmed Asharru. “Charlemagne is a stubborn creature. But he knows Magnus, and for reasons I cannot explain, he has a peculiar affinity for him, which at this moment, we must exploit. If he catches scent of a search party, he will flee the area at once. He wants no part of our business.”

“You know Charlemagne?” Khan asked Magnus, for the first time interested in Magnus’ story.

“We’ve met a few times, years ago,” said Magnus, without going into further detail. Asharru seemed to already know.

“So, what’s Magnus gonna do?” continued Kashana. “Just lean on a tree somewhere and hope Charlemagne comes to find him?”

“It is between that and the use of force,” said Asharru. “And the latter would neutralize any chance he’d cooperate with us henceforth. He knows the woods as you know your palm. He will investigate a new presence.”

“Why do we need him?” asked Kashana. “He kind of, like, does his own thing, right?’

“One grimace from Charlemagne over the utterance of a time or place speaks more truth about it than all the works and maps describing it,” said Asharru. “His memory is the vanishing, extant library of the world from which this world has come.”

“One,” said Magnus.

“But he shouldn’t go alone,” insisted Kashana. “I have no issue with you needing Charlemagne. Whatever. But Magnus has never been to the Deep Woods, and there’s a serious risk in your calculation. What if he gets hurt?” A few tense moments passed. Seldom did anyone challenge one of Asharru’s decisions.

“If he cannot walk alone in a forest, he is unfit to march in the chaos of war,” said Asharru.

“Asharru,” insisted Kashana, hand on her hip.

“Sekhmet can join him,” granted Asharru. “That is all.”

At that, Magnus made his way to the weapons bay to gear up, preparing himself with most of the same equipment that he’d just used in Maztron, except this time he didn’t bring a gun. He knew how Charlemagne would feel if he showed up flailing such a weapon. But he didn’t want to be unprepared, either, so he brought his katana, a weapon with which he felt more comfortable anyway.

Making his way to Vimana’s main entrance, he waited for the ramp to extend out from her underbelly and down over the river’s edge. It then dropped, causing the icy floor to tremble and kick up some snowy powder. “You okay Sekhmet?” Magnus asked as the gelid winds of the Deep Woods swallowed the atmosphere of the previously sealed-off entry point where he and Sekhmet stood. Magnus was covered head to toe in the proper gear for the climate, but Sekhmet had only her fur. She ignored his patronizing concern, however, and without any destination or direction, they began their trek into the forest.

After only a minute of walking, Magnus looked back toward the ship and found it already obscured by massive pine branches. The Deep Woods were like nothing he’d ever encountered before. Some tree trunks crowed circumferences as loud as two hundred feet, and they stretched proportionally high into the sky. Yet despite the shelter of the densely packed forest, it remained bitterly cold. Magnus looked down at his watch, which had a screen that duly served as a GPS. “What are we supposed to do?” Magnus said to himself. “Just wander around until Charlemagne comes and finds us? He could be miles away. How could he even know we’re here?”

Sekhmet grunted.

After about thirty minutes into the walk, the languor snuck its way in. Magnus usually went over his thoughts in his head while he walked, and that was quite entertaining to him, but the penetrating cold made it difficult to introspect. “What do you think, Sekhmet?” he asked. “Think this is a wild goose chase?” 

Sekhmet kept her pace, facing forward. Her powerful stride, her strong, protruding shoulder blades, her shining coat—truly, she was a magnificent creature. She also hated idle chatter.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” said Magnus, knowing it would needle her.

The two continued on their way for another three hours, not stopping or turning back. The farther they got from the ship, the more Magnus’ worries took shape. How long were they going to have to be out here? Could Sekhmet survive the night in this cold? Would the others ever find them if something went wrong? What if his watch broke? That would really screw up trying to find their way back to the ship—

And then, Sekhmet stopped mid-gait with her snout to the air. She sniffed around a bit, arctic air rushing through her frozen nose. “What is it?” asked Magnus. “Are you hungry?” 

Sekhmet gave him the side eye. At the sight of her pupils, Magnus immediately understood that something wasn’t right. She wasn’t tracking a prey animal. He crouched down next to her and quietly moved one hand to the hilt of the sword dangling in its sheath on the right side of his utility belt.

Sekhmet began to circle around him, erratic. Magnus stood up. He pulled about two inches of his sword from its sheath and gave the area a 360-degree scan, but saw nothing concerning. He took a breath. “Sekhmet, I think it’s just—” 

Spontaneously, Sekhmet shot off to the right of the deer path the two were following. “Sekhmet!” shouted Magnus, trying to run after her but unable to keep up with her ridiculous speed. He used the metaphysical arts to augment his sprint, but it still wasn’t enough. And then, Magnus heard a deep, powerful roar. 

It wasn’t Sekhmet’s.

A few moments later he came up on a small clearing. At the other side of the clearing stood a beast of an animal Magnus had only before heard of in antediluvian myths: a north terranian bear. The bear, native to Samsara, was standing on its hind legs with its jaws wide open, letting out a series of thunderous roars. Sekhmet stood in the center of the clearing in pounce position, staring it down, unflinching, eyes laser-focused, half-frozen drool spilling down her lips.

The bear stood at least fourteen feet tall with a dark brown fur so thick, it could only have evolved in the perilous cold of the Deep Woods. On one side of its face, two raised scars ran down from its brow to its chin, a testament to the power of the beast from which the scars must have come. Each of its paws were larger than Sekhmet’s head, and its claws long and dense enough to pierce deep into her chest.

Magnus stood at the edge of the tree line. The bear positioned itself in front of him on the opposite side of the small clearing. “Sekhmet, come here now,” Magnus whispered, softly but firmly. 

She didn’t listen. Crouched on the ground and ready to pounce, Sekhmet was on the hunt, gradually inching closer and closer to the bear. 

“Sekhmet, now!” 

She wasn’t listening. 

Magnus knew he had to make a decision. As confident as he was in Sekhmet’s aptitudes, he had never seen a bear this size, let alone a native bear, and he wasn’t sure she could take it on until she was a full-grown adult. He called out to her a few more times with no response.

He knew what he had to do.

“Get back Sekhmet!” he shouted.

He positioned himself between her and the bear. He drew his sword and pointed it toward the bear’s belly. “Yaaaaa!” he bellowed at the bear, foolishly endeavoring to intimidate it into backing down. His pathetic screams had no effect. “Sekhmet, get back, now!” Magnus sternly commanded. This time Sekhmet reluctantly acquiesced and scuttled back a few feet, desperate to dive between the two and protect her master.

Magnus thought back to what Indarra had said, and to his own experiences with native wildlife. “Not good,” he whispered to himself. The bear dropped down on all fours, shaking the ground beneath Magnus’ feet. It looked Magnus in the eye and lowered its head. 

It was going to charge.

With both hands tightly clasped, Magnus held his blade in front of him, waiting for the bear to make the next move. The bear opened its mammoth mouth and released one, last, earthshaking roar. Then, lunged into a run.

As it surged forward, it raised its paw and swiped the puny sword out of Magnus’ hands. In only a second, it closed the short distance between them and batted an unarmed Magnus to the ground. Magnus covered his face with his arms as the bear hacked away at his body with its giant paws and piercing claws, ripping through his protective clothing. “Stay back Sekhmet! Stay back!” Magnus shouted. Sekhmet anxiously darted back and forth and clawed at the ground, drool freezing as fast as it escaped her lips. She felt the pain of each swipe in her own abdomen as she obediently watched the bear’s assault.

Magnus had to think fast. This type of opponent was unprecedented in its nature, but he reminded himself that he’d been up against other fierce enemies before. He closed his eyes and entered a transcendent state, preparing to use the metaphysical arts, still protecting his face and head with his arms, grateful for the armor he wore under his coat. He thought away the pain and gathered all the strength he could to push off the preposterously huge bear. As he felt the power within him saturate his muscular tissue, he heard an almost inaudible voice in his head. “Let me out,” it said. “Let me free.”

Magnus knew the risk that came with giving his darker side any freedom, but it appeared he had no choice. Even using the metaphysical arts, he wasn’t strong enough to overpower the bear—something was holding him back.

Just as Magnus was about to open the mental doors to his darker self, the weight was torn right off him. He opened his eyes and looked to see what had happened. Just as he feared, Sekhmet had pounced onto the bear, thrashing it aside. “Sekhmet!” shouted Magnus as he struggled to get up. 

Sekhmet and the bear were only a few feet away, viciously exchanging violent bites and blows. Like champions of old, the wise decision would have been to stay back. Instead, Magnus instinctively charged in, tackling the bear with all his might, bashing his shoulder into the bear’s side and setting it off balance. “Sekhmet, run!” shouted Magnus, but Sekhmet didn’t listen and neither did the bear when Magnus screamed at it, trying to get its attention, punching it in the side, doing and everything he could think of to irritate it.

The bear had already calculated that of the two, Sekhmet was the greater threat, and that was who it focused on. Up close, its infuriated roars were louder than thunder, and the pounding on the frozen earth was comparable to the aftershock of an earthquake. Sekhmet, in a defensive, crouching position, took every opportunity to slash at the bear’s face when it got close enough. But the bear quickly caught on, lunging in for a quick bite but snapping its head back every time it spotted Sekhmet’s claws. 

Magnus ran back to the tree line to search for his sword. He frantically tore through every shrub and weed until he found it lodged in a rotten branch—

Sekhmet was now on her back with the bear on top. Frenzied and disadvantaged by the bear’s enormous weight, she slashed at its underside anywhere she could, instinctively trying to wrap her paws around its head and sink her teeth into its neck. But this bear was too big for that, and its winter fur too thick.

Magnus charged at the bear with his sword out front, hoping to get one, critical strike into its flesh. But just as the tip of Magnus’ razor-sharp sword was about to impale the stomach of the beast, it swiped its titanic paw into him. The blow was so powerful that it whipped Magnus across the clearing and pounded him against the side of a tree, cracking his ribs. He lost his grip on the sword and slumped to the ground while the weapon spun away.

Lying against the base of the tree, shaken and breathless, he urged himself to get up, his vision still blurry from the blow. Conscripting every joule of will power he could squeeze out of his tired muscles and mind, he attempted to get up onto his feet, but his body wouldn’t obey. He couldn’t believe one swipe could do so much damage. In fact, he knew it couldn’t. He’d been hit harder before. There had to be something else working against him. 

And then he realized what it was. His darker half was trying to force him to let it free. It wanted him to tire. It was holding him back. Erebus wanted to be released.

Eyes wide open, Magnus watched as the bear delivered blow after blow to Sekhmet’s prostrate body. She wouldn’t last much longer. 

Magnus tried again and again to get to his feet, but paralysis persisted. Erebus finally had leverage over him and was using it. “Let me out, Magnus,” he heard in his head.

Magnus desperately watched as the bear delivered a devastating blow, launching Sekhmet through the air and smashing her, too, into the trunk of a sturdy tree. Magnus tried to distract the bear, cry out, make a noise—whatever it took—but when he opened his mouth, nothing came out.

Erebus wanted him to suffer.

The bear limped over to Sekhmet’s body. Magnus could hear Sekhmet’s desperate, heavy breathing from across the clearing. The pitiless beast nudged Sekhmet’s nearly lifeless body with its paw, determining whether the threat had been neutralized. When the bear decided that Sekhmet would die on her own, he turned to Magnus and limped over, unhurried and in control. Magnus was sure it was the end—

And then, once more, the bear was ripped aside. Sekhmet, barely able to stand herself, refused to let the bear hurt Magnus any further. 

But the bear was far more powerful. Attack after attack, it ripped through Sekhmet’s coat and bashed her bones. As she struggled for every breath, she never gave up, and she never would. Swipe after swipe, she came to her feet and lunged forward again. And when the bear got on top, she squirmed and clawed and wrestled with everything she had until she got back onto her feet. 

It went on like this for a seeming eternity, with the only end in sight marked by Sekhmet’s failing body. It was only a matter of time before she could no longer lift her own weight, leaving her completely vulnerable to the bear’s repeated attacks.

Magnus didn’t know if there was a God. But in a moment of instinct and desperation, he knew he had to turn to either God or Erebus. For him, it was a clear choice.

“Please, God. I promise you I’ll do better. Please, please, please, if you let us live, I’ll do everything I can to make things better here. I’ll work ten times as hard as I do now. Please, God, let Sekhmet live. Let her live and go back to Kashana. She can take care of her. Please let this not be the end.”

“Who are you talking to?” whispered a chilling voice in Magnus’ head. “I’m the only one here.” Magnus could feel the life being sucked from him by his darker side.

The bear now stood over Sekhmet, its jaws clasped around her torso. Sekhmet twisted her body and tried biting upwards toward the bear but didn’t have the energy to fight. 

Magnus’ eyes met Sekhmet’s. “I’m sorry,” Magnus said, “for whatever comes next.” 

He closed his eyes and let his pupils roll back, prepared to unleash the monster inside him, He took one last breath before he let himself go, hoping there was still another way.

But then came a sound.

A howl.

The sequence of events that followed happened so fast that Magnus’ exsanguinating brain could hardly process it. All he saw were fleeting, cloudy images.

A large, four-legged creature hurled its body at the bear, slamming it to the ground with the force of a falling oak. The bear was on its back and the creature on top, snarling and fiercely searching for a place to sink its savage teeth.

But it wasn’t a lion. It was a wolf.

A native wolf.

The texture of the wolf’s snowy coat blended into a uniform blur in Magnus’ bemused mind. The full spectrum of visible light reflected its brilliant majesty into Magnus’ overwrought pupils. “Kashana,” Magnus called out in a state of delusion, making the only connection his brain could, between the creature’s radiant white coat and Kashana’s Enochian beauty.

He heard a loud, resonant voice, and six more native wolves momentously emerged from the tree line into the clearing and pounced onto the bear. The bear managed to get back on its feet, and then raised itself up on two legs to intimidate its attackers. The wolves surrounded the bear and took turns tactically diving in at it from behind, avoiding its powerful defensive swipes. The overpowering sound of growls, snarls, and ferocious barks charged the air with fury, delivering the vibrations deep into Magnus’ bones.

One of the gray wolves managed to pounce onto the bear’s back, bringing it to the ground. The rest of the wolves immediately closed in, taking advantage of the bear’s vulnerability, and gnashed their teeth into its flesh through its thick, protective fur, tearing it to shreds. Fur and blood flew through the air and covered the ground. Magnus heard a voice once more. But it wasn’t Erebus. It sounded like a command. And then the wolves backed away, letting the bear struggle to its feet.

The beast shot its head from left to right, front to back, desperately looking for its attackers. It realized that the onslaught had ended. It dropped its guard, then limped off into the endless forest. 

Magnus looked down to his hands. They were covered in blood. He felt his consciousness slipping away as he continued to lose blood. But he sensed that the wolves were not a threat. He looked at Sekhmet breathing until he slowly faded, and all he saw was black.







Magnus wasn’t sure how much time had passed when he regained consciousness. 

Though still barely able to move, not because of Erebus, but because his wounds had caught up to him, he slowly began to realize that someone was carrying him over their shoulder. Everything was still a bit blurry, but he could tell it was a man. He was tall but moved sluggishly, as though every step were a struggle. The man must have been old, very old. It couldn’t be an Ouur hunter. The shoulders weren’t broad enough. Then he realized who his rescuer was. It was no surprise at all. A rush of warm relief flushed fresh, warm blood from his heart to his extremities. Somehow, Magnus knew everything was going to be okay. It wasn’t Erebus who had saved him.

It was Charlemagne.
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Year 245
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In year 245 on a summer evening—warm, humid, and calm—Charlemagne rolled through a coastal Manuguan town in his travels across Samsara. For years he’d been exploring the planet, looking for a place to settle down. He took odd jobs to get by; skilled with his hands, he was. Without much money or much to trade, he traveled mostly by foot, or he hitchhiked, which made his journeys long and arduous.

Manugua was a small, tropical nation in the South, comprising a few thousand tiny islands and four large landmasses. Its main exports were delicious fruit products grown only in its climate and, informally, many different types of drugs, but primarily what was essentially equivalent to cannabis. In the Old World, Manugua was a humid, watery, lush planet with a human population. Although some of its Old World islands had made contact with other civilizations of the known universe, most of the rural population was completely shocked when the ships came down to bring them to their new home on Samsara. Its people, however, were adaptable and had integrated well with their new territory in what was already a tropical, watery region.

Charlemagne was on foot with a heavy, tattered, brown sack slung over his right shoulder. It was twilight and the humidity and heat made it feel as though he’d gained an extra twenty pounds as he walked. He wore threadbare clothing and had a mangled, scruffy beard covering the scars on his face. Miraculously, after all these years, his hair still had some black in it.

He dragged his aging body to a motel on the beach and walked into the office. It was quiet inside. A young, local male in orange swim trunks sat behind the counter and in front of a yellow surfboard propped up on the wall. He had short, unkempt clumps of hair and a necklace of little cowrie shells. “What’s up?” he said.

Charlemagne stubbornly grunted in a fit of judgment. “Are there any vacancies?” he asked, his voice raspy and tired.

“Well, yeah man, like tons.” The young man appeared almost as though he was thrilled by his own words, by how many vacancies there actually were.

“I need somewhere quiet. Somewhere away from all these rascals and their booze and weed,” demanded Charlemagne, not realizing how ill-mannered he sounded, although he wouldn’t have cared anyway.

“Yeah, you aren’t gonna find that anywhere.” Outside the front window, a couple of girls walked by. Charlemagne watched as the young man’s eyes followed their behinds. Even when the girls were out of sight, the boy’s eyes remained fixed staring out of the window right where the girls had gone out of view.

Charlemagne looked around. He noticed a few open beers on the table, some posters of half-naked women in the back room, and an ashtray full of joint butts. A large peace sign was painted on the wall. Charlemagne grew cynical. What did this boy know of peace? Of war? Charlemagne knew this type well, of those who loved peace but wouldn’t sacrifice their comfort for it, of those who endorsed peace without any understanding of what it meant, and how much it was worth, as if it was merely a word.

“Well, give me the closest to it, my joints have few miles left before the evening sets in,” said Charlemagne. The young man looked Charlemagne up and down.

“Uh, dude, do you have any money?”

Charlemagne grew frustrated. He dropped his sack to the floor, conspicuously released a bothered breath of air, and began searching the bag. The young man watched curiously as Charlemagne struggled to find even a Lanc. After a minute, Charlemagne stood up straight, looked around his body and patted his pockets. “I have none.” The young man wore a blank stare, hesitant to respond, thinking that Charlemagne would act on his own. 

“Okay… so…” slurred the young man. Charlemagne wasn’t getting the message. “I can’t give you a room.” For a few tired and spiritless moments, he stared back at the boy, then dropped his head and plodded out the door.

He meandered around until he found a mucky, forgotten spot on the beach where the young partyers and tourists wouldn’t want to come around. He dropped his bag, cleared an area of sand, carefully set down his ungainly body, and gazed out at the water. A soft evening zephyr blew in from far across the sea, rolling over Charlemagne and bringing his mind to rest, as if Samsara herself knew of Charlemagne’s restless disquietude and willed him to find respite in his repose. A few minutes later, he was asleep.

At some point in the night, Charlemagne opened his eyes, having noticed a strange feeling during a dream. He wasn’t startled by it. It was a warm feeling—pleasant and familiar. He listened as the waves gently crashed onto the shore, reminiscing over that same sound he’d heard so many times before, the same now as it was in the Old World. Charlemagne chuckled to himself as a warm easiness fell over his chest. “You shouldn’t be out here,” he said, just loud enough to be heard by anyone nearby. “There are people around. Someone might see you.” There was a short silence, but Charlemagne knew that he was heard.

“How did you know I was here?” asked a quiet but powerful voice. Charlemagne sat up.

“I can sense a Triton from a mile away,” said Charlemagne. The Triton took a few steps closer and stood in place.

“I have come to deliver a message. It is a secret message, of course, but we thought you should know.”

“Okay,” said Charlemagne. There were many short pauses in the conversation, filled by the soothing sounds of the nighttime coast.

“We are going into hiding. We know what happens next,” said the Triton.

“Hiding? Where will you hide? There’s no place you can go that he can’t find you.”

“We have known this place for far longer than him,” replied the Triton.

“Mu?” he suggested.

“You know we can’t go there.”

“Damn,” cursed Charlemagne, clenching his jaw and raising his fist to his chin. “Saiph… or Enoch… they’ll take you in. You can be safe there. Or the mountains in Drrundornavorda.”

“We can’t burden them with our entire species. And if we did… we’d all be in camps.” There was a long pause. Charlemagne looked to the night sky, expecting to see the stars, an expectation that after all these years on Samsara, he could never shake. But just as beautiful were the auroras above, begging to come in, reflecting their dancing, cool colors onto the ocean below. “Charlemagne, the reason we are telling you this is…” Charlemagne met eyes with the Triton. Its eyes appeared concerned. “We think you should hide away too. They don’t want us here, we dwellers of the Old World. They’re making room for new giants.” Charlemagne grinned and looked down at his legs, then back up to the Triton.

“Oh, what would they want with an old man like me? I’m no danger to them.”

“You know a truth that only few have ever known. You know what this is all really about, and what we’re here to do.” There was yet another long pause. Charlemagne and the Triton both looked out to the Namaka Sea.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” remarked Charlemagne.

“Yes. Yes, it is.”

“It reminds me of the Old World. Even the smell is the same.” For a few minutes, the two enjoyed the calming waters and the many thoughts of better times. “To be honest, these two worlds, they’re so similar. I can hardly notice the difference anymore. It’s just that I’m old, I guess. It’s not bad here. The difference isn’t out there. It’s in me. I’m just too worn for something new, I suppose.” Charlemagne turned to the Triton. His eyes were deep and pensive, but the Triton’s were still fixed on the water. “I’ll go into hiding as you say,” continued Charlemagne. “But it is only temporary. I will one day, again, emerge, long from now, to see our promise out. And I offer you my deepest apologies for what is to come to your kind. I feel sorrow that I have no power to prevent it.”

The Triton’s eyes met with Charlemagne’s and for a few long moments, not a word was said. “I will miss you, my dear friend,” said the Triton. “You are our first and only friend.”
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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Magnus woke up in a large, uncomfortable bed of leaves and pine branches. Vague recollections of fighting the bear alongside Sekhmet and glimpses of Charlemagne carrying him over his shoulders through the forest sequenced through his mind like a fuzzy, gray film. He recalled Charlemagne humming a song but couldn’t remember how it went.

Magnus raised his heavy head. “Sekhmet?” he called, scanning the room for her. She wasn’t there.

He realized he was in a log cabin but with higher ceilings and bigger rooms than most houses. Charlemagne must have built it this way himself to account for his abnormal height. He could smell smoke from a fireplace. The floor was littered with rags, books, and torn-out pages. Animal hides hung on the walls. The air was fusty and the candlelight dull. From outside, the frigid winds blew through the cracks between the logs creating frost inside the walls. But despite it all, the cabin had a certain comfort to it. It was homey and soft-spoken. It felt safe here. It was a home.

Charlemagne’s armor, shield, and sword hung on a rack near the small fireplace across the room. Seldom did anyone see Charlemagne with his guard down. He was an extraordinarily private person who tended to interact with other humans as little as possible. Magnus, with the rare opportunity to examine Charlemagne’s gear, studied his sword. A two-handed, double-edged longsword with a heavy hilt and thick, dulling blade, the sword stood near as tall as Magnus.

He eyed the shield, all black, a thick heater shield, its near rectangular shape rendering it unwieldy to the average-sized man. He was captured by a symbol in the middle of the shield, a black area raised just above the rest of the steel. Almost like flames, its sharp edges broke free from its center, as if speaking to Magnus like words, as if opening a window to their meaning. A feeling came over him, like an emotion he couldn’t explain, as though his hormones were running amuck. He thought it must have been the adrenaline, still sloshing through his veins. But the feeling turned, and moved, almost speaking to him—a word.

“Ting!” Magnus heard what sounded like a piece of steel dropping to the floor a few rooms over. He hopped out of Charlemagne’s bed only to realize he was nearly naked. He was covered in cuts and bruises, with deeper gouges dressed with bandages. As he took a deeper breath he realized a few of his ribs were likely broken as well. Cellular-repair accelerant injections from Lunas would have to wait until he was back aboard Vimana. He found his torn-up clothes folded on the end of the bed and dressed himself. He took a last look at Charlemagne’s armor and the strange symbol before walking out.

“Charlemagne?” Magnus called out, roaming around the dull-lit cabin. He winced and held his hand over his ribs.

“Greetings, Magnus,” welcomed Charlemagne, calling out from another room. Magnus followed his voice. “You’re lucky you’re alive, you know.” Charlemagne’s voice was coarse and slow, as though each syllable was born from years of experience, endowing in each word a sense of meaning with which few others living still spoke. His voice had a grandfatherly tone to it, a touch of wisdom, but it sounded like speaking was hard on his lungs.

Magnus’ cogency slowly came back to him like a jigsaw puzzle magically piecing itself together. “I can barely believe what happened,” said Magnus. “Thank you.”

“Do you know even the first thing about north terranian bears? Have you had no training on their habits? Their demeanor? How to fight one?” Charlemagne was seated on a wooden chair next to the kitchen table. Sekhmet was sprawled across it, unconscious as an effect of some medicinal herbs. Charlemagne continued stitching up the wounds on her hind legs.

“There’s a way to fight one?” asked Magnus. Charlemagne wore glasses to help him see what he was doing. Magnus had never seen him wear them before.

“There is a proper way to fight every beast this planet harbors. Aside from the beasts of the seas, and the Black Mountains, and perhaps the Dark Leg of the West, and the beasts that live under the earth, of course. In the forests, mountains, deep deserts, and water, and in the outskirts of somber nations, often little is known of the dwellers that dwell there. But here too, is a dangerous wood,” said Charlemagne. He lowered his glasses. “It was Asharru that brought you here, I suppose.”

Magnus approached the table and stroked Sekhmet’s face. “How’d you find us? How did you know we were even here?” Charlemagne chuckled to himself like he knew some universal truth that Magnus did not. He looked up from what he was doing and met eyes with Magnus. His face was old and weathered, full of detail and depth.

“Every good host knows when his visitors arrive,” Charlemagne replied. He then refocused on weaving in stitches. His limbs appeared cumbersome as he moved his tired arms back and forth to stich Sekhmet’s wounds. “You weren’t far from my cabin. And the wolves watched over your friend, while I brought you here, before I went back for her.”

“What happened to them? The wolves? How’d you do that?” Magnus looked to the fireplace at the other side of the room. The white wolf was sleeping, curled up on the floor. “They say you can’t befriend a native wolf.”

“Anyone can be a friend,” said Charlemagne. “Don’t you have strange friends?”

“I guess I’ve made lots of weird friends,” said Magnus, grinning.

“Lots? How many? Twenty? Fifty?” asked Charlemagne. Magnus wasn’t sure if he was supposed to answer. His grin quickly faded. “I said anyone can be a friend, not that you can have many friends. True friends, how have you ‘made’ them? Of what metal can you manufacture a friend? Of what stone can you sculpt his heart? Out of none, I say. But like the most precious of stones and metals both, a true friend is made of affliction and time.”

“Twenty, fifty,” said Magnus. A few moments passed. “Is she gonna be alright?”

Charlemagne pulled his head back from the stitching and squinted at his work.

“You both broke some ribs and you’ll both need to rest for a few days, Sekhmet for longer. But I’ve been collecting herbs from across the universe for thousands of years,” said Charlemagne, nodding toward a large collection of glass jars above his counters. “She’ll heal with haste.” He pushed his feet into the floor, scooting his oversized chair away from the high table, and looked up at Magnus. “She saved your life, you know. If it were just you and that bear, you’d have been gone long before I got there.”

A quiet moment passed. “What is that symbol on your shield?” asked Magnus, changing the subject. “The one in the middle. I don’t think I’ve seen it before.”

“That’s Trimaic,” Charlemagne said between two coughs. “It was the language of the Tritons. No man can read these symbols, and no two symbols are alike. But every Triton knows what each one means, for a Triton has created each one.” His explanation ended in a short fit of coughing.

Besides the cozy sound of crackling wood in the fireplace, the room was silent.

“What kind of herbs are you using to keep her asleep?” asked Magnus, trying to keep the conversation going before Charlemagne closed down.

“Cinn grass. From Lyril,” said Charlemagne. “The Lyrillian Rangers taught me how to use it, many years ago.”

“What are you using on her wounds?” No answer. Magnus could feel his window closing. “Charlemagne, we… we’ve gotta talk.”

Charlemagne didn’t respond at first. He went back to examining his stitching and bandaging work on Sekhmet. Satisfied with his work, he let out a slow breath, sat up straight in the stool, and gave Magnus his undivided attention.

“Go on,” allowed Charlemagne.

“There’s a war happening out there,” started Magnus. He looked for a reaction but got nothing. “A great war, between Savaria and the East,” Magnus continued. “We’re all going to fight in it. Me, Kashana, Sekhmet, and others Asharru has assembled.”

“All this war,” said Charlemagne. His facial expression remained unchanged, not even permitting a twitch. He stared back at Magnus with piercing eyes, eyes that clearly said they wanted nothing to do with this, eyes that said that they had seen enough death already. But Magnus wouldn’t settle for that.

“We need you in this with us. You know this world better than anyone, even Asharru.”

“Patience,” replied Charlemagne. “Have a rest. You’re tired.”

“Please, Charlemagne,” said Magnus. “I need an answer. That’s why I’m here.”

“Patience. The couch is over there,” said Charlemagne, pointing to a couch Charlemagne crafted from hand-made leather.

At that, Magnus went over to it and watched Charlemagne finish tending to Sekhmet in silence, then fell asleep.

In the night, when Sekhmet awoke from her medicated slumber, she stepped down from the table, limped over, and curled up next to the couch where Magnus was stirring. Magnus felt the floor sag as her heavy body collapsed next to him. He could tell she was in a tremendous deal of pain. He dropped his hand down to her, resting it on her back. She purred. He stroked her coat a few times, falling asleep to the calming sounds of the wolves of the forest howling to a moon. There was no moon anymore, but the wolves never stopped. Maybe it was hope that the moon would one day return. Maybe they knew something Magnus didn’t.

The next morning, just as the ambient rays of dawn gradually started to fill the sky, Magnus awoke to the sound of Charlemagne chopping firewood. “Oh no,” Magnus whispered to himself, alerting Sekhmet. Magnus thought that sound could only mean one thing. He figured that if Charlemagne was chopping firewood, it must mean that he planned on staying. Why else would he chop wood he’d never burn? Magnus slipped on his shoes and headed outside.

He walked out the front door, hand over his ribs. Sekhmet followed. “What’re you doing?” he asked. Charlemagne was fully dressed in his armor and his sword and shield were propped up against a tree.

“Do you need anything from inside?” asked Charlemagne.

“Um, my coat. Why?”

“Stay here,” said Charlemagne, suspiciously bringing the firewood into the cabin. Magnus looked to Sekhmet and shrugged his shoulders in confusion. She tilted her head back at him.

A few minutes later Charlemagne came out from the house with Magnus’ coat and a large, heaping, cloth sac. “Step back a little,” instructed Charlemagne. Magnus and Sekhmet took a few steps away from the cabin. Charlemagne curiously stared at the cabin waiting for something to happen.

“Charlemagne, we need to talk,” said Magnus. “I think—”

“You know,” started Charlemagne, unhurried. “The Samsaran trees in these parts make some of the best wood any planet ever had. I built this cabin more than one thousand years ago, in the Old World, and it still stands today. It was a hard build, with the strong gravity of Samsara.” Smoke began to billow from the windows. “Of course, there was much maintenance over the years, but you get the point.”

“One thousand,” said Magnus.

“Besides my armor, my shield, and my sword, this cabin is the last thing I have from the Old World,” he continued. It soon became clear that the cabin was irrevocably set to flames, and Magnus correctly inferred the obvious, that Charlemagne had set the fire. “I’ll soon be like the Artillians—a lost people, a people without a homeland, wandering Samsara in search of a new home. I’m assuming you’ve never met one, but if you do, befriend them. I respect the Artillians, those left. They were the first of the Nunonites. They helped my people, long ago.” There was a long silence as the three watched the flames engulf the house.

“There’s something peaceful about this,” Charlemagne remarked. The woods were still and the Ouur winter morning smelled of pine.

“About the fire?”

“Yes, about watching a fire, hearing nothing but its crackling sounds and the slow conversation in which you are engaged. Maybe we evolved this way, or maybe it’s something more. We’re watching change happen, right before our eyes. And it is beautiful.”

Magnus watched the old man. He had never seen him so at peace. He remembered Charlemagne as being a bit grouchy, a thousand miles away from peace, but at the moment peace seemed to be within him.

“Charlemagne—”

“I’m coming with you, don’t worry. But not for Samsara, not for Asharru, and not for you. I feel trapped here, in a world that is not my own. I’m ready to die. I’ve been ready to die for longer than I can remember. But I made a promise. I can’t die until I see it out. So, I will fight with you to fulfill that promise, so that I can finally die in peace.”

The three watched in silence as the flames consumed the rest of the cabin, until most of it was gone and the fire had begun to settle. The white wolf trotted over from the woods and nuzzled Charlemagne’s leg. He caressed its head, seeming to say goodbye, and it ran off. Then, he took a deep, breath, and he, Magnus, and Sekhmet set off toward the ship.

“Magnus,” Charlemagne said as they started their walk. “Asharru didn’t tell you, did he?”

Magnus stared back, bewildered.

“I can feel it,” continued Charlemagne. “You don’t have the heaviness in your heart. The nihilism in your tone. The darkness in your eyes. Hold on to your optimism as best you can. When you find out what this is all really about, you will need it.”
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Year 250
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Five years had passed since the first Tritons were moved into camps. No one seemed to know how many Tritons there actually were, besides the Tritons themselves of course. At first, three camps housed a few hundred. But after the propaganda campaign and the search went into full force, Vahl found and locked away thousands of them.

The Tritons didn’t fight back when captured. But once in the militarized camps, they refused to work. They were torpid most of the day, listlessly shambling around the tiny, overcrowded yards in which they were permitted to roam, always monitored. The Tritons were said to have unlimited power. They could have escaped without a problem. Yet they never even tried. The many guns and turrets of these camps were pointed outward, the fences built to keep outsiders from getting in.

The largest of these camps was Ersetu, a former military research center hidden beneath a deep jungle canopy. Housing around one thousand Tritons, the camp was built in the center of a lush swath of rainforest which no country formally inhabited, on land intentionally left nationless to provide a space for Samsara’s natural species to flourish. The Elosahr Naalor didn’t want to disturb Samsara’s atmosphere too abruptly—a planet without breathable air wouldn’t sustain much life, after all.

The Vahl Coalition had built several powerful military bases throughout the region, but the central and hidden location of Ersetu was appropriate for Vahl’s needs. Ersetu became the epicenter of what would come to be called the Fallout—a place to which few citizens of legitimate nations ever dared to venture, even before the Fallout earned its name.

On this day in Ersetu, the soft wind breathed through a series chain link fences, wafting the crisp taste of freedom into the Triton camp. Exotic birds recited their morning hymns, concealed by the high, rainforest canopy. But soon, the pleasing rainforest melodies were disrupted.

A motorcade of black military limousines built for the rough jungle terrain traveled in a line down the access road to the camp. It was unusual that such official vehicles would make their way to a Triton camp in the middle of nowhere. Coalition policy makers often preferred not to witness the atrocities their policies resulted in, for it caused them to “let emotions overpower otherwise perfectly well-reasoned arguments.” But these visitors carried with them much more than a routine supply convoy.

When the long motorcade pulled alongside the base, the stupefied, almost comatose, Tritons out in the yard stopped what they were doing and moved their disinterested gazes from the ground at their feet to the sleek, black cavalcade.

They watched as Vahlan soldiers emerged from the vehicles. Then came the men in expensive suits. They were generally older and spoke to one another as if visiting their country clubs. And finally, a soldier marched to a closed door in the center of the motorcade and slowly opened it. After a moment, a face familiar to the Tritons emerged—Kū.

Kū was the political and intel specialist in the Elosahr Naalor, turned Alunar Naalor. Even in the Elosahr Naalor, he was a trenchant executor of plans. The other members of the Elosahr Naalor often had to outvote his radical ideas on population control.

Kū was once one of Drrundornavorda’s most decorated Vadrada. He was particularly strong and tall, standing almost seven feet off the ground and with massively broad shoulders. His skin was especially gray and thick, calloused and leathery, even for a Drrundornavordan, and was marked with countless scars that his many centuries couldn’t cover. It was his habit to wear his armor, but he wore less of it than the typical Drrundornavordan Vadrada, exposing areas of his weathered, tough skin, resistant enough to onslaught to leave it without the protection of Vadradan steel. Besides, like the rest of the Alunar Naalor, he also actively practiced the metaphysical arts—the armor was more for show.

Led by Kū, the envoy unhurriedly passed through the myriad security checkpoints leading into the base, as though everything was already completely under control. When they finally reached the interior of the base, the Tritons could hear Kū ask a soldier to let him enter the Tritons’ quarters.

The Tritons experienced the unfamiliar feeling of uncertainty as they inquisitively watched Kū stride into the jail-yard flanked by soldiers, powerful ion machineguns slung at their sides. Kū raised a finger and signaled for the nearest Triton to approach. The Triton walked over.

“Greetings,” said Kū. His baleful voice was coarse, loud, and emotionless. It conveyed tremendous power, but certainly not even his voice could herald the power he wielded with the metaphysical arts.

“Greetings,” the Triton calmly replied.

Kū glanced around the yard.

“I have a message for you to deliver to your counterparts around the world,” he said, knowing that all Tritons were connected and would instantly know.

“We have no counterparts. We are one.”

“That’s what makes talking to Tritons so easy,” said Kū. “I only ever need to find one.”

“The ether that connects us connects you too. You just have yet to realize it—”

“Please spare me your little philosophy lesson,” said Kū. “Inform your brethren: we will not stop until every last one of you Tritons have left this plane of existence. I understand that you all feel and experience the same phenomena, so the most painless course of action would be to turn yourselves in immediately. It not, there will be many more years of excruciating search and destroy.” There was a pause. Kū smiled.

“They are as aware as I,” the Triton humbly replied.

“Now here’s the second half of the message, are you ready?”

Then, just as the Triton opened its mouth as if to speak, Kū raised a Drrundornavordan Drod-pistol, bulky and loaded with enormous stopping power, to the Triton’s head, and then, for the Tritons, what followed all happened in slow motion.

Kū pulled the trigger. A bullet, vibrating as it spun out of the gun’s barrel, cut through the air toward the Triton’s unflinching face, and then, effortlessly sliced its way into its head until—from the back of its skull, out it came, covered in the same green, cytoplasmic substance that spewed out from the hole it made. The Triton remained standing as if still conscious. Its eyes met the eyes of its killer, for all Tritons everywhere to see and know. Every Triton in the world that day learned what it felt like to be murdered, to have a bullet pass through its brain and to fall to its knees as its life was ripped away by the hand of another, smiling back.

“Kill them all,” instructed Kū. The soldiers opened fire. Bullets tore through Triton flesh and sinew, spraying it over the ground. In short order, the entire camp was eradicated. A mass grave was dug. And every Triton that ever lived was buried with them that day, even those that would live on for years to come, hiding in dark corners far, far away.
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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Magnus, Sekhmet, and Charlemagne approached Vimana as a platform extended out to invite them in from the biting cold. Sire alone waited for them at the entrance.

“Yo,” he greeted. Sire wore his usual attire: a long, thin, black robe with many hanging threads and overly-worn sections of cloth—the robes he fought in during the Triton Wars. He lowered his massive hood, revealing his gaunt countenance. He appeared so weak and brittle, moments away from death. But it didn’t seem to faze him. “Thanks for the jailbreak Bingo-cat,” he said to Magnus. “Sup Charlie,” he said to Charlemagne.

“Long time,” said Charlemagne, casually walking past him.

“It’s nice to meet you,” said Magnus. “How are you feeling?”

“Just dainty. Looks like you’re not doing so well yourself though,” said Sire, flicking his eyes to Magnus’ bandaged ribs. Much of Sire’s health had been restored back to his normal state, thanks to Lunas’ curative expertise and the expensive medical technology on board Vimana. But his normal state was only marginally better than the way he looked in Maztron.

“I’m good,” said Magnus, shrugging it off. They headed deeper into the ship. “It’s just ribs.”

“Lucky you,” said Sire.

“No, no,” jumped Magnus. “I mean like, it’s only physical. Not emotional. I mean—”

“Just ask,” said Sire.

“What? Ask what?” said Magnus, pretending he wasn’t thinking about Sire’s experiences in Maztron.

Sire’s unhurried pace came to a casual stop, and his head calmly swiveled to meet eyes with Magnus. Sire raised one eyebrow and kept his stare.

Magnus shifted his weight. “Alright, well, what’s it like in Maztron?”

“There you go!” yawped Sire. He started walking again. “Not bad. The view could be better. Little chilly.” A smile crossed Magnus’ face as he realized Sire was just like he seemed from the stories.

“Look at you guys. Which of you two is the bigger baby?” said Kashana as Magnus and Sire rounded the corner into the War Room, where the others were already gathered. “Magnus is dead weight, bandaged up and limping like some wounded animal, and Sire’s got all this ‘emotional baggage’ now that he’s out of Maztron. Who’s gonna cry first?” Kashana was her same-old self too, and it seemed her and Sire had already clicked.

“I’ll cry all day if it gets me out of Asharru’s dumb war,” joked Sire, warranting a swing of the eyes from an irritated Asharru.

“If tears could prevent a war, there would have only been one,” said Charlemagne.

“Please take a seat everyone,” said Lunas. All did as they were asked, except Charlemagne, who glanced at everyone around the table, then wandered off into the ship. The others turned to Asharru for guidance.

“Give him time,” said Asharru. “Continue, Lunas.”

“Intelligence reports suggest Savaria will attack Valum Kal tomorrow,” said Lunas. “In the morning, we will join the Eastern Alliance at the castle and help defend it.”

“What do we do when the Savarians attack?” asked Kashana.

“We will man the walls and execute various mission-critical tasks,” said Lunas. “Andor, you will stay on the walls and focus on the T-88s. Saiph will provide a special forces group to work under your command. There will be—”

A phone rang—an antiquated device which was only used on rare occasions. Most didn’t know it was even still functional. Who would make a phone call instead of using holographic projection?

Those at the table looked to one another in bewilderment. Kashana nodded her head to Magnus, and after two more rings, he stood up and cautiously walked over to it. It kept ringing. His hand hovered over it, debating whether he should answer. The others were quiet.

He gripped the phone and slowly raised it to his ear. “Hello?” he said with apprehension. There was a short moment of silence.

“With whom do I speak?” answered a voice. It was sharp and direct. Confident. Articulate. Forceful. But not particularly loud. It sounded rushed, as though the speaker had many matters of consequence to address.

“Who is this?” answered Magnus.

“Well then, Magnus. You have made it quite easy for me, for you are the person with whom I was hoping to speak.”

Lunas switched the call over to the War Room channel for everyone to hear and signaled to Magnus that he could put the handset down. Magnus’ otherwise imperturbable hand shook as he did so.

“If you genuinely believed that my days would pass uninterrupted by the slightly disconcerting news that, one, Asharru is assembling a ragtag team of warriors and, two, that you plan to participate in a collective strike against Savaria, you must be far more vacuous than I had previously thought, which really is quite an accomplishment, for the bar was set so low I am stunned you can still fit under it.”

Everyone in the room recognized the voice of the speaker: Nihili.

“Thus far, extending the reach of the Vahl Coalition’s power has been relatively frictionless, and I had hoped that the circumstances would remain conducive to this vapid degree of strategic discourse, for it has afforded me with a path toward, I certainly hope, accomplishing what I consider a goal of the utmost importance. And although it may now become a slightly more taxing undertaking to establish complete control over both hemispheres of this continent, as I do intend, this is not the provenance of my frustration. Though my power and reach will remain uncompromised by your futile efforts to encumber it, having to respond to the attempted execution of your noble but obfuscated projections of what will, in reality, surely fail, will likely impede upon my own plans to some diminutive but perceptible degree, for the sole reason that thoughts of your filth will plague my mind until it is washed clean by means of your death, and this will serve as a distraction. I ask, therefore, that you cease and desist your subversive activities and conspiracies, and I am confident that you are at least intelligent enough to understand that should you pursue Asharru’s beloved fantasy, you along with the rest of your friends will be mercilessly executed, buried with one thousand others like yourselves, which is, I assume, less preferable to returning to hiding. I know you may disagree with my methods, but you must understand: the future is not aleatory. It is book that is already written. Time is simply the narrator. And I read faster than she. So, if you could please, at this point, state yes if you agree to cease and desist, and no if you do not agree, it would be much to my satisfaction.”

The room remained silent. All eyes shifted from Magnus to Asharru, who seemed to be letting it all happen, leaving this matter to his warriors to address on their own. Analyzing them. Judging them.

Magnus opened his mouth. “One thousand,” he said.

“You just keep following the orders of your precious Asharru and see where it takes you, then. Thank you for your consideration. You will be hearing from me shortly,” Nihili replied.

The channel went dead.

Magnus returned to his seat in a daze, conscious of all eyes still upon him. He tried to not shake, not expose his fear. He wasn’t certain it was working.

Kashana slammed her palms down onto the table, intentionally trying to startle. “Magnus!” she cried. 

He jolted back against the lip of his chair.

“Snap out of it!”

Magnus tried to smile and brush it off. Asharru watched him closely.

“Who was that guy?” asked Helix.

“That was Nihili,” said Lunas. “A Vahl Coalition commander.”

“Man, the world outside of Sie Die Samsus is so confusing. Do other people talk like that?” asked Helix. “I don’t think I even know what he said.”

“Good,” said Asharru. “Nihili and his plans are not among our objectives. Continue, Lunas.”

Everyone spent the next hour reviewing their plan to defend Valum Kal and each Delta was assigned individual tasks. By nightfall, as Vimana soared toward Valum Kal, those inside had eventually become sullen memorizing attack plans. They decamped to the canteen.

“Is anyone else hungry or just me?” asked Helix.

“Vimana,” called Lunas. “Would you please prepare a meal?” Vimana’s kitchen was autonomous.

“Of course. Can I have a few minutes?” she gently replied, her voice lavender and nonintrusive.

“Yes, thank you,” said Lunas.

“I hope it’s fish,” said Helix.

“Anyone thirsty?” Kashana asked the group.

“Vimana will prepare drinks with the meal,” said Lunas.

“No, I mean thirsty,” Kashana clarified, poking her head forward and looking to her left and right. A few silent moments followed. “In that case, I’ll make the drinks,” she eagerly offered.

“So Choffy,” said Sire, referencing the characteristic hospitality and readiness to please of the Choffses people, a small population living in the outskirts of Yamalus.

Sire turned to Helix and squinted. “Asharru,” said Sire. “Does this kid look familiar to you? Doesn’t he look like—”

“Conversation for another day,” said Asharru, quick to cut him off.

Vimana prepared a delectable vegetable and cheese platter with some Manuguan spiced rice and a large plate of wild junglefowl. Kashana prepared Drrundornavordan ale for Indarra and hard liquor for the rest. They also enjoyed Se Lancian wine for dinner, some of the best wine Samsara had to offer. Asharru, Khan, Naruni, and Lunas didn’t drink.

“Sire, what do you think you’re doing?” Asharru asked as Sire raised a shot of Chendrukan vodka into the air, seated at the bar with the rest of the drinkers.

“Getting wasted,” he answered without a hint of shame, then took the shot. Magnus could smell the harsh burn of the Chendrukan liquor from across the long, sleek countertop.

“Asinine,” Asharru remarked. “In your current state of health, your body should not be exposed to alcohol.” Sire began to pour a second shot.

“Listen Ass-ru,” Sire began, flagrantly waving his finger in the air, “Drinking is a lot better for my health than getting some spear shoved in my stomach, and you’ve never had a problem with me going to war, huh? I’m drinkin’ tonight.” Asharru sighed, but knew it was a fight he wouldn’t win. Sire downed the shot and retreated to the table to eat with the others.

Naruni stood up from her seat and humbly walked over to Khan. “Master Khan,” she began. “May I join them?” Khan glared back at her for a few tense seconds. The others pretended not to listen, waiting to hear the exchange.

“Go to your room, disappointing girl. No dinner for you,” he replied. She stared back for a moment, then ran off. For a few seconds, an awkward silence ensued.

“Hey Khan,” Kashana affably began, her tone artificially high and feathery. “Does she have any friends?” Khan didn’t respond. “She’s just a teenager. She needs to see some kids her age, at least once in a while.” The others silently agreed that Khan was too hard on her, but they knew it was the Shimean way, even if he took it a bit further.

Khan ignored her and continued to eat.

“Helix her age,” noted Indarra in broken Sarsaric.

“I mean normal kids,” said Kashana.

“Hey, I’m older than Naruni!” said Helix.

“Andor, what do you think of Kana?” asked Kashana. Kana was the Vahl Coalition’s Secretary of State. She was thin and supple with jet-black hair. Middle-aged, but looked young. She was notoriously cold-hearted, always maintaining perfect posture and appearance without letting her guard down for a moment. Her skin was pale white and her eyebrows thin. She was always well-dressed, usually in tight clothes, never shedding a hint of emotion. Most national leaders were too terrified of her obloquy and precise articulation to meet in person. There were even rumors that, without a shred of compunction, she often killed those in her staff over petty disagreements.

“What about her?” Andor asked, his usual serious tone slightly rounded off by the alcohol.

“You think she’s hot?” asked Kashana.

“She’s an adversary,” said Andor.

“We’re not at war with the Vahl Coalition,” said Kashana.

“Not yet!” garbled Sire.

“I’d do her,” said Kashana, pulling out a cigarette from a crumpled-up pack that seemed to come out of nowhere. She handed it to Sire, then got one out for herself.

“You would have sexual relations with Kana?” Lunas asked Kashana. Magnus raised an eyebrow, waiting to hear her response.

“Yeah, I would. I think we’d get along if we worked for the same team.”

“Am I invited?” asked Magnus. It wasn’t clear if he was joking or not, even to Magnus.

Kashana raised her eyebrows, dropped her chin, and put on a libidinous smile. She lit up her cigarette, inhaled, and released a puff of smoke.

“Well, if you can get her to agree, sure,” she said.

“Cheeses who’ve aged alongside immortals,” remarked Asharru from across the room as he placed tiny squares of the cheese onto his tongue, one by one, with prefect etiquette. It was Se Lancian cheese, packed with explosive yet refined, nuanced flavors. It was sharp and carried a hint of a matured, dry, acerbic taste and had a peculiar but unforgettable aftertaste. “Sublime.”

“Yeah, just exquisite,” Sire said through a mouthful of half-chewed Se Lancian cheese, pieces almost falling out of his mouth as he spoke. He grabbed the little squares by the handful and vigorously shoved them into his mouth, then, before he finished chewing, guzzled down the wine to make swallowing easier. “Spectacular.”

Kashana pranced over to the stereo and surfed through the playlists. “What should I put on?” she asked the group.

“Put on Sire’s Giggle List,” said Sire, taking another shot.

“What’s that?” asked Lunas.

“I was real high one night a couple centuries back and made this playlist of songs I thought were funny. I don’t remember what’s on it,” said Sire.

“Got it,” said Kashana.

The music started. The first song was all drumming, and it was invigorating. There were only a few deep bongo drums at first, but it progressively got faster, deeper, and more intense.

Kashana stood up and made her way to a spacious section of the room and began to dance. She moved her hips and shoulders to the music, spinning in a circle. Magnus took a shot of liquor as he watched Kashana grab Hanuman’s hand and bring him over to dance with her.

“Magnus, come take a shot,” Sire demanded, waving his arm. Magnus made his way to the bar with Sire and together, shot after shot, they started unwinding.

“You mustn’t inebriate yourselves,” insisted Asharru. “Tomorrow is an important battle and a critical stage in the war between Savaria and the Eastern Alliance.”

“Okay Grandpa,” said Sire. “Let’s see you get outa your rickety wheelchair and do something about it!” Sire mockingly stretched his arms wide, as if to fight. Asharru kept his cool, as always.

“The day will one day come when we think back and say we wish we had done better,” Asharru rebutted.

“Blah, blah, blah, let’s save the world, blah, blah, blah,” said Sire.

But Magnus got the point. He switched to a glass of water.

Kashana, Andor, Helix, and Indarra joined Sire and Magnus at the bar. “Happy!” cheered Indarra, raising his drink to the air. He was the heaviest drinker of them all and could probably drink as much as everyone combined and show little sign of it.

“Yeah,” joined Kashana, lightly punching Magnus in the shoulder. “Happy!” They all clicked glasses and knocked back their drinks.

Before long, Kashana sidled up next to Magnus and took out a siphine pill, offering it to Sire. The euphoric pain relief and “fluffy feeling in the muscles” it was known to induce was no stranger to either of them.

“Mr. Magnus,” Sire began after swallowing the pill, imitating Nihili’s proper and articulate way with words. “I would be exceedingly happy if you would please not do everything that you are doing anymore. I must admit that along with the stick that is, at present, stuck in my anal cavity, you and your friends are quite the nuisance.” Anyone within earshot couldn’t help but chuckle.

“The mind really is something,” said Asharru, observing Sire’s behavior. “The way our perception changes so dramatically at the onset of certain chemicals.”

“Dramatic, indeed,” slurred Sire, taking yet another shot.

“I was of the belief for quite some time that the entire universe is merely an idea in the mind of some incomprehensible deity,” Asharru continued. “When I have an idea, I can almost see it come to life and unfold on its own. Imagine a being with a mind so powerful, that a world to us, is to it, a mere thought. For each thought conjured up in the mind of a deity, there might exist somewhere, a world. I thought our world may be just one idea among a sea of millions, in a mind of whom it passes without notice. Just a drunken, passing thought of an incomprehensible God. A mere idea.”

“I’ve got an idea,” mumbled Sire. “Why don’t you take a shot Grandpa.”

“It is time for me to get some rest,” said Asharru. “I do hope all of you will soon do the same, especially you, Sire. I will see you in the morning.”

Almost as soon as Asharru left, things started getting wild. Within minutes, they were raiding ship’s stores looking for more alcohol, and when Helix came across clothing supplies it seemed like a great idea to try everything on: clown suits, giant hats, police uniforms, tribal outfits, and more.

“I’m a Shinoto!” shouted Helix, struggling to squeeze into a Shimean Shanza. Khan scrunched his eyebrows and stormed off to his quarters.

“Look at me, loo… loo… look at me,” said Indarra, stretching out a bikini top as he slipped it over his massive shoulders. Hanuman rolled around the floor giggling, though it wasn’t clear if it was because of Indarra’s outfit or all the shots Kashana had been pouring him.

“Look what I got girls and boys!” Sire shouted as he boogied into the room wheeling in a cart of bongo drums, bright, scarlet lipstick painted over his lips and a red dress pulled over his robe.

“Where’d you find those?” asked Helix.

“In the… over in… I don’t know man let’s just make noise,” replied Sire.

For what felt like an age, Sire, Kashana, Helix, Magnus, and Indarra stridently banged away at their bongo drums, completely discordantly and making no attempt to work in unison. “Wait, guys, guys, guys…” interjected Kashana. The others stopped playing and looked up at her. “Let’s put it on the speakers.” At that, Kashana ran over to the controls and messed with the buttons, getting it wrong over and over until finally Vimana relayed the room audio over the intercom system.

“Asharru is sleeping,” Lunas reminded them.

“It’s fine!” Sire reassured her. “Grandpa’s losing his hearing!”

And then the real cacophony began. They banged those drums like it was going to save the world. Every hall and room of the ship echoed with chaos as Vimana relayed the audio from the room over the intercom system until Asharru slowly and calmly rolled himself into the room.

The drumming stopped as soon as they noticed him.

Magnus, Kashana, and Helix exchanged looks. Like school children waiting to be disciplined they waited for the tirade, which was sure to come.

“Listen Grandpa, just chill,” said Sire.

Helix couldn’t hold back a burst of laughter.

“This won’t be your loss, Sire,” Asharru forcefully explained. “Or yours, Magnus, or Kashana. For every moment you spend dulling your senses to what’s coming tomorrow, others will die because of it. You are young giants and you have great power. Power to change tomorrow’s outcome for countless individuals. Every drink you pour into your body will be with mothers’ tears refilled. Your actions do not end here. They end six feet underground in the countries of the men and women that will stand at your side in battle tomorrow, ready to save your lives. Drink away. Drink to Samsara. Drink to combat. Drink to war.” At that, Asharru wheeled himself back to bed. A draping sense of shame settled over the room.

“Asharru is right,” said Andor, throwing off his rainbow hat with a spinner on top. “Let’s just call it a night.” The others didn’t respond, but one by one grabbed their things and headed off to their cabins.

Magnus and Sire, however, decided to stay and grab some water first.

The two of them sat at the bar trying to rehydrate, barely speaking at first—the buzz was fading. “You know, Magnus,” started Sire. He was twirling around his cup, with an inch of water left at the bottom, staring down into it like it had all the answers. “Let me let you in on a little secret about life. Politics, society, laws, rules, morals… all that hoobie doobie… it’s all just bullshit. None of it’s real. And it always changes anyway. Year after year, decade after decade, century after century—if you live long enough and you stay the same person, you spend most of your days on the wrong side of history. That’s what I’ve learned from all these years. Try as hard you want. It all changes anyway, and it’s all just bullshit.” Sire once again twirled his drink.

Magnus nodded. “But some bullshit can make people’s lives better.”

“And some can make people’s lives worse,” said Sire.

Sire turned back to Magnus. Their eyes met. For those few seconds, Magnus saw deep into Sire, and it was hard not to look away. His bloodshot eyes were haggard and languid. Shrieks and screams of pain and loss raged out of his pupils and burned a death fire into his graying irises. “We’ve only just met, Magnus. But I know you. Inside, you bounce around like a running magnet, a loose duck, a raging seahorse. You’re an octopus on a trampoline and you just refuse to give up.” A moment passed. Sire was starting to babble now. “But there’s a lot more to this than you know.”

Sire turned to the bar and continued. “Do you really believe all this is about a war between Savaria and the Eastern Alliance? You think Asharru cares about that? He watched a universe die. This was never about Savaria. Or the Vahl Coalition. Just like the Triton Wars weren’t even really about the Tritons.” He downed the last of his water. “There’s something else going on here. Bigger than all of this. And when the time comes, I just hope you’re ready for it. That’s all I can say.” Sire then got up and headed off to bed, not saying a word on his way out.

Magnus sat alone at the bar for a while. He took a deep breath, and a strange feeling came over him. He wondered if it was the alcohol.

It wasn’t.

“Magnus,” he heard a whisper inside his head. It was Erebus. “Don’t trust Asharru. Don’t believe his lies.”
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Year 251
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It was year 251. On Aeaea, one of the small, uninhabited islands off the coast of Drrundornavorda not found on most maps, a small ship gracefully set down. When the loading ramp extended, Asharru, Sire, and Lunas emerged and began their trek to the island’s center.

“She’s been here all these years?” asked Sire.

Asharru didn’t reply. After a few more minutes they arrived at a large cove.

“Here,” said Asharru, stopping in place. “Lunas, can you feel her?”

“Yes. Her signal is strong—very strong.”

“Please send her a message for me,” said Asharru. “Tell her I am here. Give her this code: 024XiEe9.91 and tell her to rise.”

Lunas closed her eyes. “She says greetings,” said Lunas, opening her eyes. Seconds later, the ground began to rumble and waves pulsed through the cove. The sand under the cove darkened, and from underneath it appeared a large, metallic craft.

“Centuries later,” said Sire, shaking his head, “and she still hasn’t changed.”

The ship rose up over the cove, her skin shining through the sand and seaweed sliding off her hull.

“Who is this?” asked Lunas.

“Vimana,” said Sire.

“She feels different from other craft,” said Lunas.

“She is,” said Asharru. “She was built in the Old World—built for space.”

“Space,” said Lunas. “I wish I could have seen it.”

Vimana had completed her maneuver and now hovered in place over the deepened cove. “In this game of chess, she will be our bishop,” said Asharru, “traversing great distances to attack our enemies, and check the king. And now we will travel the world to find and train our knights—to build an army—an army of Deltas. Deltas to protect the Tritons. Deltas to defend Samsara. Deltas to kill our one true enemy. Deltas of the Veda.”

“Centuries?” said Lunas, putting the pieces together. “How many centuries has she been here?”

“Many,” said Asharru. “We put her here before we told anyone—before we told the civilizations of the Old World about Samsara.”

A silent moment passed. Lunas’ forward stared showed she was about to figure something out.

“Samsara,” she said. “Why did you choose this planet? Could you have chosen other planets? Saved more planets? Built more forcefields?”

Asharru turned to her, and their gazes connected. “Yes,” he said. “We could have. But I think you know why we did not—you’ve seen it in a dream.”
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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“It can’t be that thing, right?” asked Kashana, standing behind the mammoth window at the front end of Vimana, looking out across the desert.

“No way,” said Magnus. “That has to be a mountain.”

“No, no,” said Kashana as they approached. “That’s it.”

“Is this normal?” asked Helix.

“No,” said Andor. “This is not normal.”

As Vimana approached Valum Kal, some of the Deltas inside gathered at the window. Towering over the desert at more than three thousand feet, Valum Kal claimed the desert. Guarded by hundreds of strategically placed towers and staggered levels of walls carved into the stone of the giant rock, the great ziggurat almost grinned as it exposed it teeth—rows and rows of machineguns and turrets mounted on the walls.

But the most mystical feature of Valum Kal was not its impregnability, its size, or the rareness of its geology… it was its voice.

Many thousands of years before the formation was used for defensive purposes, an ancient culture carved wind tunnels into the sandstone structure. These tunnels each played their own unique tunes when the wind flowed through them—the entire structure was an instrument. Its tones were deep and could be heard across the desert, and it sang a unique song for each pattern of wind, as the wind would come from different directions or at different strengths—the voice of Samsara herself.

Naruni looked up at Khan. Her wide eyes glimmered and her youthful skin looked soft in the light. “Master Khan,” she said. “I am ready.” Khan’s eyes glared back down at her without relent.

“No,” he replied, terse and firm. She was not a Shinoto and thus could not fight in a war. She would have to stay behind.

Magnus emerged from his cabin prepared for battle. His jet-black, tactical body armor over a tight, lightweight, stab-resistant, black jacket was clean and polished. The lithe, flexible shielding rising from his shins to his waist gleamed.

He stopped by to see Sekhmet, who would have to sit the battle out because of her injuries. He stroked her twitching ear while she slept. “You stay here and get better Sekhmet,” he whispered, just before kissing her on the top of the head. “I love you.”

The rest prepared for battle, besides Sire, who would help direct Allied forces with Asharru—the whole point of getting him out of Maztron. The two had directed forces in the Triton Wars together. There must have been chemistry between them Asharru saw as worthwhile.

As Vimana approached the base from the south, the Volerian desert soon came into view. Stretching miles into the distance, the Savarian army formed its ranks. Giant, portable walls and bunkers covered entire swaths of sand, pulled by large tanks. Behind them, there were even more tanks and artillery. And behind those were yet more portable barriers and bunkers filled with soldiers. And for many iterations, this pattern continued.

“Why is no one shooting?” asked Kashana. “Like, why are we letting them get all cozy? Why don’t we just attack them before they’re finished setting up?”

“It’s their error,” said Lunas. “They’re still on Volerian land, and Voleria is not part of the Eastern Alliance. But they underestimate our defenses. We want them to attack with as much as they’re willing to, because we are confident that in such a battle, we will destroy a substantial percentage of their army.”

“How could they think they have a chance?” asked Helix.

“Numbers,” explained Lunas. “There are many more serving in the Savarian army than the combined armies of all seven Eastern Alliance countries.”

“Then they could win,” said Magnus, “and conquer Valum Kal.”

“Theoretically, it’s possible,” said Lunas. “They think so. Maybe they’re right. Maybe we’re right. But Savaria has bullied its neighbors for a long time now without much resistance. Its boldness is its folly.”

As Vimana prepared to land, a group of small, razor-like wings began swarming around her, bringing her in. They seemed to be propelled from the center but had no space for a human pilot. “What are those?” asked Magnus.

“Slicers,” said Lunas. “Very powerful, autonomous chevron-shaped drones. They can slice through the wings of enemy aircraft. Built by the Senecians. They’re here to protect us, not hurt us. Don’t worry.”

When Vimana landed on the highest level of Valum Kal’s keep, Asharru led the others through the keep’s hallways to a command center within the base. They stood around a table covered with files, mostly diagrams of enemy units. “This is the T-44,” said Lunas, “Savaria’s primary ground tank. Savaria’s air force is unimpressive. The T-44 will be the focus of most of our attention in today’s battle.”

“Forty-four, forty-four,” whispered Magnus, as he would throughout Lunas’ briefing.

The T-44 was a nasty, ruthless, killing machine. It moved along a continuous track with thick tread and it towered over the battlefield at more than twenty feet above the ground. Each T-44 covered an area of desert sixty-by-twenty feet. In addition to its many auxiliary turrets and mounted machineguns, it supported a hulking, double-barreled cannon. Its armor was a foot thick and could resist most armor-piercing rounds, but its main deficiencies were its lack of speed and accuracy. Manufactured by Savaria, its cheap, utilitarian design and unforgiving personality made it a favorite of both Savaria and Vahl.

“Andor and his men will focus on the T-88s, of which there will be fewer,” said Lunas. “But they can inflict more damage. Magnus and Kashana will join a team of Desert Leopards, the Eastern Alliance’s Special Operations unit for desert environments. They’ll be flying out over the enemy to sabotage the S-4s. These are enormous cannon-like machines which will be out of range of Valum Kal’s defenses but pose a significant threat to the integrity of the base. There aren’t many of them, but they’re well protected.” Lunas turned to Magnus and Kashana. “This is a dangerous mission, as you will be behind enemy lines. Asharru has asked that I keep an eye on you, and that I remind you what you should already know from Asharru’s letters: if you see an Alpha, do not engage. Run.”

The Alphas were Nihili’s hand-selected special forces unit, trained by Nihili himself. The first Alphas were selected from the most precocious of the Sandos youth, taken from their families and sent to Vahl to train, where their already superior genetic makeup was further manipulated to render them perfect warriors.

It was rumored that Nihili isolated some of his own DNA and integrated it into the DNA of his Alphas. It was said that the reason he had never cloned himself entirely was because he believed that only he was capable of outwitting and outfighting himself.

An Alpha’s skill in the metaphysical arts was supreme, and there were only about one hundred of them. They wore long, thin, gray robes, and each Alpha’s only weapon was a thin, steel spear.

“There has to be a way to defeat them,” said Kashana.

“Today is not the day to try and find out,” said Lunas, handing each Delta directions to their posts. “Stick with the plan, and head to your posts.”

Magnus and Kashana were assigned a spot on the fourth level of walls scratched into the sandstone, behind two mounted long-range 50-caliber machineguns. The machineguns wouldn’t pierce Savaria’s portable bunkers or the barriers their troops were positioned behind, but smaller vehicles or troops moving between barriers were vulnerable. Magnus and Kashana were to wait in place for the Spec Ops unit to fly them behind enemy lines.

Atop the wall they surveyed the massive army stretched out before them, the intense desert heat making it appear to quiver in the heat haze. And on Magnus and Kashana’s side stood thousands of Allied soldiers from a spread of different countries, all manning turrets, cannons, and machineguns of various styles. Below them were three levels like theirs, and above them ten more.

An hour passed while Magnus and Kashana waited. And then another. And another. “I’m bored,” said Kashana. “Are we just supposed to wait here all day?” The Savarians still appeared to be moving in soldiers, digging trenches, and preparing for the battle.

“I guess so,” said Magnus. A long moment passed. Kashana lowered her head and looked down the barrel of her mounted gun.

“That’s stupid,” she said.

“Kashana,” said Magnus, certain she wouldn’t really do it, but somehow just as sure she would. She moved her finger to the trigger. “Kashana,” Magnus repeated, stepping toward her. But it was too late.

BANG, BANG, BANG.

“Kashana!” shouted Magnus. Soldiers all around turned to them, eyes bulging.

“Oops,” she said, sarcastically shrugging her shoulders, unapologetic for her incitation.

Magnus took out his binoculars and watched Savarian soldiers reacting to the attack. It seemed she’d hit one of them and he was dying. Magnus scanned the rest of the enemy line. There was movement among the T-44s—the vehicles were crewing up.

“Why’d you do that!?” cried Magnus.

“If we left it to the bureaucrats it’d never get done.”

“This isn’t a joke!” said Magnus.

“I didn’t like the strategy,” said Kashana. “This works better.”

A sudden rumbling rolled across the desert as thousands of T-44s revved their engines and locked their colossal double-barrel cannons on Valum Kal’s keep.

Kashana gulped. “Maybe you were right,” she said.

Then, the enemy opened fire.

Projectiles crashed into and around the giant sandstone formation, pounding Allied forces and launching soldiers through the air.

The Alliance responded by unleashing a lead hurricane, ripping through Savarian soldiers, trenches, and smaller tanks while the larger turrets and rail guns along the wall focused their ire on the T-44s.

Magnus and Kashana focused intently on their mounted weapons and rained hell onto Valum Kal’s attackers. Until Magnus felt a tap on the shoulder.

“Are you M?” asked a commander of a unit of Desert Leopards, covered head to toe in desert camouflage. Magnus recoiled for a moment but quickly realized Asharru probably didn’t give the team he’d be fighting with his real name.

“Yes, yes I am,” said Magnus.

“Are you K?” the commander asked Kashana, tapping her on the shoulder.

“Uhh,” she said, pulling away from her machinegun. “Yup!”

“Let’s go,” said the hurried commander, spinning off and bolting through an archway leading to the interior of the keep.

“C’mon Kashana,” said Magnus, gently tugging her arm.

“Hold on, hold on,” she said, firing a few more rounds.

“C’mon!” said Magnus, and the two chased after the commander.

The commander led them to an elevator, then out to an HJ-X: a versatile jet which could zip in and out of conflicts and provide cover fire or deploy troops. There were eight HJ-Xs in total for their team of roughly sixty Spec Ops soldiers. “You two ride with me,” the commander ordered. He reminded Magnus of Andor—unflappable under pressure.

“Follow my lead,” the commander said once they were aboard. Magnus and Kashana buckled themselves in over the deafening sounds of the craft’s spinning blades. “The S-4s are the only thing that can take out large chunks of the base. It takes time to prepare them for firing, but they’ll start soon. Each team goes after three S-4s, then returns to base. We’ll take five through eight. We land, we kill whatever’s defending it, we blow it up with explosives, we get back in the HJ-Xs, we move on. Understood?” asked the commander. Kashana and Magnus both nodded.

“Four, three, four, five, eight,” Magnus whispered to himself, hoping the commander wouldn’t hear. The commander gave a signal to the pilot, and they were off.

The HJ-Xs flew at altitudes high enough to avoid most enemy fire and raced out all the way to the rear of the Savarian army, providing both Magnus and Kashana a sense of how large the attack force really was. The crafts accelerated at ridiculous rates but didn’t have the internal G-force protection of many Old World ships, so Magnus and Kashana were pressed up against the side of their seats for much of the journey. “There are the S-4s!” the commander shouted.

“Four,” whispered Magnus.

The HJ-Xs decelerated rapidly, forcing Magnus’ guts in another uncomfortable direction. Then, with haste, they cut engines and quickly dropped out of the sky at freefall velocity—quick enough to surprise the enemy. They deployed no parachutes or air resistance and waited until the very last second to get their blades spinning again.

Each aircraft landed with a thud.

The commander unbuckled his harness. “Go! Go! Go!” he shouted to his team. Magnus and Kashana touched their feet to the ground, joining the platoon of Desert Leopards who were already taking up positions. In front of them, roughly two-hundred soldiers hunkered down behind sandbags or stood in trenches, protecting the massive S-4.

The fight was on.
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Year 264
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“This is where we’ll build it,” said Asharru. “The castle of castles. A bastion of strength unrivaled by any.” In the depths of the uninhabitable Volerian desert, sand and gravel stretching endlessly in all directions, the location for the primary military fortress of a new Samsaran army had been chosen: Valum Kal.

“Here?” asked the President of Voleria. “Next to Valum Kal?”

“No,” said Asharru. “On it. Within it. Out of it.” A silent moment passed as Asharru, Sire, and Lunas shared an awkward moment with the two Presidents of the land on which Valum Kal stood.

“Are you serious?” asked the President of Optron. “Don’t you see how big this thing is?”

“Yes,” said Asharru. “Since the Collapse, much of our capacity has been lost. But we must not forget that our species once terraformed entire planets. This is well within the scope of our capabilities.”

“This is a strange idea, Asharru,” said the President of Voleria. “This rock has a long history, stretching to times long before we got to Samsara. I barely have influence over Volerians as it is. I doubt I can convince them to desecrate a thing they hold sacred.”

The five turned to the giant rock.

“Why here?” asked Lunas.

“We cannot build in the West,” said Asharru, “for most of the West is already within the Vahl Coalition’s sphere of influence. But this location is close to Savaria, Vahl’s ally in the East. From here, we can launch our assault, starting with Savaria, and then continue into the West and eventually destroy the Vahl Coalition.”

The others didn’t appear to understand. Sire flicked his eyes to the right, asking Asharru to step aside and speak alone. They walked a few feet away.

“Asharru,” whispered Sire. “Why in the middle of a desert? There’s not much strategic value to this location.”

“This war will be fought with many pawns,” said Asharru, “and our pawns pose little threat to our enemy’s king, but to erode his defenses. And we will need our bishops and knights as well. But Valum Kal is our protector, our rook.”

“Please,” insisted Sire. “For once man, no more analogies. Why do we need to go so big with this castle?”

“Because we mustn’t think in terms of decades,” said Asharru. “We need a fortress that will outlast centuries, one that will survive the end of lost wars, that we can use in wars yet to come, if need be. The war for the Tritons is soon to commence, but if we don’t win, and our true enemy still remains, centuries forward we must try again.”
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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Standing over one-hundred feet tall, resting on six wheels each nearly the machine’s own height, the S-4 was a monster. On top, an enormous cannon stretched into the sky, aimed at Valum Kal, while a row of mounted machineguns on each of its four sides pointed downwards at anything below.

“Down!” shouted the commander, pulling both Magnus and Kashana by their shirts as the entire Desert Leopard team dropped to the floor. From behind them, the eight HJ-Xs unleashed a hailstorm of bullets upon the Savarian soldiers, then quickly ascended to an altitude unreachable by the enemy’s anti-air weapons. “Go, go!” the commander shouted to his men as the group pressed forward toward the S-4, quickly picking off the gunners on top of the S-4 and the soldiers in the way. Magnus and Kashana followed.

The remaining Savarian soldiers fired back, killing six Desert Leopards. Magnus and Kashana stayed close together to divert incoming fire. The other team members quickly noticed. “M, K,” the commander shouted over a burst of gunfire. “You guys are Deltas?”

“Yes sir!” Magnus shouted back.

“Out front!” said the commander. Following Magnus and Kashana’s lead, the team ran to the S-4 and stood tightly along its side, where the gunners on top didn’t have an angle. The commander signaled the team to head toward the rear of the S-4.

At the rear, a thick garage-type door prevented the team’s entry into the machine. Two of the team members hitched small explosives to it, and they all stepped back. A moment later, the charges exploded, knocking the door off its track and leaving an opening for the team to enter. Magnus looked to his right at one of the younger soldiers, who seemed to be staring at him. But as soon as Magnus’s eyes met his, the soldier quickly turned away and ran into the machine. Magnus followed.

The air was cold inside the gigantic war machine. Two enemy units approached from a clean, white antechamber, pistols drawn, but were quickly picked off. “Move, move!” shouted the commander, knowing that more Savarian soldiers were certainly on the way. The team dispersed throughout the machine, clearly familiar with the interior layout—Savarian databases were famously easy to hack. Gunfire echoed throughout, but after about thirty seconds, the charges had been laid, and the team rendezvoused right inside the S-4 entrance.

“M, K,” said the commander. “Lead us back to the extraction point, same place we were dropped. Leopards, stay behind them. Let’s move!” At that, Magnus and Kashana led the way, racing toward the body-strewn patch of desert where they had landed just before.

From behind them, the charges detonated, turning the S-4 into a superheated block of inoperable scrap metal.

The HJ-Xs dropped from the sky and their gunners mowed down the pursuing Savarians. The assault team quickly jumped on board and the HJ-Xs shot up into the sky, safe from enemy fire. Moments later they were off to the next target.

“M, K,” started the commander. “You didn’t tell me you were Deltas.” Magnus and Kashana shared an awkward gaze.

“Um,” started Magnus, “isn’t that kind of thing a secret?”

“There are no secrets today,” said the commander. “The process we just went through is the same for the rest of the S-4s. From now on, you two will be in the lead. I don’t want to lose anyone else. Clear?”

“Clear,” said Kashana.

“Four, two,” said Magnus. The commander scrunched his eyebrows and stared back, perplexed. “Yes, clear,” said Magnus.

Moments later, they approached the next S-4. The HJ-Xs descended, eliminating most of the nearby ground forces with their mounted chain guns. The assault team entered and planted the charges. The S-4 was subdued. The team returned to the HJ-Xs and took off. No Allied casualties.

Flawless execution.

While they soared across the skyline between S-4s, Magnus noticed the same soldier staring at him from across the cabin. At first, he let it go, but after a while it was getting uncomfortable. Magnus opened his mouth to call him out, but the HJ-X began its rapid descent toward the next S-4 and the mission objective took precedent. Like a well-oiled machine, the team completed its mission in half the time as before.

They returned to the HJ-Xs and were once again airborne.

“Commander,” one of the pilots announced over the intercom. “You better come take a look at this.”

Racing toward the final S-4 target, the ride suddenly grew bumpy. Magnus and Kashana didn’t wait around to be told what was going on, crowding into the cockpit doorway behind the commander.

“They changed formations,” the pilot explained. The Savarian forces had figured out the Allied game plan. “I don’t know if we can make it through all that anti-air artillery—”

KA-BOOM!

An HJ-X flying in formation next to them suddenly disintegrated in a flash of white light.

“I thought they couldn’t fire this high!” said Magnus.

“They’ve brought in their A-20s—eagle hunters!” said the commander. “We need to land!”

“Twenty,” said Magnus.

KA-BOOM!

A second HJ-X exploded.

KA-BOOM!

Then a third.

All kinds of alarms rang out across the cockpit.

“Get us on the ground!” the commander ordered.

“Commander?” the pilot responded, terrified.

“Get us on the ground before they blow us out of the sky! We have a mission!”

The HJ-X immediately arced into a dive before Magnus and Kashana could strap themselves back in. The air screamed all around them as the craft, buffeted by near-miss explosions, aimed for a landing spot close to the S-4.

They landed. “Move, move, move!” the commander ordered, before the five remaining HJ-Xs could even touch down.

Leading the charge, Magnus and Kashana pressed forward, but the fire power raining down on them was far more formidable than in the previous assaults.

“Magnus!” shouted Kashana, noticing some of the Leopards behind them getting hit. “I can’t divert this much fire.”

“Commander!” shouted Magnus. “We can’t handle this volume!”

Just as the commander opened his mouth as if to speak, a bullet ran right through his skull, killing him instantly. Magnus jumped to the side.

“What do we do?” shouted Kashana.

“Who’s second in command?” Magnus yelled behind him.

“He was in the downed HJ-X!” one of the Leopards shouted forward.

“Third?” asked Magnus.

“It’s just us!” the Leopard replied.

Magnus swallowed hard. Only Kashana and about twenty Desert Leopards were left. “Alright,” Magnus shouted behind him, taking command. “Move!” With about fifty yards to go, Magnus led a wicked sprint to the S-4, picking off the gunners atop the machine as he ran. When they arrived, he and the group huddled at the S-4’s rear. “Who has contact with the pilots?” asked Magnus.

“I do, sir,” said the Leopard who’d been staring at Magnus.

“Alright,” said Magnus. “We stick to the plan. Enter, drop the charges, get to our rides, and get out of here. Got it?” The others shook their heads yes. “Okay, move.”

The twenty or so remaining Leopards filtered through the machine, placed their charges, and reconvened at the entrance. “Notify the pilots,” said Magnus. “There’s still a hundred or so Savarians out there. We’re gonna make a run for it. Stay close to me and Kashana. We’ll try diverting incoming fire as best we can, but we can’t catch everything.” Magnus poked his head out the gap in the garage-door entrance. “Move,” he said, darting out into the desert. The others followed.

They were met with gunfire from all angles, instantly killing five Leopards. “There!” shouted Kashana, pointing to the descending HJ-Xs. As they sprinted, more were picked off until the HJ-Xs were low enough to provide cover fire, allaying the tension among the Leopards. But then—

BOOM, BOOM, BOOM—three HJ-Xs were hit with rockets.

BOOM—one more, until finally—

BOOM.

All remaining HJ-Xs had been destroyed. There was no way out.

“Oh shoot,” said Kashana, doing her best to divert incoming fire. “What do we do?” she shouted to Magnus.

“I…” stuttered Magnus, “I don’t know.” He’d never been in command of a unit before, but the moment requested that he take action. He tried to take stock and come up with a plan. “There!” he shouted, pointing to one of the downed HJ-Xs. It was the only cover. The team sprinted in its direction.

By the time they got there, only nine Leopards remained. They each took cover in the debris of the HJ-X. Rounds pinged off the metal hull. “What’s the plan?” Kashana asked Magnus, lying next to him behind a shard of metal, her weapon aimed at a group of soldiers near the S-4. Then BOOM! the charges blew, subduing the S-4 and providing a break from enemy fire. “We’re not gonna last much longer.”

The standoff continued—the Leopards and Savarians exchanging gunfire in short bursts. Magnus noticed the same Leopard that kept looking at him in that curious way clutching his stomach, blood oozing through his fingers. Magnus crawled over and tried applying pressure on the wound.

“I know who you are,” said the soldier, blood escaping from his mouth as he spoke. Magnus’ eyes widened. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.” A moment passed, and Magnus moved his gaze from the soldier’s wound to his eyes.

“You’re my hero man,” said the soldier. “I used to watch your videos. You’re the reason I joined the army, and why I tried out for the Desert Leopards. I wanted to be a Delta like you.” Magnus looked back to the wound and continued applying pressure, but it was clear the young man was going to die.

“Forget about me man,” said the soldier, dropping the flavor his training had instilled in him, acting like the person he was underneath it. “You’ve got this, Magnus. You guys are gonna do it. I don’t know how. I don’t even know what. But you guys are gonna do something big,” he said, smiling, before he took his final breath.

“Magnus!” Kashana shouted. “They’re still coming!”

“How many?”

“Why don’t you walk out there and ask, numbers boy?”

Magnus crawled back over to her position, realizing only four Leopards were still alive. He poked his head above the metal debris. The situation was grim: at least four dozen soldiers protected by sandbags and trenches, dug in, ready to strike. And more on the way. Kashana was right, they couldn’t take them alone. There really was not a way out of this.

But fate hummed a different tune.

Far above, an object shimmered as it descended. A small craft. It wasn’t Vimana or an HJ-X, yet somehow it descended faster than freefall speeds, as if propelled downwards. And when it was just two hundred feet above the desert floor, it instantly stopped and hovered in place. This was no craft built by modern humans.

This was space technology.

And out of it emerged something even more advanced. An ally. A friend. A humanoid creature. It jumped from the craft and landed in runner’s position right in front of Magnus and Kashana, facing the enemy, without a hint of strain or injury from the fall. She turned and faced Magnus and Kashana. “Please stand back,” she calmly instructed. “I will handle this.”

It was Lunas, coming to protect Asharru’s knights. But Lunas was no knight.

The queen had arrived.

She turned back to the enemy and stepped forward.

The enemy ceased its fire and Lunas stood still. The Savarians exchanged looks. “What the hell is that thing?” Magnus heard a soldier shout to another. Then, a strange pulsing sound billowed over the desert, like an accelerating electric engine. The pulsing grew louder, and louder. Daunted by the sound, the Savarians aimed their weapons at Lunas. She raised her left palm toward them—and then they opened fire.

A barrage of bullets erupted in her direction—the cacophony almost as deadly as the munitions themselves. But Lunas stood still, her left palm open. In front of it, the incoming bullets collected, effortlessly drawn in by the super-magnet in her hand. After what felt like an eternity of firing, the Savarians stopped, realizing their bullets were futile. And then, in only an instant, the bullets left her hand, whizzing back into the crowd of soldiers with as much speed as they came, killing many of them.

She sauntered forward toward the enemy. Some of them fired, but Lunas’ magnets bent the path of the bullets straight into the ground next to her feet. She lifted both arms and made a sweeping motion from left to right, and following her motion, communications equipment, troop transports, dune buggies, and anything else ferrous in the area flew over the land as if struck by an incredible gust of wind, slamming into the enemy positions.

But Lunas wasn’t finished. She stretched her hands out wide and took control of scattered pieces of shrapnel. With precision, she launched them into the remaining enemies. From a distance, a tank fired in her direction. She stopped the projectile midair, but the tank raced forward. Lunas aimed her open palm in its direction, then closed her fist and imploded the tank.

Only a single enemy soldier remained. Most would have run, but this Savarian soldier seemed to figure out Lunas could control metal objects. He quickly stripped himself of his belt and all metal gear and charged in her direction, but she simply raised her right hand toward him and threw him against a destroyed vehicle, with force strong enough to kill him instantly, revealing an ability she had developed that seemed, for a mechanical creature like her, impossible—the metaphysical arts.

She turned back to Magnus and Kashana. “Okay,” she said. “We are clear.” Her transport descended. Magnus and Kashana emerged from behind the shattered HJ-X, disbelieving what they had just seen.

“How did you do that?” asked Magnus.

The transport’s landing gear touched down and the three walked over to it. Lunas’ eyes widened as she surveyed the seemingly empty swath of desert behind the Savarian army. “We need to go,” she said. “Now.”

Magnus and Kashana picked up their pace, hustling toward the transport. But static electricity began crawling across the ship and lights flashed erratically. Lunas ran over. “The ship,” she said. “It’s short circuiting.”

“How?” asked Kashana.

“Them,” said Lunas, pointing to the fourteen figures ominously walking in their direction: Alphas.

Magnus looked back toward Valum Kal. He could make out the frame of the castle and the explosions bursting in the air against the slowly darkening sky. Then he turned back to face the Alphas.

They strode forward deliberately and with confidence. Their long, mellifluous robes dragged on the desert sand and covered their feet, creating the illusion that their bodies were gliding over the ground. Besides the shrill tip of their spears, the silent gray of their robes hid their weapons. Their large, swathing hoods darkened their expressionless faces. Poised. Focused. They executed every subtle movement with potent and unadulterated intention, whispering of Nihili’s influence.

“Stay behind me,” said Lunas, raising her hand to keep back Magnus and Kashana, facing the Alphas, now only about eighty or so feet away. She stepped forward.

“We can help you,” said Kashana.

“No!” replied Lunas, her voice for the first time revealing a touch of darkness. The two waited as Lunas walked toward the Alphas, and they toward her.

About twenty feet apart, they stopped and faced each other. “You have no business here,” said Lunas. “Go back to the West.”

“We’re not here for your war,” said one of the Alphas, flicking his eyes to Kashana. Lunas turned back to her, and she and Kashana met eyes. Lunas faced them again.

“No,” said Lunas. “Not a chance.”

A few silent moments passed. Magnus could barely make out the faces of the Alphas through the draping hoods swallowing them in darkness. They were taller than Magnus had imagined, and much calmer.

But then, in an eerie, simultaneous motion, the Alphas gently dropped their hoods and pointed their spears at Lunas. She didn’t waver. Magnus and Kashana stepped forward. “You’re not doing this alone,” said Kashana.

Lunas didn’t answer.

Lunas pounced into the air at the line of Alphas, landing in its center. The Alpha she landed nearest to stepped back and swiped her with his spear, as did those on her left and right. Lunas blocked two swipes with her forearms but was slammed in the stomach by the third. Magnus and Kashana both drew their swords from the sheaths across their backs and lunged forward, taking on two Alphas each, while Lunas took on ten.

Magnus didn’t have a chance to make any offensive strikes and solely concentrated on defending himself against the Alphas’ spears. Kashana was in no better position than Magnus. She parried most of their spear swipes but took a few forceful kicks to the hips which sent her to the ground. She pulled herself up, avoided another blow, and kept fighting.

Lunas held her own, delivering blow after blow. But the unblocked spear swipes were wearing her down. She was far, far more powerful than each individual Alpha, but the ten of them together was too vicious a foe for almost any creature to endure.

Meanwhile, Kashana desperately tried to lunge at one of her attackers and get in a swipe of her katana but, from ten feet away, another Alphas used his expertise in the metaphysical arts to throw her backwards, smashing her into the gritty desert floor beneath her feet. She got up and tried again. And again. But each time she took a breath, she met the same result.

As a streak of frenzied anger ran down her spine. She backflipped out of the circle and attempted to strike one of the Alphas from behind. But as she moved through the air, the Alpha effortlessly pivoted 180 degrees and struck her before her feet touched the sand. She flew back, crashing to the ground again.

Magnus watched her try to get back up and tried to make his way over to her, but when he felt a jolt against his back, he collapsed to his knees. The direction of this fight was clear. They were going to lose.

Before long, the fight was over. Kashana was disarmed, gasping for air, lying across the searing desert sand and gravel. An Alpha held a spear to her throat. A second Alpha stood over her, glaring down. Three of the other Alphas tossed a completely enervated Lunas right next to Kashana, holding her down with the blunt ends of their spears and the metaphysical arts. They then threw Magnus down next to them both.

The Alphas formed two circles around them. The inner circle was to keep them on the ground, while the second was composed of only four Alphas.

“Well, Magnus,” said one of the outer Alphas as he paced around the inner circle. He looked more reptilian than the average Sandos and he had a scar running from his forehead to his chin and his voice was calm and self-assured. “I’m sure you’ll be surprised that we are not here for you.” Another Alpha raised the razor-sharp tip of his spear to Kashana’s neck. She felt the cold sting of the unyielding steel pressed firmly against her throat. A trickle of blood ran down her neck and onto the sand. Another Alpha pulled her chin as high as he could, exposing her naked flesh. “Nihili asked for Kashana, dead or alive. He prefers the latter. We Alphas have a propensity for the former.”

Lunas jerked and tried to spring up but two of the Alphas smashed her back down. Magnus searched for calm. He knew what had to happen next. He let his sensory experience fall to the back of his consciousness, on hold as he delved deep into his mind. Once he was inside, nothing on the outside could bring him back.

“Relax Magnus. You’re in control,” he told himself. His conscious mind explored his repressed subconscious as though navigating a maze. “Find me Erebus, find me.” Magnus’ eyes closed and everything went dark. And then… he was somewhere else, within his own mind, like a lucid dream had taken him.

He was walking through a dense jungle. Strange, vibrant plants that he’d never seen before surrounded him on all sides. The edges of his vision blurred, and the sounds were muffled. The whole place felt foreign. He was scared. He felt the presence of another being. “Magnus,” whispered a voice.

“Who’s there?” asked Magnus, shooting his eyes in all directions.

“You know who this is.” The cunning voice sent shivers across his brain. “You just called for me. You were the one that put me here.”

“I put you here because you can’t be trusted,” said Magnus. It was all coming back to him. Magnus remembered this place. It was where he left Erebus to rest, hidden within the impenetrable jungles deep in his mind, a manifestation of the prison of his own subconscious.

“No, Magnus. You put me here because you don’t know how to handle me. You aren’t strong enough for my power. You’ll break. You’ll rupture.” Magnus continued trudging through the gloomy jungle, darkened by the heavy canopy above.

“Where are you, Erebus?” said Magnus.

Magnus heard a noise to his left, a subtle hiss. He turned to it and found a snake hanging from a tree.

“Here I am Magnus. I’ve been waiting for you,” whispered the snake. It was a large snake, easily big enough to kill a person even without its venom—a Sage snake, a calm black with flowing tan spots down its back. It appeared relaxed, initiating eye contact.

“How do I know I can trust you?” asked Magnus.

“Trust me?” The snake spoke softly and slowly. “Your words have no logic. I am you. What I do is what you do. You don’t need to trust me. You need to become me.”

“I can’t do this now,” asserted Magnus. “I’ll listen to your lectures later, but right now I need you.”

“Oh Magnus, you only look for me when there’s something that you need.”

Magnus told himself not to get sucked in. He had to keep reminding himself it couldn’t be trusted. “Are you going to help me or not?” asked Magnus.

“Of course, I will help,” said Erebus. Magnus began to release himself from his inner mind’s grip on his consciousness. “I am part of you. I want you to be free. Become yourself. Become me.” Magnus let Erebus have the final word and then emerged from his strange mental state.

“Magnus!” screamed Kashana. Magnus regained his vision and hearing. “Now’s not the time!”

Magnus turned to Kashana. His face was placid, completely at peace, like the whole universe was resting and there was no more struggle. “It’s okay Kashana. It’s going to be okay,” he said calmly.

As another Alpha slowly moved the tip of his spear toward an artery in Kashana’s neck, Magnus felt what he’d been waiting for churning inside of him. It came fast and it came strong. “Wait,” he said to the Alpha, his eyes serene, voice godlike and commanding. The Alpha paused, probably out of curiosity.

Magnus’ eyes closed. Something shifted within him. It felt like, after years of dormancy, he was simply turned on. It was euphoric. It was wild and frenzied but calm and controlled. It was omnipotent and boundless but focused and restrained. It was ecstasy. It was Erebus.

Magnus’ eyes slowly opened again, but his pupils turned upward and only the whites were showing. Then, with an unbroken and petrifying gaze, his pupils moved back down and met those of the Alpha that he told to wait, the one with the spear to Kashana’s bare neck. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” asked Magnus.

A few moments passed. The Alphas could see that something had changed in Magnus. There was a heaviness in the air, as if the weight of the fight had violently shifted and was now pressing down on the Alphas. They sensed that a new power was present, seeping out from Magnus’ pores and forcing its way into their own, filtering through their veins and rendering them weak and weedy. There was something evil in him, and it was terrifying, even to the Alphas.

Then, suddenly, Magnus shot onto his feet and his clenched fists sprang up into the air above his head, releasing a brilliant, powerful pulse of energy from his body. Both perimeters of Alphas soared into the air and flew at least twenty feet away in various directions, creating a windstorm of sand and dirt. Kashana and Lunas were left untouched and could only watch as the violence ensued.

Magnus calmly walked over to one of the Alphas who was struggling to grab his weapon and get to his feet. But before the Alpha could rise, Magnus stretched his hand out toward him and shook his head no. The Alpha trembled, vibrated—SHOOK. And then simply exploded, as though a bomb had detonated in his stomach. Flesh, blood, and bone splattered in all directions, all over Magnus’ face and uniform.

He turned around and stared down another Alpha. The Alpha, weapon firmly in hand, lunged at Magnus only to be smashed down against the punishing desert floor.

The other Alphas sprinted at Magnus, but as they ran, Magnus pushed out his hands as if pushing aside a massive weight, and the Alphas went flying backwards. When they rose again, they each took a few steps back. One of the Alphas opened his robe and pressed a button on his belt. Only moments later, two black transports dropped from the sky, opened doors for the Alphas to board them, then quickly zooped back up to altitudes so high they couldn’t be seen from the ground, allowing the Alphas to flee what would have otherwise been their imminent demise.

And just like that, they were gone.

Kashana had seen Magnus wield this degree of power before, but only rarely without terrifying consequences. She struggled up onto her knees, her eyes showing mixed emotions. But Magnus seemed sedated when he approached her. His face was devoid of feeling.

Tenderly, he extended his arm to her and flattened his palm around her neck. “What are you doing?” she said, her voice trembling.

“Magnus,” Lunas calmly said. “Remember who you are.”

Magnus’ grip on Kashana’s neck appeared to remain affectionate for a few moments, but then it gradually tightened. She tried not to react, but eventually she couldn’t breathe. Magnus then lifted her into the air and held her out in front of him, examining her face as though he’d never seen it before. His head tilted to the side in bewilderment. Only the whites of his eyes were visible again—Magnus wasn’t behind them.

“Magnus, please,” said Kashana, starting to choke.

Kashana raised her hands to her throat, trying to pry off his fingers. Magnus tilted his head again. Lunas stood up and thought over her options as she watched in despair. It almost looked like Magnus was trying to remember who she was. “Magnus,” Kashana managed to say in between gasps.

A second later, Magnus’ head abruptly jerked backwards and his grip on Kashana’s neck loosened. The pupils of his eyes rolled down from the top of their sockets back to the front. His other hand unclenched. He released her. She fell to the floor wheezing for air.

It was Magnus again.

Once Kashana caught her breath, she looked up at Magnus, still standing over her. They stared at one another for a while. Magnus had little memory of what had just happened. His heart pounded, his mind fearing what he might have done. He waited for Kashana to speak first. “Well good morning,” she joked, rubbing her neck.

“What did I do?” asked Magnus, quivering with anxiety.

“You killed an Alpha, Magnus,” she said, getting to her feet.

“Me?”

“You made him explode or something. Like… pshew!” she said, miming an explosion by bursting open a clenched fist.

“I don’t remember,” he said. “Only the very end. It’s like, a bunch of blurry images. Did I hurt you?”

“Not too bad. You may be a real febbe sometimes, but you did what you had to,” she said, using Old World slang.

“What was that?” asked Lunas, trying to rewire a circuit in her arm.

“What was what?” asked Magnus.

“What you just did,” she said.

“I just… had to become myself,” he said, using the language of Erebus.

“He does this sometimes,” Kashana lightly interjected.

“Well, we’ll have to discuss this with Asharru,” said Lunas. “For now, we must return to Valum Kal. At this point we have likely won the battle. Darkness will soon descend, and we need to plan our next steps.”

“Have you ever seen anyone do that before?” Kashana asked Lunas.

“Yes,” she said. “There were once many powerful Deltas. Some could do things like this, but probably not to an Alpha.”

“What happened to them?” asked Kashana, “these Deltas.”

“The Triton Wars,” said Lunas, casting her eyes away. “We lost. Now only Sire and Asharru remain.”
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Year 424

[image: Image]

By Year 424, more than a century of war had ravaged the planet—the Triton Wars.

“Thirty seconds!” shouted one of the newsroom technicians.

“Big news tonight,” the makeup artist said to the famed primetime anchor as she touched up his cheeks. Technicians hustled back and forth, camera operators scurried to their positions, sound engineers checked the mics—as usual, the newsroom was bustling.

“It’s always big news,” the anchor joked back.

“And five, four, three!” the news director counted down, then mimed the rest of the way to zero.

A silent moment passed. Then the jingle. The red light turned on—they were live.

“Good evening Samsara,” began the anchor, reading the teleprompter. “Thank you for joining us on the Report. We have quite a show for you tonight, and some breaking news here at the top of the hour.”

The hurried newsroom settled. Blank but focused expressions all pointed in the anchor’s direction.

“Yesterday on the Report we broke the news that the GLI has finally surrendered and accepted the two-hundred-year ban on forming alliances. But today we have learned why. Just in, our sources confirm that the GLI’s surrender comes after learning that the Tritons—”

He abruptly stopped short, as if the air he breathed got stuck in his throat. Eyes bulged as the others in the newsroom waited for the words to emerge from his ashen lips.

“The Tritons,” he continued, “have been declared extinct. The last known Triton was found and eliminated early this week. The Vahl Coalition’s mission to protect the world from Triton influence has been successful, and the GLI has therefore accepted defeat, finally ending the Triton Wars.”

The anchor paused once more. More than a century of war had devastated the nations of Samsara. Economies had been destroyed, infrastructure had been ravaged, and technology that was once ubiquitous had become impractical. But now, order had been restored—an era had ended.

And an era of order was born.
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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At the departure of the Alphas, Magnus, Kashana, and Lunas made their way back to Valum Kal and reconvened with the others. The castle had taken substantial damage, and the armies of the Eastern Alliance suffered significant losses. But the battle had a clear victor: The Eastern Alliance.

“Tonight, you must rest,” started Lunas, gathered with the others in a control room built deep into the stone of Valum Kal. “The Savarians are on the run. Tomorrow we will bring the fight to them and push northwest into Voleria.”

“Are we invading Savaria?” asked Kashana.

“No,” said Lunas. “But we need to capitalize on our momentum. We’ll push the Savarians all the way to the Menecian Line.”

Before Menecia was subsumed by the Savarians, the Menecian Line marked what was once a long segment of Menecia’s easternmost border.

“Was this part of the plan?” asked Magnus.

“Strong plans are not linear,” Asharru jumped in. “They bend with the movements of the enemy but never lose sight of their destination.”

“Is this a bending or a breaking?” asked Kashana.

“Advancing was always an option,” answered Lunas. “But now it’s the best option. This is a bending.”

Lunas went on to debrief the others on the next day’s events. The Eastern Alliance would push northwest, eliminating all Savarian military units in its path, clearing Voleria of all Savarian forces and returning the land to the Volerian people. At the Menecian Line, the Eastern Alliance would decide whether to hold the line or to push forward into Savarian territory.

At the close of the conversation, the group dispersed to various barracks throughout the castle. Magnus, Kashana, Helix, and Naruni found places to shower, then made their way to a Senecian barracks where’d they’d find a place to sleep. Sekhmet and Hanuman joined them.

When Magnus found an open bunk, he spread his clothes and gear across the bed before collapsing onto it. “Ugh,” he let out. “So tired.” It was starting to get dark, and in only minutes it would be lights out.

“I’ve got top bunk!” exclaimed Helix, throwing his stuff onto the bed above Magnus and hopping in.

“Why do you want the top bunk?” asked Kashana.

“It’s cool!” Helix shouted down.

Naruni grabbed an open bunk near Magnus and Helix’s and modestly tucked herself into the covers, bringing her gear and weapons under with her. Kashana claimed the bed next to Magnus. Sekhmet set down in the space between Magnus and Kashana’s bed and Hanuman found a spot on the floor.

The barracks housed roughly one hundred soldiers, although it seemed there were only about sixty troops inside, many of them with wandering eyes. Not only were Magnus and the others not Senecian soldiers, Kashana and Naruni were the only two females in the bunk—and the lion and gorilla weren’t exactly inconspicuous either.

“You guys okay to stay in here?” Magnus asked Kashana as she stored her gear and weapons in containers under the bed.

“Why wouldn’t we be?” she said.

“Well,” said Magnus. “It’s all guys.”

Kashana simply looked around, then said, “Um, if they don’t like it, they can leave.” Although Naruni appeared guarded, she didn’t seem too concerned either.

“Okay then,” said Magnus, getting under the covers.

Moments later, the lights went off.

As Magnus looked up at the springs of the bunk above him, he noticed Helix’s head peak over the side. “Hey Magnus,” Helix whispered.

“What’s up?”

“This is so awesome,” Helix whispered. “It’s like we’re in the army.”

“Yes, Helix,” said Magnus, turning to his side, eager to get some sleep. “Goodnight.”

Before falling asleep, Magnus took a last look at Hanuman, who slept on his side against a wall of lockers.

Magnus then turned to Naruni to make sure she was alright. She had the covers tucked around her tight and only her face exposed. He thought she appeared a bit tense, but she was okay.

He turned to Sekhmet, whose loud, rhythmic purrs told Magnus she was already sleeping. Now healed, she’d be ready to join the fight again in the morning.

Finally, he turned to Kashana, who was laying supine with her eyes closed.

Everyone was safe, so Magnus turned to his back and closed his eyes, then fell asleep.







The forcefield’s lights had faded completely and the nothingness that once was once a universe looked in. The light from the auroras above illuminated the desert floor in soft shades of purple, green, and blue. A cool breeze rolled through Valum Kal’s wind tunnels, and so she sang a calming song—a lullaby to the restless soldiers taking refuge inside.

At some point, deep in the night, Magnus’s eyes slowly opened as he sensed an unfamiliar presence in the bunk. He usually had trouble sleeping, but this was different. He sat up in bed, tiredly rubbed his eyes, and looked over at Kashana. She was undisturbed, tranquilly sleeping with her face gently pressed against a pillow and her arms tucked serenely under the white sheet blanketing them.

Magnus scanned the room for anomalies. He thought that a soldier might have awoken to relieve himself. He didn’t want to call out to see if anyone was there because he’d wake up everyone else. He decided to lie back down and shut his eyes, but the strange feeling grew and grew. It began to feel almost threatening—this benign warmth came with it, but it implied tremendous power. It grew too strong for Magnus to ignore so he sat up and scanned the room once again. He could feel it in his bones, resonating within them like deep, sonorous sound waves. But he couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

Mystified but reluctant to wake up Kashana for help, he searched for an explanation. He knew he wasn’t dreaming, so he figured his mind might be playing tricks on him. But when he went to lay back down again, he noticed a dim light in front of him in the empty row between the two lines of bunks. It was suspended there at chest level but wasn’t connected to any visible body and had no apparent external source. He squinted his eyes and scooted forward to the end of his bed, toward the light.

It was faint at first, but gradually brightened, and proportional to its brightness, the strange, ominous but amorous feeling in Magnus’ chest grew. Ruminating on what this apparition might be, he struggled to understand why it wasn’t waking up Kashana or any of the soldiers.

Slowly, Magnus raised his arm and stretched out his hand toward it. It didn’t respond, but he was too scared to actually pass his hand through it, instead waiting to see what would happen.

Moments later, he heard a whisper. A calming but powerful voice.

“Behold, our mind.”

In an instant, an overpowering beam of blinding, supernal, bright, white light burst out in all directions and completely illuminated the barracks. Penetrating his eyelids, he threw his arms in front of his face to protect his eyes from the searing rays. The barracks had become so bright that when he managed to open one eye in a slit, he couldn’t even see his arms in front of him through the whiteness. And along with the volcanic burst of light came an ineffably pure, infinitely intense, and powerfully warm and inviting feeling that emanated from both the origin of the light and from his own chest. So strong, Magnus felt as though the Big Bang was bursting into existence from inside of him, pushing on his ribcage and forcing its way out. And the moment the brightness erupted, an overwhelming but beautifully harmonious wavering of tones passed through his ears and flushed through his body. So intense and Elysian that he couldn’t hear or even think of anything else. It was as if the universe itself was a choir, and its chorus was the sound of truth, and the choir was singing. He felt the sound, stunning him in synesthesia. Images, emotions, thoughts, and memories burst into existence in his mind, all at once. They came so fast, and in such great quantity, that as hard as he tried to hold on to them as they passed, all he could make out were fleeting, eidetic sensory perceptions of formless shapes and colorful smells, tastes, and fulgent explosions.

After a few timeless moments of this beautiful, intense feeling and sudden brightness, the light began to slowly recede back to its apparent origin and the room once again became clear. Not a single soldier was perturbed. It was like Magnus was the only one who could see what was happening.

When the light fully receded back into its origin, Magnus opened his eyes fully. Apart from the strange light still floating, the room was mostly dark. He stared at the bright orb in front of him and noticed it was no longer suspended in air. The brightness of the light made it difficult to see what it was connected to, but once his eyes adjusted, he made out the silhouette of a humanoid figure. Its visage was still and its demeanor relaxed, but the details of its features were unclear.

As his eyes continued to adjust, he saw that the being stood on two legs, had two arms, and was probably somewhat translucent. It was naked and skinless but its surface was soft and homogenous, and not distinct from its insides, which were also homogenous and almost resembled a greenish cytoplasm. The light clearly came from its chest, but it also appeared to radiate from the whole of its structure. It wasn’t a directed light, but more like a tranquil, white glow. Magnus thought over the obvious first questions that came to him. “How did this thing get in here? Where did it come from? What kind of creature is this? What does it want?” But he didn’t feel the need to speak. Whatever it was, it didn’t appear to be a threat.

“Greetings,” came a voice.

Magnus could see enough of the creature’s face to see that its mouth never moved, and there was no direction from which the voice came. He wanted to answer but didn’t want to wake the others in the bunk. “They cannot hear you,” spoke the creature. Its voice was powerful but soft. It was low but high. It was fatherly but motherly. It was beautiful but terrifying. It was full of different tones and volumes and was completely overflowing with might.

“Greetings,” replied Magnus. He quickly moved his eyes to Kashana, knowing that if she could hear him, she would wake up. She didn’t move, and Magnus refocused his attention on the being. “What are you?” asked Magnus.

No answer. The creature wanted Magnus to come to discover the truth for himself. And in only a moment, Magnus’ entire world changed. His thoughts were exonerated, and his doubts relinquished. In this moment, he knew there was something great at work, and that no creature was ever truly alone.

“You’re a Triton,” said Magnus. There was a pause. “The Tritons are extinct.”

“The end is fond of our kind,” it spoke, sullenly, wistfully. “But there are many hiding places on this rock.” There was another pause while Magnus tried to rationalize what it was saying, understanding the great value in each of its few words. “I have come to deliver to you a message, Magnus, like I once delivered to your mother, years ago. The message I carry to you, however, is of a different nature: a warning I bring you on this cool, quiet night.”

So many thoughts raced through Magnus’ head, but he tried to stay focused. “A warning?” asked Magnus. The Triton’s light dimmed and the depth of its eyes came into view. They were noetic and godlike, like two entire galaxies resting within its face. They shone outward with an understanding of the universe contained within them that no mortal onlooker could comprehend. They fixed directly on him, piercing his essence and feeling around his brain, wrapping the Triton’s omniscient understanding around his feeble mind. Its expression was sad and despondent, weary, and full of fear.

“There is a great evil among us, and a new war is coming. A war of all wars. The final war.” There was a short pause. Magnus took a breath. “Life will soon fall within the grip of an otherworldly suffering. There lives a power that will soon reveal itself, and it must, at all costs, be stopped. Nothing here is more important. This world, and infinite others, depend on it.”

“Infinite,” Magnus whispered to himself, trying to understand. “Will… will we win?” he asked. The Triton stared back wearily.

“Thought of in a simple way, the universe is a song, and its composers played instruments to create it. Each instrument had its own distinct sound, and each composer had its own unique role in producing harmony in the music. But even the composers of this great song cannot predict the ending, for one of their instruments and its master has gone awry. Only the Creator of the composers themselves has an answer to your question. All we can do is listen to the music, and when it calls for us, dance.”

Magnus looked down at the white sheets around his legs and drew in a deep, revivifying breath. Just as he was about to start asking more questions, the Triton began to speak. “There is no more for me here, now. Goodbye my dear Magnus. My love for you I cannot explain, and I feel pain in delivering you such foreboding news as this. In all things, Magnus, I ask of you this: do what is commanded by your heart, for in you, there rests your greatest guide. Farewell.”

“Wait!” shouted Magnus as the Triton’s glow began to fade. “May I ask you one more question?”

The Triton hesitated, gently looked down at its feet, then looked back up and answered, “Yes.” A moment passed as Magnus tried to think of the best question to ask in this rare opportunity.

“What is your name?” he asked. Of all the questions Magnus could have asked the Triton, a being with memories from all parts of the universe stretching countless years into the past, connected to all other Tritons that live and ever had lived, able to comprehend the inner workings of the cosmos and all her magnificent truths, he asked the right one.

“My name is Ozamansai.”

Magnus nodded his head in a gesture of acknowledgment and gratitude and replied, “Greetings, Ozamansai.”

“Greetings, Magnus.”

The Triton’s light then flickered and faded into nothingness.

Magnus spent the rest of the night meditating over every detail of his encounter with the Triton. He pondered over whether it was all in his head, but pushing aside a few shadows of doubt, Magnus concluded that this had to have been real. He made the decision not to tell anyone about this interaction, and to try to put it out of his mind until he had the time and energy to examine it again. In the morning, it would be time for battle.
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Year 430
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Keto was an eastern nation not far from Drrundornavorda or the Fallen Kingdom. Its population was an amalgamation of intelligent life forms. In the Old World, its demographic structure was once a motley mishmash of travelers and refugees but had eventually consolidated into a diverse identity of its own.

It was night. Sire was alone in the dark, seated on a curb outside of a shady Ketian bar in Keto’s largest city, Koson. The street was filthy and the buildings lining its sides were covered in graffiti. The air had a stink to it, a musty miasma. The smell of garbage mixed with the smell of the alcoholic urine of humans from a collection of different countries, creating an olfactory tapestry, and not a pleasing one. Sire looked down at the cracked pavement below his feet. He was emaciated and weak, though his face was less scarred than it would soon become.

Remnants of his youth still encumbered him with hope.

“Sire,” called out Asharru, wheeling himself over. Sire turned around and saw him rolling down the sidewalk in his direction. Asharru thought he’d be surprised to see him. They hadn’t talked in quite some time. But Sire turned back to the street, unaffected, drinking Manuguan rum from the bottle. “Sire,” Asharru sternly repeated. Sire didn’t turn around. Asharru parked right behind him. “Sire,” Asharru said once more, now calmly and with empathy in his voice. “What have you been doing?”

Sire pulled his tattered, black cloak closer to cover the even more tattered clothes underneath it, as though he still had some dignity left to protect.

“It took months to find you,” said Asharru.

“Excellent work,” Sire mocked him.

“Listen,” started Asharru with a cadence of compassion. “Why have you been running away?” There was no answer. Asharru wheeled himself a bit closer. “Please, talk to me.” Still no answer.

Asharru looked down at Sire, then at his own legs. He lifted himself out of his chair and maneuvered his frail body off of it, seating himself on the curb next to his old friend. Asharru’s black cloak promptly attracted the filth of the sidewalk. This gained Sire’s attention. Asharru looked right at him, waiting patiently for Sire’s tired eyes to meet his own. “Sire,” whispered Asharru.

“What do you want?” Sire replied, turning to face Asharru’s uncompromising gaze.

“Where have you been?”

There was a pause, and Sire turned toward the street.

“I’ve been around. Moving from place to place. I don’t wanna stay anywhere. I don’t wanna see anyone.” There were a few silent moments.

“It wasn’t your fault Sire.”

“I know that,” Sire countered, facing Asharru once more. “I don’t blame myself for it. But I’m not an idiot either. It’s over. We can’t win. We did all we could, and now it’s done.”

Two thugs passed by, sizing Asharru and Sire up. Asharru stared back, his gaze deep and relentless. If he wanted to, Asharru could have smashed their skulls to the pavement without firing a neuron. The thugs picked up their pace and walked off—Asharru’s confidence was not worth investigating.

“It’s not over,” said Asharru. “Just because we don’t have the Tritons doesn’t mean we can’t still do it.”

“It’s not just the Tritons,” said Sire. “They’re all gone. Nations have fallen. The Deltas we trained are all dead. We tried everything and we lost. There’s no point in trying again. It’s a waste of time,” asserted Sire. Asharru raised his eyebrows.

“And what you’re doing is not?” said Asharru. Sire turned to Asharru again.

“We are immortals, Asharru. We have time aplenty.”

“Well while you pass your time this way, I will be thinking. Thinking about how we can do this again, planting the seeds for our next attempt. We have two hundred years until we can form another alliance of the East. Do you think the Tritons gave us genetic immortality only so we could build this place? No. We were meant to carry knowledge of the Veda into this world, and to act on it. The Tritons made our bodies strong, but it is up to us to keep out minds strong. Don’t give up yet.” Asharru then moved himself back up on his wheelchair and rested his hands on the wheels, about to roll away. “And Sire,” he began. Sire looked back to him, his face ill-fated. “You and I have time, but for Samsara time is running out. The Veda is calling us.” Then, he rolled off down the road.
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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By dawn, the army of the Eastern Alliance was on the march to the Menecian Line.

Prior to the attack on Valum Kal, the Alliance had never been truly put to the test. Aside from smaller, isolated skirmishes with Savaria over contested borders, its forces rarely had a chance to demonstrate their power on a broader scale. But on the march through Voleria to the Menecian Line, the variety of weapons, aircraft, and vehicles had revealed the dominance that the Eastern Alliance’s army commanded over the desert. As its soldiers rode in all types of vehicles and transports across the barren land, they frequently encountered enemy encampments or retreating forces, but with the momentum of their march, obliterated them with ease.

As for Asharru’s Deltas, they rode behind the vanguard of Allied forces. Joined by Senecian soldiers, Magnus, Kashana, Naruni, Indarra, Sekhmet, Hanuman, and Sire rode in a Senecian desert battle bus, a fast-moving, heavily armored, treaded bus. The others rode in a separate battle bus. Asharru and Charlemagne stayed behind in Vimana.

Khan had earlier told Naruni to stay behind as well, but Sire snuck her into the battle bus with him.

“How long till the Menecian Line?” Kashana shouted to the driver over the bus’s roaring engine, traveling at magnificent speeds through the empty desert. Each bus had two, long rows running down its sides so that the occupants inside faced each other. Kashana and Sire were seated across from one another, closest to the driver.

“About four hours if we go turbo,” said the driver, a gruff, bullish man.

“Four,” said Magnus.

“That’s not too bad,” said Kashana.

“The closest section of the Menecian border isn’t all that far from Valum Kal,” said the driver.

A few moments passed, and the driver looked into the rearview mirror—a Drrundornavordan, two humans, a little Shimean girl, a lion, a gorilla, and a cloaked guy who looked about a day away from death weren’t exactly the driver’s usual passengers. “Whatcha guys doing out here?” asked the driver.

“We’re tourists,” Sire shouted forward. “Wanna see what the Menecian Line is all about. We read about it in a magazine.” The driver got the joke and smirked.

“You guys will be in the infantry?” asked the driver.

“Yeah, right in the front,” said Kashana. The driver raised his eyebrows.

“Be careful then. It’s gonna be rough,” said the driver. He looked back in the mirror again and his eyes hit Naruni. “Seems a bit risky don’t you think? How old are you guys anyway?”

“On average?” said Sire. “I’d say about a thousand.”

“One thousand,” said Magnus.

Roughly four hours later, the battle bus came to a stop. Magnus and the others looked around. “This is it,” the driver shouted back to the passengers. “This is as far as I’m willing to take you guys.”

“Where’s the Menecian Line?” asked Kashana.

“About a mile that way,” said the driver, pointing ahead. “Battle buses don’t join the fight yet. You guys are gonna have to make it on foot.”

“Hot,” said Indarra.

“Yup, long way from Drrundornavorda,” said the driver. He flicked his eyes to Sekhmet and Hanuman. “But I’ve got a feeling you guys’ll be fine.”

The group filed out of the bus, and soon after, the other battle bus pulled up next to them. Naruni dropped her head. “You,” Khan said to Naruni as he emerged from his bus. She covered her face with her hands. “I told you to wait in Vimana.”

“I’m sorry Master,” she said.

“What do I do with you now?” said Khan.

“I can fight,” she said.

“You are no Shinoto,” said Khan.

“Ah, c’mon man,” said Sire. “Just let her hang out for a bit.”

“This is war,” said Khan, “not ‘hang-out.’”

“We need to move forward,” said Lunas. “Whoever is able, follow me. We’ll walk to the vanguard.” After a few awkward moments, Lunas began her march. The others followed. Khan lagged behind and stared at Naruni. Her childlike eyes met his.

“Go,” he begrudgingly allowed. Naruni grinned, trying to hide it, and they followed Lunas and the others to the front lines.

Alongside the ranks of soldiers that they passed through were military vehicles of all sizes and types. Tanks, some archaic, merciless, and bulky and some space-age, ornate, and agile, rolled across the desert, crushing the sand and grit beneath their tracks. Dune buggies equipped with chain guns or plasma machineguns sped up and down the gaps between groups of soldiers. Mobile defense turrets, capable of unleashing a firestorm on enemies miles away, towered over platoons of intrepid soldiers. And towering over even these defense turrets were the occasional Mobile Assault Units, or MAUs: massive ships that rested on six or more enormous tires, capable of darting across the desert, rolling over huge clusters of troops, and firing down on enemy vehicles with their plethora of turrets and auxiliary weapons.

As the group neared the Alliance’s vanguard, the Menecian Line came into view, marked by a thin layer of soot stretching for miles. Behind it, the enemy—phalanx upon phalanx of Savarian might. Staring down the front lines of the Alliance, the massive buildup of Savarian forces had demarcated what they considered their territory in a bid to protect the conquered Menecian territory from any incursion by the Eastern Alliance.

An interminable array of T-44s and other tanks were positioned along the Menecian Line, while toward the back of the army sat an array of T-88s and even more terrifying T-100s. These behemoths, similar to S-4s but designed to bombard clusters of troops and vehicles rather than structures, loomed over the battlefield like buildings in the desert. After all was said and done, the Savarian army outnumbered the Alliance by two to one. But the Alliance had more advanced weaponry and a sounder strategy and set of tactics.

The Alliance had formed a line a few hundred yards from the Savarian forces. Magnus and the others made their way to the front. The land between the two armies sat empty, and neither side seemed to want to initiate conflict. Many thousands of lives stood on each side, and after the battle at Valum Kal, neither army could afford another loss at such a scale. “What happens now?” Kashana asked Magnus.

“Don’t get any ideas,” he said.

She smirked back.

But then came the grumbling of T-44 engines. Hundreds of them, pumping power to their cannons. It was enough to alert generals of the Alliance—the T-44s could fire if they so pleased. Allied infantry tightened their grasps on their weapons, turrets charged their electric bolts, artillery calibrated their projectiles, and commanders clenched their teeth.

“Lunas,” said Andor, terse and firm, as always, requesting an update.

“Just a moment,” she said. “I’m hacking into Allied and Savarian communications.” She closed her eyes and her eyeballs shifted in her skull as if in REM sleep. “Neither side wants to engage. But I think the Savarians will fire preemptively.”

“Then shouldn’t we beat them to it?” asked Kashana.

“No,” said Lunas, her eyes curious, almost as if she heard about Kashana’s incitation the day before. “We will hold the line. We’re here to send a message that Voleria is no longer under Savarian rule. Nothing more. Not yet.” She turned to the group. “But if they do fire upon us, we attack.”

The first ten lines of soldiers in the Alliance wielded Senecian manufactured riot shields which projected a thin layer of plasma over the shield’s face that could deflect bullets on impact. The soldiers dug in their shields as they watched the cannons of the T-44s rise to 45-degree angles, preparing to launch projectiles into the sea of Allied forces.

The Menecian Line seemed to shimmer as the dust was whipped up by the wind, warding off all who wished to pass. Yet everyone knew that today, a red carpet of blood was about to be rolled across it—

The unraveling began.

Savaria fired the first shot. Its T-44s rained projectiles onto Allied forces, the most precipitation the desert had seen in centuries. The Alliance responded with its own artillery, and at the front lines, Allied forces fired into the charging Savarians, mowing them down, line after line as they clambered over their fallen comrades.

Then—swords clashed as the Savarian charge broke the Allied frontline. Asharru’s Deltas stuck closely together. A conflict of this size put each of them at peril, but by staying concentrated their odds of success were stronger. Lunas generally stayed in front of the group, protecting them from incoming fire and launching large swaths of enemy forces into the air. Sire, toward the back of the group, seemed to barely be trying, and was just enjoying himself as he toyed with incoming enemies, using both the arts and his worn-down double-edged sword. Sekhmet stayed at Magnus’ side and the others chipped away at nearby enemies, forming a large space between the two forces, a space commanded only by Asharru’s Deltas.

But the battle had only begun.
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Year 688
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Like most nights in 688, a tired, young Nihili, only sixteen, spent his time at the computer lab. But Nihili was no ordinary teenager, and this was no ordinary computer lab—this was an entire lab for one computer.

The computer and all of its components were housed across forty-six giant, underground warehouses, with the lab as the forty-seventh locale acting as the central hub with access to it all. Nihili helped design this computer himself and—at the time—he thought it would be the most important project of his life. Only one professor knew the entirety of the details of it, but his university, Nrisa, was so fascinated with Nihili, it fully funded the project, betting he’d produce something incredible.

“The script is running,” Nihili informed the professor with whom he worked.

“How far in?” asked the professor. Nihili paused. He turned to the professor, his grave countenance warning of the momentous nature of his answer.

“Present day,” said Nihili. “It appears correct. It is identical.”

As an Untraflorian, a rare species of spiderlike, hair-covered intelligent beings, the professor stood roughly five feet above the ground. His humanoid upper body crept around on eight legs and could move up and down walls and across ceilings. During the evolution of his species, the Untraflorians learned to weave messages into their webs to communicate with other Untraflorians. The species’ brain size grew with the complexity of these messages until they eventually started weaving complex mathematical equations. Once they began using artificial voiceboxes, they were able to communicate their findings with other intelligent species.

The professor quickly scuttled over to his computer station, staring through screens, trying to interpret the code. With superior mathematical capacities, he was able to decode the message far faster than most human mathematicians. But this was like trying to read in four dimensions, and no one could interpret this code as fast or as thoroughly as Nihili.

“It’s the anomaly again,” said the professor. “It survived the Great Collapse in this model as well. What is this thing?”

“I’m locked on to its signature,” said Nihili. “It’s… extra-physical, meta-true. It… it’s embedded into the code of the universe itself. It’s congruent at every temporal stage.”

Nihili’s project was ambitious to say the least. His aim was to decode the universe. In order to do so, he had to recreate an identical copy of the universe in cyberspace. The data was the stuff inside the universe, and the laws of physics were the algorithms which dictated the behavior of that stuff. Running such a code would allow one to, theoretically, step outside of time. Events at the beginning and the end of the universe would appear to exist simultaneously.

As the theory went, among events within the universe, if one had a seed, water, soil, and light, one could see four separate entities that, under the right conditions, would eventually grow to become a tree. All of this happened through time. But if one could step out of time, for every element—seed, water, soil, and light—one would see a tree, and for every tree—one would see the elements of seed, water, soil, and light. By this logic, if one could map out the universe in cyberspace, one could navigate the digital copy to understand distant times and places, and essentially master the laws of physics themselves.

The code of the universe.

This was Nihili’s project. He intended to see the universe all at once, to know how it began, how it would end, and everything in between. But most of all, he wanted to understand the code by which the universe was written. It was possible in theory, but it would take tremendous computing power. Nihili would have to recreate the universe inside of a computer system, a matrix: an identical, digital copy. The laws of physics he would have to use in his simulation would need to be perfect for the copy to be completely identical. But with enough iterations in his computer, he could discern this exact set of laws of physics which worked to recreate a digital copy of the universe. Of course, he wouldn’t be able to see the objects inside this digital copy of the universe or experience it in any physical way. He’d be looking only at numbers and figures on screens. But once he had the book, he could spend the rest of his life learning how to read it.

This was a daunting task indeed, but Nihili was persistent. In the preceding two years, he had built a computer system with enough processing power to run such a script. Now, after a number of failed attempts, the script ran, perfectly. It was an exact representation of his universe. Everything was the same, from every movement of every star to the unique and complex crash of each and every wave against the shore. It was an identical copy in cyberspace.

All represented by numeric codes on a series of screens.

Nihili could interpret them well—better than his professor. But they could only understand it piece by piece. The universe, beginning to end, was displayed before them, and they had to navigate through time and space using only code.

“What is the function of this anomaly?” asked the professor.

“I’m not sure,” said Nihili, perplexed, as he navigated through the numbers and symbols across a wall of monitors. “It’s not like any other region of code.”

“It doesn’t change through time,” noted the professor. “Could it be a regulatory code that we haven’t considered? A law of physics?”

“Not possible. This was written into the code, somehow, underneath the laws of physics. But it’s… I don’t understand it. It doesn’t have any effect on matter. It’s just there, as if it has no function but to be read.” Nihili and his professor looked deep into the screen. They had become so skilled at this, working night after night, that they could almost feel the numbers talking to them, revealing the secrets of their world.

“What does it mean, Nihili?” asked the professor, standing over young Nihili, impatient but remaining polite, as was the nature of Untraflorians.

Nihili remained earnestly fixed on the code as if he was in some sort of disconnected state, almost unwilling or unable to accept what his brain was telling him he was reading.

“It’s… it’s a message. Written into the very fabric of the universe.”

“A message to the universe?” asked the professor.

“No,” said Nihili. “A message in the universe.”

Nihili paused as both he and the professor took a moment to swallow the significance of their discovery. “It’s as though it was written so that someone would find it,” said Nihili. “They’re communicating with us—the Creators.”

“The Elosahr Naalor?” asked the professor.

“No,” said Nihili, turning to his professor. They met eyes. A heavy moment passed. “The Creators.”

They stared at the screen in awe as the postulation began to settle in. It was surreal. Unfathomable. “What does it say?” asked the professor, trembling in his words.

Nihili didn’t answer. He stared back into the screen until he was sure. And then he turned to his teacher once more.

Nihili’s eyes seemed haunted, as though he saw something that would change him forever. “I’m sorry, professor,” he said.

“Nihili, what is it?” asked the professor.

Nihili knew that it wouldn’t be long before the professor decoded the message. He couldn’t let that happen. This information had to be hidden. This was too important a task to be left to incapable hands.

“I’m sorry,” repeated Nihili. Nihili’s professor was old and timid, and he knew that Nihili was an unreported Delta of incredible strength. Nihili raised his hand to his professor. “There’s something I have to do.”

The professor took a labored breath, trying to understand what Nihili meant. And then—

A pulse left Nihili’s body and slammed into the professor, immediately exploding him about the room, blood and guts flying in all directions and covering computer screens. Nihili turned to the computer and did the same to it. No one could ever know what he had seen. Not until he was finished. Not until he had done what he now knew he had to.

Infinite worlds depended on it.
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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The Alliance pushed back against the charging Savarian forces, slowly but surely inching them back across the Menecian Line in powerful, measured, and steady blows. The strategy required patience, but it seemed to be paying off.

Until—

“Lunas!” Andor cried over the gunfire, pointing his sword to a spot in the sky over Menecia. A number of colossal, black, triangular objects portentously hovered above the Savarian army, steadily gliding toward the area of conflict.

“What are those?” asked Kashana after she had a chance to take a look.

“Transports,” said Lunas.

“Ours or Savaria’s?” asked Helix.

They were too far away to discern in detail, but they didn’t seem Savarian. They were too advanced for Savaria’s coarse, craggy style. The transports appeared to have the capacity to hold a massive number of soldiers and light vehicles, but there weren’t enough of them to sway the battle in either direction.

Magnus held his hand over his forehead, shielding his eyes from the sky’s harsh rays as he scrutinized the objects. From one of the large transports in the front of the fleet emerged ten or more smaller ships, probably able to hold five or six people each. Despite sporadic interruptions from overambitious enemy soldiers, Magnus watched these smaller transports descend and fly out in their direction.

As the smaller ships approached, Magnus identified their characteristic aerodynamic design as they shot across the sky with incredible speed. He had seen these compact, deadly pods before. They were faster than most other ships in the fleet and able to change directions instantly—space technology. Replete with a concoction of weapons that could challenge an entire air force, they looked like they came straight from the future, or from the distant past. When in motion, blue plasma effortlessly encased the surface of the rear, apparently propelling the black crafts forward. Their sleek bodies hid the ultrahigh-powered, long-range lasers that could unleash in an instant. These ships were built by the Sericans and used only by Nihili and the Alphas.

“Black Hornets!” said Magnus.

The Hornets stopped directly above, substantiating the fears that they were filled with Alphas. As they descended, the Savarian soldiers in the area receded, opening a gap in the sea of troops where the Hornets landed, and where Asharru’s Deltas remained.

When the transports finally made contact with the ground, the surrounding soldiers backed away farther. Magnus turned to the others. Andor, whose back was straight and eyes resolute, ready for whatever was coming; Helix, whose eyes slid back and forth, trying to keep up; Kashana, who turned to him with composure that suppressed an anxious panic that only Magnus could sense.

There were twelve transports in total, landing strategically around them on all sides, creating a perimeter, firing at soldiers from either army who got too close, creating a large space that the Savarian forces and Eastern Alliance both seemed to respect.

From the nearest transport, a ramp extended out and quietly touched the ground. The entry door separated down the center, and each side slid into the walls of the ship. A few, slow seconds passed before the Deltas could make out the identity of the passengers, but from the dark inside of the nearest ship emerged a tall, slim, Sandos man. Perhaps an Alpha. The figure sauntered toward them until his true identity was undeniable.

Perfectly poised, he took intentional, confident steps toward them, neatly held his hands behind his back, and, with quick, probing eyes, scanned the area and asserted his absolute dominance over it. He exuded an energy that pressed down on the chests of all present. It was almost as though every movement he made calmly pronounced, “I am here. This is all mine.”

It was Nihili.

Thoughts raced through Magnus’ mind so blisteringly fast that they became unintelligible. Nihili was fearless, unafraid to descend into the center of a warzone and stand face to face with a group of powerful Deltas. He was unequivocal and unwavering as he, alone and outnumbered, faced them head on. There was something about him that sent a chill down Magnus’ spine. Every move he made was commanding. His posture alone claimed ownership. Nihili was supreme.

Magnus’ first instinct was to strike immediately. Nihili was alone, and this was an opportunity they shouldn’t pass up. Surely the others shared this thought, and all of them together would certainly be able to take him on. In fact, the extent of Sire’s power was never clear, either. Maybe Sire could do it alone. Or perhaps Lunas.

Magnus soon realized, though, besides the likelihood that the other transports were full of Alphas, Nihili wouldn’t take a risk like this unless he was already ten steps ahead and was certain that he would remain unharmed by the exchange. In the end, Magnus’ calculations told him to defer to those of Nihili.

“Good day my friends,” spoke Nihili. He wore a tight, dark maroon suit, almost like a dress, but it wasn’t feminine. It had a subtle luster to it and must have been made of some thin, supple material. It was nearly skin-tight from the waist up and covered his arms down to his wrists, and the bottom opened at his ankles. Even though he was unarmed, his every movement was inexhaustibly imperious.

“Would someone mind explaining to me what it is that the group of you scampy scoundrels intend to accomplish here today?” Nihili politely asked.

Standing at Magnus’ side, Sekhmet growled.

After a few quiet seconds, Lunas responded, “We are here to aid the Eastern Alliance in its fight against Savaria, to protect the rights of the eastern nations of Samsara.”

Nihili’s chilling eyes moved up and down Lunas’s body with the overt intention of disturbing her. But she did not waver. “Rights are merely agreements between powers. You don’t have rights, you take or negotiate them,” replied Nihili. He began circling them, slow and methodically as if probing for weakness. He refolded his arms behind his back, gripping the forearm on each side with the opposite hand, forming something resembling a square with his arms.

As Nihili paced around them, he refrained from making eye contact with anyone, shifting his focus from the ground to the space in front of him. “You see, my friends, I am particularly privileged, you might say, because I wield a great deal of power. This power of mine has afforded me, at my will, paths of sufficiently less friction toward my aspirations. For most people, I presume, that should be enough. But for me, this is not sufficient. I need further agency. And the motives which drive my pursuit of greater power are noble, whether you can understand that or not. And so, I have searched for a geopolitical tension point to interject my will and compound my power and my agency, to reduce the friction of the path toward my ambition. This tension point, it appears, I’ve found in the desires of Savaria, a Triton War ally of Vahl, to expand eastward.

“For years I have toiled to grow my power and agency. And I don’t only mean the type of power the common soldier strives to achieve, or power in the metaphysical arts, though I do possess that power in abundance. Regarding, I believe I am more skilled in the arts than any of you, even you Sire.”

Sire raised his chin, smiling at the notion. Nihili stopped his pacing.

“Maybe even more powerful than your previous self, but certainly more than your decrepit present state. But there is also this power of another ilk. It is not power in the world. It is power over the world. It is control over populations and territories, to burn them down in search of what I pursue. You see, there is only power. That is the only justice.

“Although you may not believe me, I prefer a solitary life. But unfortunately, a calling has found its way to me which I cannot ignore. For the moment, my actions seem to propitiate and to run parallel to the whims and fancies of the Vahl Coalition, and so, we have somewhat of a symbiotic relationship, it and I.

“But you must understand, we are not your enemy, the Vahl Coalition. We are, in fact, allies. I, as well, ache over the atrocities the Vahl Coalition has committed in the past. But I have come to know a truth that renders accepting these atrocities necessary. I conjecture that Asharru and Sire do as well have knowledge of the disturbing truth that I have come to know about this world, and perhaps your precious Lunas. But my apprehension is that they have calculated a different course of action than my own in light of it.

“I have chosen to commandeer the greatest military on the planet, where they have chosen to build a new one. We’ve both realized we will need the East to meet our shared objective. In my view, they have chosen a coiled path, but I’ve found the brachistochrone curve. We will see who prevails.” Nihili shot a look to Sire, catching Magnus’ attention. There was something Nihili knew that Sire must have known as well. But Samsara’s reticent giants seldom revealed their secrets.

“One,” Magnus whispered to himself.

Nihili took a few more steps, then stopped in his tracks and turned to face Asharru’s Deltas. “Are you familiar with the history of Cosmic Wars One and Two, and the Kayama, my dear Kashana?” Nihili asked, staring directly through Kashana’s eyes. Her throat dropped into her stomach, her chest resisting implosion.

“One, two,” Magnus whispered.

“Yes,” she calmly replied, able to release her response without stammering. She sounded sure of herself, but Nihili saw right through this. Magnus, clenching his fists, darted his eyes back and forth between the two of them.

“Well, Kashana, you should know that this history is shrouded in falsehoods and riddled with secrets, secrets that few still carry. Among you, the keepers of these secrets tend to cluster, the antediluvian gods, and for that, I must award you some respect. But time has worn your elders; they have a cataract of the mind. Where they have failed, I will succeed. All I ask is that you stay out of my way.”

Nihili dropped his head and began pacing once more. With his focus moved away from Kashana, the tenseness in Magnus’ muscles began to ease. “It is my intention, therefore, Kashana…” Nihili said confidently as he paced. Magnus’ heart tightened up again. He clenched his fists once more. Nihili continued, “—to rid this world of the same forces that Charlemagne once fought against.”

Nihili stopped in his tracks and stared directly at Kashana. He leaned in toward her and his voice softened. “It is a lonely existence, to be your own judge and jury, and your own executioner. But that is what I must be, for I have no equal in this place. My loneliness is but an indication of my superiority, my young harlot. And my plans, though they are yet unclear to you, are based on factors that burden me deeply. I wield knowledge I wish sincerely to share, but there are no ears who can hear me in this rotting world. My power and intellect are unrivaled. I alone can end this.”

He turned back to the group and continued. “And at this moment, I need Savaria. I need to expand my influence in the East. Please, do not fight back, do not step in my path, do not obstruct my plans, for I do not yet wish to kill you. But if I have to, I will, for my mission is bigger than your Eastern Alliance, bigger than the Vahl Coalition, and bigger than this world. This is about infinity. Do you understand?”

Nihili’s question was not rhetorical.

There was a pause filled only by the sounds of gunfire from outside the perimeter created by the Hornets. The others waited readily for Kashana’s response to Nihili’s pronouncement. She glared stubbornly back at him.

“I doubt you’ve ever had a girlfriend,” she joked back. 

Naruni chuckled in the background

Nihili put his head down, unaffected. There was movement over by the transports, but Magnus almost didn’t notice it because of Nihili’s exacting but inescapably alluring speech. Magnus began wishing that Asharru was present.

The other Deltas shifted their focus onto the transports. One by one, a small force of Alphas emerged methodically and formed an uncompromising perimeter. There were twelve ships in total, and five or more Alphas in each ship, so without having the time to count, it appeared that there were at least sixty Alphas. Magnus tried to think of a way to get back to the Allied forces, but it seemed hopeless. As much as the situation felt like a nightmare and so completely unreal, there was no waking up from this.

Nihili stepped just outside the perimeter of Alphas. Magnus and the others in the center stood their ground, facing down the formidable force encircling them. A few terrifying seconds passed. And then, the circle of Alphas simultaneously took an extra step closer.

“Kashana, my dear, I must confess that this is going to be a painful experience for you,” continued Nihili.

The Alphas took another step closer.

“I do have a deep appreciation for your mind and the way you view the world, and please, do not interpret any of this as personal, I must insist. It is a shame, though, for you, that you are of such noble birth, and that your lover is so loved by your sympathizers, for it has made our next move so absolutely pragmatic and calculable.”

The Alphas took another step closer.

Magnus and the others reorganized themselves to form a protective ring around Kashana, inferring from Nihili’s speech that she was, for some reason, his target.

“I cannot guarantee you a lesser degree of the infliction of pain we intend to apply to your body and mind once in our custody, but I can guarantee that the process of capture, at least, will be much less painful if you would simply just come with us on your own volition.”

The Alphas took another step closer.

Nihili’s intentions were becoming clear, but it wouldn’t happen without a fight. The sides were drawn, and there was no stopping it now.

Magnus and the others pointed their weapons firmly outwards while Kashana, stuck in the middle, could no longer hide her fear. Her breathing began to labor. Magnus, too, felt a sharp, throbbing pain in his side, but he was willing to sacrifice everything to protect her. A crazed energy gripped him.

Sekhmet stood at his side, waiting for the order to strike.

Hanuman, as well, took deep, heavy breaths, standing on all fours next to Indarra and staring down the Alpha in front of him. Indarra extended his arm out in front of Hanuman, attempting to hold him back.

Meanwhile, behind the Alphas, the larger transports began descending into the army of Savarians and releasing Vahl Coalition soldiers to line up across the Menecian Line. The tide of the battle was turning. But no one was backing down.

“I see,” said Nihili, unfolding his arms. He extended his hand toward one of the Alphas, tacitly demanding his spear. The Alpha gently handed it to him as though it had been an honor to have carried it. Nihili’s spear was nearly identical to those of the Alphas. Long, thin, and black, with a sharp head at the end. The only difference was a sleek fin along its head, a fin made of an alloy of isus—a synthetic material stronger than any other in the known universe. Only a small fraction of a percent of the alloy was isus, of course, for isus was so rare that even Nihili could barely get his hands on it.

Nihili’s eyes swung to Kashana.

“Take her,” he ordered.

The Alphas pointed their spears at Asharru’s Deltas and took the last few steps inward until Magnus and the others had no choice but to engage—

Hanuman launched his massive body into the unflinching Alpha directly in front of him. Sekhmet pounced as well. Magnus, Helix, Indarra, Naruni, and Andor all clashed weapons with the Alphas and Lunas and Khan took another step back to protect Kashana.

As many as ten Alphas came for Sire, and ten for Lunas. After mere seconds, chaos fractured the harmonious grace with which Asharru’s Deltas had earlier been fighting, leaving each individual member to fight for his or herself and do their best to protect Kashana.

Nihili stood alone and apart, his spine erect. Chin held high—watching.

Magnus lunged at three Alphas. He tried to let his rage out, tried to unleash his shadow upon them. “Where are you Erebus?” he cried out in his head as he dodged an Alpha’s swipe.

There was no answer.

“Where are you!?” he shouted, this time out loud, just as an Alpha knocked him to the ground. This piqued Nihili’s interest. Erebus was the one variable Magnus knew about that Nihili did not. It gave Magnus an edge, but only if he could control it.

“Remember, Magnus,” started Erebus, “I’m not yours when you want me. I want all of you. I’m not your toy.”

Magnus didn’t have time to respond. One of the three Alphas was coming right at him and threw a devastating blow with his spear, bashing Magnus to the ground while another swiped as he fell, ripping his uniform and drawing blood.

Nihili stepped quietly over to Magnus, captivated. “With whom do you speak?” asked Nihili, teeming with intrigue.

Magnus got to his knees and the three Alphas backed away. He glanced over at the Allied forces. They were pushing forward, toward the Hornets. But the whole area was saturated with Savarian soldiers, delaying any help from the Alliance, while further away, Vahl Coalition forces were amassing.

Magnus glanced up at Nihili, who was now standing over him.

“You’ll never take her,” said Magnus, spittle flying from his lips.

“What a raggedy, pittering bunch, you are,” said Nihili. “There are levels to this Magnus, and you are far behind. Even during your time in the Forlands, where you presumed your anonymity, did you think I would not have eyes to see you? Did you think you had a genuine friendship with someone removed from all this?”

Magnus didn’t respond. Couldn’t respond. His brain seemed to pause, stunned, as he put the pieces together. Becca. The pretty girl from the National University of the Forlands. Could it really be true? Could Becca really have been one of Nihili’s spies? Were her attempts to get to know him all part of Nihili’s plan?

“Get off me—!” cried Kashana.

Magnus’ attention was immediately recaptured by Kashana, weaponless, struggling to wrestle off five the Alphas who were violently forcing her into one of the transports. 

Magnus immediately shot up, vaulting over the Alphas surrounding him, and began sprinting in her direction. “Kashana!”

After only a few long strides, he felt a sudden and overpowering force throw him to the ground. When he picked himself up, he turned and looked back. Nihili stood a few feet behind him with his palm out in front. “I don’t think so,” said Nihili. The power Nihili must have exerted through use of the metaphysical arts was comparable to some of Andor or Kashana’s greatest moments using the arts, but Nihili stood firm and tall appearing as though he had exerted no effort at all.

Sekhmet ran over and came to Magnus’ side, then snarled at Nihili. Magnus turned to Kashana, then back to Nihili, weighing his options. He knew Nihili wouldn’t let him make his way to Kashana. Even Nihili couldn’t deny that Magnus was a threat to the welfare of his Alphas, especially when enraged like this. The reality was, he had no choice but to face Nihili directly, and there was very little time before the enemy soldiers crowded the scene and made escape impossible.

Magnus dusted the desert sand off the front of his uniform, took a deep breath and, sword in hand, secured himself on all fours in runner’s position—Sekhmet at his side, ready to pounce. He dug his feet and knuckles into the sand, looked down at the thirsty floor below him, took another deep breath, and looked up to Nihili.

Nihili stood unmoved, one arm behind his back and the other commandingly holding his spear in front of him, his eyes laser-like, focused on Magnus and his explosion of rage.

Magnus launched himself forward with as much speed and momentum as he could muster. Blazing toward Nihili, Magnus had all the confidence in the world. He felt invincible, like a wall of Drrundornavordan Vadrada furiously charging at an unarmed foe. Nothing could stop him. It was thrilling, finally having the chance to level his greatest foe. He was only a moment away from colliding with Nihili and slamming him to the ground—

The next sensation in Magnus’ brain was the rough, grainy texture of the dirt-ridden sand of the Menecian desert rubbing against his naked cheek as he slid across the hard pan, and the salty taste of the warm grittiness of sand on his lips. He opened his eyes to see Sekhmet on the ground next to him. Before he even knew what was happening, Nihili had smashed him and Sekhmet without even touching them.

Nihili, once again, appeared as though he had expended no energy at all.

When Magnus realized what had just happened, despondency overtook him, reminding him that he still didn’t understand the extent of Nihili’s raw power and control over the laws of physics. Nihili had shown him how irrelevant he really was in front of the rest of Asharru’s Deltas, in front of Sekhmet, in front of the Alphas—in front of Kashana. There was nothing he could do to protect her.

He struggled to his feet and dusted off his shirt. His sword lay yards away, but he didn’t even bother to retrieve it. He was unfamiliar with the emotion he was feeling. He was emasculated. Impotent. His whole worldview had been turned upside down. He’d always been good at the things he tried and talented compared to others. But all it took was one derisory motion of Nihili’s hand to enfeeble Magnus completely.

To Magnus and the others, it was as if the rest happened in slow motion. Magnus looked over to Kashana. She was unconscious. Her arms and legs flopped around as a group of Alphas dragged her into a transport. The rest of the Deltas, too, were on the verge of collapsing in exhaustion. Everything was going wrong. The Alphas were simply too strong. Magnus’ jaw hung down leaving his mouth wide open. He turned to Nihili, who perceptibly read his every thought from his expression.

“I guess this is over, then,” said Nihili.

Magnus was unable to utter a word.

Meanwhile, the Vahl Coalition transports continued to flood the battlefield with soldiers, forming steady ranks along the Menecian Line, while the Alliance, undeterred, continued its forward push and was approaching Nihili and his Alphas.

Taking notice of the changing circumstances, Nihili raised a fist into the air, signaling his Alphas to line up behind him. They immediately followed the order, leaving Magnus and the others gasping for breath as they desperately cut their way through Savarian soldiers toward Kashana, who was now locked away inside one of the Hornets.

“Can you deliver a message to Kashana’s father, for me, Magnus?” requested Nihili.

Magnus glared back at him with rage in his eyes.

“Please tell him that if his armies attack the Eastern Alliance, then Kashana will be freed to him.”

Magnus said nothing. In a moment of hatred, he sprang at Nihili, still standing before him, but Magnus was, once again, instantly pounded into the ground by an invisible force. Sekhmet watched in horror, unsure what she could do to protect her master. She lunged at Nihili too, only to be struck down and thrown across the sand in a similar fashion.

“Very well,” said Nihili. He strode toward his ship, flanked by two Alphas.

The other Deltas continued fighting, but the surge of Savarian soldiers combined with the raw power of the remaining Alphas kept them at bay.

Just as Nihili was about to ascend the ramp to one of the transports, he turned back to Magnus. “Oh, and one more thing,” he added. “She will be tortured, if you were wondering. She will be tormented so unremittingly that the only sound she will feel worthy to make as she cajoles us for mercy will be a bellowing bray. There will be no leniency and there will be no end. Make sure you tell him that.”

Nihili boarded his ship, with Kashana in it. Moments later they were gone. Once Nihili was at a safe distance the remaining Alphas boarded their own ships and took off.

Asharru’s Deltas frantically ran after them, viciously slicing through the Savarian soldiers obstructing their paths. But Magnus stood frozen. He knew he needed to play a longer game to win this fight, a bigger game. Savaria was no longer his enemy. Although he felt powerless to do it, he knew what needed to happen next. Vahl had Kashana. Somehow, he’d have to go through the world’s largest military to get her back—

The Vahl Coalition.
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It was Year 731 on a cool, Enochian evening. Kashana sat quietly in her father’s spacious office in Enoch’s capital city, Suan. It was dark outside, though the desk lamp and half-lit wall lights kept the office ambiently lit with an amber glow.

Kashana sat across from her father at his broad, wooden desk, crafted from only the finest Sechwood Oaks, many years earlier, during the Triton Wars. The Enochians expended great time, effort, and resources during the height of the war to reach the distant remnants of the Elechium deserts to find these solitary trees and return them to Enoch, accompanied of course by massive military envoys for protection. Each tree was worth a fortune and they were highly prized by the elites of Enoch and Se Lance.

Kashana’s father studied the paper in his hand, standing over his desk, reading glasses on, not yet acknowledging Kashana’s presence. She waited in frustration, still young, but already a recalcitrant, headstrong, young woman.

“So…” she said, calling attention to herself. “Why’d you ask for me?”

“One moment,” her father said as he finished reading the last few lines. When he was done, he removed his glasses and sat down. He looked her right in the face. She didn’t flinch.

“We have a problem,” he slowly began.

Kashana glared right back at him, impatiently waiting for his arid elaboration.

“Kashana, you’ve been running around like you’re mad these days, and I don’t know what’s gotten into you. You’ve always been difficult, but recently you’ve taken things to the next level. Your own security detail can’t manage you. I give them the best training any nation has to offer and somehow you, a tiny girl by any measure, finds a way to evade them. And when you escape, if what I’m hearing is true… the details of your actions cannot reach the public. You’ve always had a strange penchant for animals, but now you’re caring for a wild gorilla? You’re fighting with warlords, Kashana? Killing?” He hoped for a remorseful response but he seemed to know he’d never get one.

“Kashana,” he continued, his tone sounding a little less punitive and just a tad more fatherly, though with an in-the-clouds, Enochian flavor. “With the death of your half-sister, and the shame of your mother’s womb since your half-sister’s death… one day, you know, you will rule this kingdom. Even though you were born out of royal wedlock, and albeit by the grace of a slattern Nunonite, you still carry our bloodline. After I’m gone, this will all be left to you.”

Kashana was used to her father talking to her like this. She knew she was the shame of his empire. She knew that the whispers she heard as she walked the streets were about her. But she stopped caring long ago.

“You have important duties in your life, Kashana, duties of heavy consequence. You must cease your peculiar visits to the Fallout. You have no idea what darkness lives in that place. There’s a reason no true citizen of Samsara ventures there. You are expected to act in a certain manner and refrain from blemishing our name. Have you forgotten of the Path of the Vella’i?”

Kashana didn’t reply and continued to stare back at him, her eyes just as strong as her father’s. Her father wondered how she came across her yawning intensity.

“Do you hear me, Kashana?”

Still no reply.

He let out a barely audible sigh, put his reading glasses back on, and picked up the paper he was examining earlier. “And that Magnus,” said her father just before he started reading again. Kashana’s eyes perked up. “Stay away from that boy. He will destroy you.” A few moments passed, and her father once again began reading.

“At least he loves me,” she let out. An unyielding passion lived on the cerise lips from which her words melodically flowed. Her father’s focus fell onto her. She continued. “He has no empire behind him like the men you want for me, and he doesn’t need one to change the world. He loved me when no one else did, before Keelay died, when even you didn’t want me. He loved me when the aristocrats tried to have me assassinated, and you did nothing! You don’t know him like I do. You’ve never felt his heart, the depth of his spirit. He loves me, and I love him. And that’s all you need to know about it.” Kashana stood up, held her head high, stepped to the side of her chair, and met eyes with her father. “And just a fair warning, and I’m only saying this because I do care about your safety, Dad.” Her father was attentive. “Don’t ever get between us. He’d burn down the world to get to me.”
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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When the Allied forces finally reached Magnus and the others, the Savarians had retreated to behind the Menecian Line—but the sides had been redrawn. Along the Menecian Line now stood a sturdy line of Vahl Coalition soldiers, about twenty men thick, with armored vehicles every hundred feet. But with their uniforms a blend of different shades of black and their combat boots climbing halfway up their shins, Coalition soldiers were a different enemy than the mindless Savarians. They were trained to use and entire arsenal of weapons that they carried with them at all times.

Across from the Vahl Coalition and the Menecian Line stood a regrouped Allied front. The steady, Senecian charge strategy was no longer possible, and stepping up to the vanguard were whichever soldiers had made it through the mayhem of the first skirmish. Magnus and the others joined the front line as well.

“Do not proceed,” sounded a voice over a set of speakers carried by Coalition armored vehicles. “Under direct orders from the secretary general of the Vahl Coalition, we will fire upon any and all who attempt to cross the Menecian Line into Savarian territory. Your forces must hereby disband and return to your respective nations.”

After the message, Asharru’s Deltas formed a huddle to decide what to do. “Is that it?” said Helix. “Are we really going home?”

“We hold the line. That’s the mission,” said Lunas.

“We can’t fight Vahl. They’re more than twice as strong as Savaria,” said Andor.

“We’d crush them. There’s not that many,” said Helix.

“It’s not about today. Vahl would retaliate. The Alliance is no match,” said Andor.

“And Kashana?” asked Naruni. There was an awkward silence.

“It’s already settled,” said Helix. “We’re gonna go and get her. No matter what. Right?” His eyes cautiously shifted to Magnus.

Magnus’ body stood there with the others, but his mind was somewhere else entirely, and the others could clearly sense it. He replayed the events that had just unfolded over and over again, wondering what he could have done differently, wondering why Erebus didn’t help him.

“We need to make a decision right now, before something spirals here, or down the line,” suggested Andor. “We need to pull back. We can’t risk a confrontation with Vahl.”

“Can you contact Asharru?” Khan asked Lunas.

“I have. It’s our call,” said Lunas.

“What call?” said Andor. “Attack the Coalition? It’s suicide. Our mission was to push the Savarians to the Menecian Line. We’ve done just that.”

“We can’t show weakness now. Savaria will invade again,” said Naruni.

“We cannot show strength we do not possess,” said Khan.

Somewhere in the middle of the discussion, Magnus awoke from his dissociation. He placed his hand on Andor’s shoulder and gently turned him so that they were facing. They met eyes, and Andor immediately knew what Magnus was thinking, dreadfully fearing that Magnus was going to make a serious, serious mistake. “Magnus,” Andor whispered, trying to calm him down. “Think about this.”

“I already have,” Magnus replied, firm and confident in his tone and demeanor, using the arts to suck a katana from the ground into each hand. Andor knew there was nothing he could do to convince him. The others warily turned to him, sensing his volatility. Magnus’ words were quick, impassioned, and manic. “Are we just gonna go home and pretend this didn’t happen?”

“Magnus,” implored Andor, “if we push forward, we’re not just fighting Savaria anymore. We’ll be fighting all four nations of the Vahl Coalition.”

“Then—TO WAR! We shall scream it to the sky and the earth!” shouted Magnus, Erebus’ distinctive panache full fire ablaze. “They’ve taken everything from us but our lives, and only do they leave us with that so we’ll have something to lose if we fight, but I say fight! They let us keep our breath, this was their fatal mistake! Let us use what we have left to take back the rest!”

Magnus seemed to reach a new level of hunger and madness, almost as if it had been lying dormant within him this whole time and was just now integrating with his self. Spittle flew from his lips like a snarling wolf and his ardent words were like thunder as they emerged. Even Magnus wasn’t sure whether it was he or Erebus who was in control.

“You need to think!” said Khan.

Magnus turned to the Vahl Coalition and pointed his sword out front.

“This won’t get Kashana back!” shouted Andor.

“Lunas,” Magnus called out, crazed, shutting one eye and staring down the length of his katana, pointed at a Vahlan soldier in front of him across the gap. “Tell Asharru I’m going to attack.” He then turned to the soldiers in the front line. “And to all of you who can hear me, I am Magnus. Today I will break through the Menecian Line, and I ask you to join me!” Magnus, with a katana in each hand, dug his boots into the mixture of dirt, blood, and sand beneath his feet.

“Three!” he shouted at the top of his lungs.

It started to hit the other Deltas that he was actually going through with this, even if he had to do it alone.

“Two!” he pushed his fingers through the sandy floor below him, appreciating the texture against his calloused skin, knowing it might be the last, pleasant carnal sensation he ever felt. Coalition and Alliance forces alike tightened their grips on their weapons. They looked around to one another, unsure of what they should do if Magnus actually charged.

“One!” Magnus screamed.

He pushed off from his legs and darted forward, quickly picking up speed. Sekhmet joined first, followed closely by Naruni, Hanuman, and Helix. Then Indarra, Khan, Andor, and Lunas. Finally, Sire, who ran forward with a smile and spun in a few circles along the way. And only moments later, the Alliance started its charge with a roar so mighty it permeated throughout the entire length of the front lines, reigniting a centuries-old war and a hidden purpose stretching even further into the past. To before the Triton Wars. To before Samsara—a purpose discovered in the Old World.

The true purpose behind Asharru’s plan.
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“Asharru,” said Lunas, walking into his office, safe in their hideout on a remote, Drrundornavordan mountainside. “I’ve found the last one, the boy.” Asharru looked up from the computer screen embedded in his desk.

“Where?” he asked.

“In the Fallout,” said Lunas. “He’s with the Enochian.”

“With Kashana?” asked Asharru.

“Yes,” said Lunas. Asharru straightened his back and focused his attention to Lunas.

“Fate loves irony,” he said. “Somehow they found each other before we found them.”

Lunas walked over to his desk and set a paper and pen next to him. Usually, she’d leave at this point and let Asharru write his letter, but for a few moments, she lingered. Asharru’s eyes moved up and met hers. “Is there something else, Lunas?” he asked politely.

“Well,” she started, “if I may, I was just wondering…” She looked at the ceiling off to her right, then back to Asharru. “Some of them are young. Some inexperienced. Do you really think they can end this? Why them?” Asharru didn’t answer right away. He, too, stared off at the ceiling before meeting eyes with Lunas.

“Because,” he began, slowly and with much deliberation, “because they will, across time, become the quintessence of themselves. They will do what few can—they will become who they are.”
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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The Eastern Alliance and Vahl Coalition clashed in a panic of fury, Allied forces pummeling through the thin line of Coalition reinforcements, which were more symbolic than strategic. And then, the battle continued as before, but with greater momentum behind Allied forces, and vehemence in Asharru’s Deltas.

For hours, the battle raged on until the Savarians fled in retreat. Allied forces swept through the fleeing forces, accepting nothing short of unconditional surrender. After the Alliance had advanced a few miles and secured a new, temporary boundary, its forces dug in, as the night was soon to come.

The now silent desert smelled of smoke and blood, and the horizon was dotted with plumes of smoke from charred remains and broken battle tanks.

When twilight fed into darkness, Asharru requested that Magnus and the others meet him outside of Vimana, in a place more hidden. Deep beneath the Menecian desert, carved into the rock and stone of Samsara’s crust, the Old World catacombs of Undarh still remained. Years before the Great Collapse, Old World Samsara served a purpose of her own to the creatures of the universe. Before the land on which Menecia rested was terraformed to meet the needs of the Menecian people, a thick forest once nested in fertile soil, and under it, the people of Arac built their religious holy sites. Few of these sites still remained, but the catacombs of Undarh were yet deep enough to withstand the Kratian terraforming high above. It was here that Asharru and Sire felt it safe to meet—a place even Nihili did not know.

Led by Sire through a desert mine, Magnus, Lunas, Andor, Khan, Naruni, Indarra, Helix, Sekhmet, and Hanuman descended, and further into forgotten tunnels they continued. Asharru awaited them in an open space, a sanctum in one of the catacombs below. They journeyed in silence, tired, sweaty, many of them covered in blood, and incredibly confused, barely able to comprehend the magnitude of the bedlam that had just occurred.

When the Deltas arrived, there was nowhere to sit, so they each found a place to stand, still within the boundaries of the dull light of the few torches along the walls of the sanctum. Asharru sat in his wheelchair in the center. Magnus was ready for his invective, convinced he would be scolded for what he’d done.

“Asharru,” began Magnus, hoping to get it over with. “I had to do it.”

No answer.

“Asharru,” repeated Magnus.

Another moment passed. Asharru’s eyes were closed, chin tucked, seated in his wheelchair. Then, in a quick maneuver, he calmly raised his hand out over the space in front of him, as if to silence Magnus. As his hand moved forward, every item of gear, piece of errant stone, and every loose object in the area rattled, as though an earthquake pulsed through the catacomb.

Eyes widened. Backs straightened. Only Sire understood the extent of Asharru’s power, and to some extent Lunas, but the others had never seen him use the metaphysical arts. Asharru’s mind wielded so much strength that the pulse of energy that emerged from his hand as he moved it was unintentional, a failure to restrain his power, rather than an expression of it.

This was serious.

No one but Sire dared to interrupt Asharru’s thoughts. It was a deeper Asharru, one that most present had never experienced. “Asharru,” began Sire. Asharru opened his eyes and turned to him, attentive. “It’s Nihili. He knows,” Sire continued.

“Are you sure?” asked Asharru.

“I think so,” said Sire. “He would have access to that kind of computing power.”

A quiet moment passed. Asharru stood up from his wheelchair. His arms trembled, his legs were fragile and weak, and each step took a toll on his tired hips. But he made himself stand, nonetheless.

“Asharru,” Sire warned. “You’re going to hurt yourself—”

“I will stand!” Asharru bellowed.

His voice echoed around the chamber.

The Deltas didn’t know what to make of such a display. In truth, it frightened them.

“What I am about to tell you all, will probably not sink in for several months,” Asharru began. “You will not understand the magnitude of this, and may, at first, believe it to be untrue or unimportant.”

Asharru placed one trembling foot in front of the other and took a first faltering step. Then another. When he reached the edge of the sanctum, he stopped and turned to the group. “Each of you have your own reasons for joining this fight. But soon there will be one reason.”

Asharru made a full circle around the area as he spoke. “What I tell you won’t make any sense at first, but in time, it will sink through your skin like a slow poison.” He took a heavy breath. “A long time ago, before Samsara, in the Old World, we discovered a truth. Only few of us ever knew, for no other minds could bear it, nor would we want to burden them with it if they could.

“Our world… not Samsara, but the universe,” Asharru continued, “is not alone. It is evident that it was created long, long ago by Creators who shaped it into what we can only imagine is a form that they intended to be good.”

As the words flowed from Asharru’s lips, the others were as quiet as they had ever been. They were no strangers to Asharru’s gravitas, but this was clearly different. He, himself, was frightened by his own words and when he arrived back at his wheelchair, he did not sit, but stood behind it, gripping it as though standing at a lectern.

“Beyond conjecture, we know nothing about the Creators of our universe. But in their creation, our world, we have found an anomaly. It is written into the laws of physics themselves, beneath them, and ensconced within them, like a line of code. Over the ages, a handful of computers were built with enough power to map out the laws of physics, the whole code of our universe. But in every working version, an anomaly persists. When we map out our world mathematically, this anomaly never goes away. So, we eventually deduced that this was no anomaly. It was a message…

“This message is written in no known language, decipherable only through interpretation of mathematics. But the message has revealed that this universe is part of an infinite multiverse, with unlimited other worlds within it. It doesn’t say how or why this multiverse was created, or what these other worlds are like, but among infinity, we must assume there is also infinite life, and infinite worlds much like our own.” Magnus repeated the numbers spoken under his breath, as he would through the rest of the conversation.

“However, conveying that our universe is part of a multiverse was not the intention of this message, simply an auxiliary meaning we can derive from it. The intent of this message was to convey a truth much more sinister, one that will siphon your blood and devour your spleen, leaving you a cold remnant of what you once were. The Tritons called this message—The Veda. And the message was this…”

A moment passed. “At the inception of the infinite multiverse, one of the Creators entered it, a false god among us. He travels from world to world, moving outside of time, and he one by one, destroys them. Infinite worlds will be destroyed. And right now, he is in our universe. So, to whomever could decipher their message, the Creators said—Kill him.”

Asharru concluded. Exhausted, he rounded the wheelchair and sat back down, carefully setting his feet on the cold, metal stirrups. He knew there would be questions, years of questions, most of them which he had no way to answer. But who dare have the courage to ask the first? Who could have the courage to probe something so dark as this?

“What is its name?” asked Naruni, breaking the silence.

Asharru raised an eyebrow. His jaundiced eyes failing, his face wrought by time into the face of a dying demigod, wilting in the scant light unable to escape from the barren catacombs below, he was lifeless. But behind his tired eyes lived a virile energy deep within, burning, fueled by the very fear that drove the quiet word over his peeling lips, the word stinging his throat as it passed through it, and ringing in the ears of all who could hear it as he spoke.

“Entropy,” said Asharru. “This is what he calls himself.”

Almost a full minute of silence ensued. The others tried to take it in, unable to swallow this truth in one sitting, barely able to fathom the unfamiliar taste of a thing so foreign.

“You won’t feel it right away,” said Asharru. His eyes scanned across the others. “It may take months, years, for this to sink in. But when it does, you will know. You will feel the burden of the lives of infinite worlds, resting on your every action and decision. More universes than all the raindrops that ever fell. It will haunt you like a demon who follows your every step, and from this demon you can never be free.”

“How do we know?” asked Helix. The others turned to him, their faces scolding him for asking such an insolent question, but at the same time admitting they were wondering this themselves. “I mean, how do we know this is real? That this is really from the ‘Creators?’ What if it’s a trick, or if the Creators themselves are bad, and if someone is here, he’s good? Think about it. Even if, wherever you saw this message, you read it correctly, how do you know it’s even true? Or not a coincidence? Or that he’s already been killed in some other world? And if it is true, why should anyone take up this mission? Aren’t we already in a war?”

“In time, this truth will seep into your depths, Helix,” said Asharru. “Into all of you. We don’t expect you to understand right away. But when you understand that if there is even the slightest of chances, the slightest of chances that this is real, and that infinite worlds, with infinite creatures will be destroyed, you will understand that there is nothing else. There can be no higher purpose. We must kill him, at all and any costs. Nothing is more important.”

“I—I,” stuttered Andor, “I don’t think I’m getting it. I mean, I get it. I just don’t feel it.”

“Infinity, Andor,” continued Asharru. “Our inability to comprehend this concept is the barrier to feeling the burden of this task. But as your comprehension of infinity grows, so too will the weight hoisted upon you. One day, you might be seated on the couch, watching TV, or reading a book, or cooking a meal, and you will realize the poison has reached your heart. Your knees will buckle under its weight. Infinite death forever. That is what happens if we fail.”

“Can he leave, onto the next world?” asked Andor. “What if he leaves when someone is about to kill him? Is he stuck in this world or does he choose to stay?”

“We don’t know these answers,” Sire jumped in. “Maybe he can leave onto the next world whenever he pleases. We don’t understand it. But he’s here now. We’ve faced him before. Once, during the Triton Wars. And his essence still lingers, today, now. He’s here.”

“Is this what we were doing in Fervus?” asked Magnus. “The Alunar Naalor? The data?”

“You will soon learn the connection,” said Asharru.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” asked Naruni. Asharru and Sire’s eyes met for a moment, then returned to Naruni.

“You weren’t ready,” said Asharru. “None of you were. But we have no choice but to tell you now. I don’t know how many years I have left. Today’s events have launched a new phase of our agenda.” He shot Magnus a look. “I spoke with Emperor Saelus of Enoch. They are prepared to join the fight, to join the Eastern Alliance. Drrundornavorda will join as well. They’re still bitter from the Triton Wars. And I believe many more will follow.”

“You knew about this the whole time?” asked Magnus. “The Eastern Alliance, Savaria, sending us our letters… it was all part of a plan to kill an enemy we’re not sure exists, because an anonymous message asked us to?”

“Yes,” said Asharru. “If you don’t already, then one day you will understand that it was necessary.”

“I want to understand now,” said Helix.

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Asharru, growing impassioned. “We created a world capable of fending off the end of the universe, a world that houses a sliver of every civilization we knew of—to get him here. To get him on this planet, with us. To create the chance to kill him. I know you don’t yet know Old World history, but the universe has been consumed by this task for centuries—millennia! How many universes before us have read this same message and failed to kill him? How many universes before this one has he destroyed? How many more must fall before he is finally killed? Right now, he is stuck in this bubble of a world with us, and we have the chance to do something no one else could. What do you think the Eastern Alliance was for? To fight Savaria? No! To ignite a world war! To destroy our true enemy’s protectors and bring him to his knees!”

The realization of what was at stake left the Deltas flat footed.

“And what about Kashana?” asked Magnus. “Did you know that would happen too? Was that part of your plan? Is it part of your plan to get her back?” An awkward moment passed.

“I do not make Nihili’s plans, Magnus,” said Asharru.

“We’re gonna get her back Magnus,” said Lunas. “I want her back too.”

“I am sure you will have more questions, and I promise to answer them as best I can,” said Asharru. “But in silence and solitude, you all must digest what we’ve discussed here today. Very soon, we will be on the front lines once more, and we will bring the fight to the Vahl Coalition. For now, we must return to Vimana for respite. Our next assault will be the first time you fight together under this banner, for a concerted cause. You are now trainees, white belts, learners. But you will soon become part of an ancient group of warriors—one long forgotten but not lost. You are Deltas. The Deltas of the Veda.”
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Year 728
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It was year 728, ten years before Naruni would meet Magnus and Kashana. Naruni lived in Nenjeing with her mother, father, an older brother and sister, and a newborn baby brother. Bamboo stalks lined the spaces between the various buildings in their humble home. They were simple farmers. Naruni was only a girl, but she still helped her father and brother with their modest, home-grown operation when she could. They lived in a mountain clearing, in a small community of farmers like them. Surrounding the village was a fertile jungle, extending across the land from village to village.

“Father, I can help you plow,” pleaded young Naruni, yearning to spend time with her hardworking father, wanting to learn the trade. Her father was a strong man, set in his Shimean tradition but very wise. He was hardened and had seen many battles in his youth. He was once a Shinoto of the Shinzo Tribe. Scars ran down his back and climbed up his neck despite his efforts to hide them. He wore all black, as was Shimean tradition, and was always covered in sweat and dirt. His short black hair was never clean. But he always seemed whole.

“No, Naruni,” his words were quick, abrupt, and final. “Not today. You will slow us down. The plow is too heavy.” Some Shimeans spoke Sarsaric, but they never forgot their native language.

Naruni waited at home while her father and brother went to work in the fields. She was alone most of the day. She was easily distracted, and she moved quickly between the silly manifestations of her imagination. Maybe first she would climb a tree. Once she’d get to the top, she might pretend she was a bird and jump down, nimble enough to safely land. Then she might pretend to be a Shinoto and fight invisible enemies with a stalk of bamboo. She had a happy life, with little on her mind besides her playing.

Naruni went inside and checked on her baby brother. “Mother, shouldn’t he be crying?” asked Naruni, worried that her brother was still asleep.

“No Naruni. He must sleep now,” her mother replied in the native tongue. Naruni then wandered back outside and waited on the porch. She picked up a small leaf and began examining it. Her mind was never empty.

Soon, it was twilight. Naruni loved this time of day. But this evening would be different.

“Naruni! Naruni!” she heard from afar. She quickly looked down the hill toward the path to the field. Her father was sprinting up the path, powerfully and with long strides. “Fetch me my Shanza!” he commanded in the native tongue. Naruni immediately darted inside. She ran to her father’s room, grabbed his Shanza, and made her way out. Her mother scolded her on the way, but Naruni didn’t catch what she said. Her mother only spoke Shimean. Naruni knew enough to understand her, but all her schooling was in Sarsaric.

When Naruni got outside, her father had arrived on the porch, sliding a sheathed katana into his belt. “Go inside Naruni. Stay with your mother!” shouted her father. Something was wrong. Naruni heard gunshots somewhere down the hill, in the fields. Her father’s focus darted in that direction, then back to her. “Go!” her father shouted once more. She didn’t budge. She looked up at her father with eyes that couldn’t hide her admiration. She loved her father. She wanted to make him proud. She wanted to be a good daughter.

“Don’t go,” Naruni pleaded, only vaguely understanding what was happening.

Her father looked down at her. He’d rarely paid much attention to her. She was too young to understand how much her father really cared, in his own way.

Her father got down on one knee and put his hand on young Naruni’s shoulder. “Daughter,” he said, speaking in native Shimean. “Our ancestors have a saying. It is: ‘If your is hate strong enough, you will find pity. If your pity is strong enough, you will find forgiveness. If your forgiveness is strong enough, you will find love. If your love is strong enough, you will save them.’ Find your hate, Naruni.” Her father stood up. Naruni wiped away a tear and looked up at her father, towering over him. He looked so valiant and tall, like a true Shinoto warrior. “Hate them, so that you can one day save them.” At that, her father spun around and dashed off to the fields.

Naruni sprinted inside, hoping that doing so would somehow help. Her mother and sister were standing in the kitchen, her mother holding a knife. Her mother called for Naruni’s older sister and told her to stay with the baby. Naruni didn’t know what she should do. She watched out the glassless window to see what was happening.

It got dark fast. The only light came from a dim, deep purple glow from above and the many candles inside that her mother had lit. Naruni waited there for a while. Every now and then, she heard screams and gunshots in the fields below, but not much else. Then, a shadowy figure emerged from the path to the fields. It was her father.

He ran as quickly as he could toward the house, signaling Naruni to get away from the window. As he approached, Naruni saw the blood pouring from his leg as he struggled to get to the door. She ran to him. “Go inside,” he commanded. Naruni disobeyed. She stayed out on the porch.

“Father. What did they do to you?” cried young Naruni.

“Go inside!” her father repeated, firmly pointing with one hand toward the house and holding shut the wound on his leg with the other. There was some rustling along the pathway to the fields. Her father waved her inside once more, trying not to make a sound. Naruni obeyed.

She tried looking out the window, but her father had completely disappeared. The Shimeans had perfected the ancient art of quickly vanishing into the shadows, and Naruni’s father was a skillful warrior. But Naruni’s focus turned to the path. She heard voices. Foreign voices.

Then, she saw them. Six men. They wore intricate, black clothes and ornate helmets over their faces, covered in gadgets and devices, and goggles that Naruni figured out let them see in the dark—like they had superpowers. They moved with intention, well-practiced and highly trained. They stayed low to the ground. Their upper bodies never bobbed, only pivoted. Their legs carefully propelled them forward. They held their weapons firmly out front.

And then, as they neared the house, Naruni noticed something on one of their sleeves—four bright red letters which screamed for her attention. Four letters she’d heard uttered before, but only in fear and in quiet. The letters seemed alive, like they had a personality, speaking to the Shimeans of the suffering they’d soon deliver. Since the start of the occupation, they were four letters indelibly marked into the minds of all Shimeans: VAHL.

The men were only a few feet away from the porch. Naruni still watched from the window. She heard them talking, and she was talented in Sarsaric. “Yard is clear,” one of them announced. Then, one spotted Naruni. Almost as quickly as the soldier’s eyes darted to the window, so did the barrel of his gun. His hand moved to the trigger. Naruni didn’t flinch.

“Yahhhh!” came a scream from above. It was her father, leaping from the roof onto the group of soldiers, katana in hand. On his way down, he opened a soldier’s body down his back. The soldier fell to the floor. Her father raised his katana once more, and he sliced completely through the torso of the soldier on his right, cutting him in half.

One of the soldiers toward the front of the group took a step back and fired his weapon. BANG, BANG, BANG. Three shots, all in the chest of Naruni’s father. He fell to his knees and dropped his weapon. Another soldier came up behind him, knife in hand, and opened his throat. Blood spewed in every direction. Naruni’s eyes met those of her father. Her father looked back, only for a second, and then went lifeless. His body fell to the ground.

The soldiers immediately crept to the front door of the home. Naruni ran into the kitchen to find her mother, who was standing behind a wooden table with a knife. The kitchen was lit by candlelight and had a homey, rural feel. It was simple, lined with hand-crafted cabinets of light, local woods. “Naruni, hide,” her mother whispered in Shimean as Naruni entered the room. Naruni froze, unsure where to go.

The four remaining men were inside the house, slinking around, searching for the family. Naruni took a few steps back into a dark corner of the living room and hid in silence behind a soaring bamboo-like plant with thick, dense stalks. But she could still see her mother in full view, and to her right, the open doorway to her baby brother’s bedroom where her baby brother and older sister remained hidden.

“Over there,” said one of the soldiers, directing the others toward Naruni’s mother. They entered the kitchen. Naruni could see all four of them.

“Ha-somat!” shouted her mother, commanding them to go away. The soldier in the front laughed and slowly lowered his weapon. The other soldiers eased up.

“This bitch,” he mocked, looking back to the others. Naruni knew what it meant.

“Naw deesawh!” shouted her mother.

“Get her,” said the soldier in front. The other three soldiers let their weapons, securely strapped over their shoulders, fall to their sides. They rushed over to Naruni’s mom. One of the soldiers quickly got behind Naruni’s mother, grabbed the knife, and stuck it into the surface of the table. Another soldier firmly grabbed her hair while the other two held her arms.

“Go ahead and fight,” taunted the one holding her hair, jerking back her head, then slamming it on the table. He held her head down, pressing her face firmly against the splintery wood. The fourth soldier then came up behind her. He fumbled with his belt. Naruni didn’t understand why.

The man thrust himself into Naruni’s mother as if he intended to cause her pain. She looked away from Naruni, knowing she was there, not wanting her to witness the grimaces of excruciation on her face.

“Mother!” shouted another female voice. It was Naruni’s older sister, emerging from the baby’s room, breaking the soldiers’ attention. Naruni’s mother looked up, frantic.

“Ha!” she shouted, telling her to go.

“You get that one!” shouted the man still defiling Naruni’s mom. One of the soldiers hungrily darted over to Naruni’s sister.

Naruni’s mother became uncontrollable. She was not about to let her daughter meet the same fate. She fought and flailed but the men held her down. She screamed and bellowed but she couldn’t get away. The man that went for her daughter ripped off her clothes and bent her over the same table as her mother. She struggled and yelped but she was too small to fight back.

Naruni’s mother continued to resist. She managed to get one hand loose and immediately went for the knife. She held it in her hand and the soldiers took notice. But she knew she could never fight them off. She knew there was almost nothing she could do to protect her daughter from the pain she would endure before they would inevitably kill her. So, she lifted the knife and looked one last time into her daughter’s eyes, and, with precision, threw the sharp end of the knife into her daughter’s right eye and deep into the skull.

After a few seconds of convulsive twitching, Naruni’s older sister was dead. Naruni’s mother would do anything to protect her daughter from knowing of such suffering, including taking her life. Her mother was no stranger to the Vahlan mission—her daughter’s death was a certainty.

Naruni watched in horror as the men continued to defile her mother. The man smiled while he did it. But her mother no longer struggled. All emotion had slipped from her face. She was gone. Until for a moment she returned—

With penetrating eyes, she turned to Naruni. Without words, her eyes were speaking, as if saying, “Remember this. Remember what they did.”

Minutes passed and eventually the soldiers had their fill and the slit Naruni’s mother’s throat. Naruni was grateful that her grandmother had died only two weeks earlier, never having to see any of this.

The soldiers moved throughout the house, looking for anyone else that might live there. But after a few more minutes, they left the house and moved onto the next, as would tens of thousands of Vahl Coalition soldiers over the course of the next few months, punishing the rapidly-growing nation for its lack of adherence to the strict population-control policies the Vahl Coalition had imposed on it.

Naruni, still halfway catatonic from what she’d just seen, emerged from behind the shielding bamboo stalks. She walked past her mother and sister, trying not to look at them. She figured her older brother was dead too. It was just her and her baby brother now. She went into her baby brother’s room to check on him.

As she walked over to the crib, she felt her senses slowly start coming back. She had a duty. She was an older sister. She was the head of the family now. She had a responsibility to protect her baby brother.

She approached the crib, which rested comfortably on the ground. She looked down inside at her newborn, baby brother. He was sliced open down the middle, from the center of the neck to the stomach. His insides hung out, but his face was still clear. Blood covered the crib in a deep red.

Naruni stood in place over the body. Her gaze moved to the wall in front of her. She stood there for about an hour, not a thought passing by. Until Naruni remembered what her mother told her. She’d never forget this. She knew what she had to do. She had to become a warrior. She had to fight back.

She had to become a Shinoto.
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“We attack tomorrow,” avowed Asharru, claiming utter control of the room, chilling the air and cutting off any connection to the outside world. It was evening, and Asharru’s Deltas were meeting in Vimana’s War Room. Those present could only breathe on Asharru’s terms. “It will be the first of the month, and the Grand Hall will host a full summit in the Grand Hall. We will attack the city, and Enoch and Saiph will lead the charge. Allied forces are amassing on the Syberscinthian border. During the summit, they will lay claim to the city.”

“With all due respect,” said Andor, cautiously interrupting, “even with Enoch and Drrundornavorda on board, we may be able to overtake the City of the Grand Hall, but we won’t be strong enough to defend it.”

“This attack is mostly symbolic,” explained Asharru. “We need to galvanize chaos, to break down the world order and fracture our enemy’s defenses.”

“Are you sure this will do it?” asked Andor.

“There’s another piece to it,” said Asharru, scanning over those present. “Us.” A moment passed, most too reluctant to ask for clarification. “I have made plans for us to attend the summit.”

“Attend?” asked Helix.

“Yes,” said Asharru. “When the city falls under siege, we will already be present in the Grand Hall.”

“What is our plan once we’re inside?” asked Andor.

“You follow my lead,” said Asharru, pithy and understated. “For now, that is all. Be prepared for battle tomorrow.” The group was about to disperse, but not before Asharru turned to Magnus. “And Magnus,” said Asharru. “Do not pick fights you cannot win. You are not as strong as you think. Not yet.”

The Eastern Alliance spent the rest of the day flying its attack forces all the way to the Vahlan border, riding on the momentum from the victories at Valum Kal and the Menecian Line, and on the announcement of Enochian participation. But still, launching an assault on the City of the Grand Hall, a city controlled by the Vahl Coalition, was a terrifying proposition. Magnus, however, was eager to fight, for in his mind, it was his best chance to get Kashana back.

Vahl probably knew something big was coming. After the events at the Menecian Line, the whole world shared that subtle feeling, quietly holding its breath, waiting for the boom. Most assumed it would be a Vahl Coalition retaliatory attack against the Eastern Alliance. But Asharru had communicated directly with leaders in Saiph and Enoch to ensure that the Alliance would be the one to strike first.

But the night before the attack, although sleep was essential in preparation for the next day’s events, another singular occasion warranted its interruption. Everyone in the ship but Khan and Naruni quietly made their way to Vimana’s main deck, a large platform on top of the ship in the open air, where they stood and waited. Vimana hovered high in the sky, just under the forcefield, high enough that the only light that could reach her came from the luminous remnants of the Old World, dancing across the sky above. Those present wore all black, with draping hoods covering their faces. They formed a semi-circle around a mat made from the precious leaves of the Nara, an herb found only in deep Shimean caves. Next to the mat rested a box crafted of fine bamboo.

They stood in black silence, waiting in patience for their comrade to arrive. Slowly, she came, cautiously approaching the group. Their hoods covered their faces and she couldn’t see their eyes. “You called me here?” asked Naruni. There was no answer. She took a step forward, toward the mat. “What is wrong?” she asked, her face fearful, her demeanor humble.

“Nothing is wrong,” said Khan as he approached from behind, fully dressed in his Shanza, katana resting in his sheath. Naruni was confused, unsure what she’d done wrong to deserve the discipline she thought she was about to receive. “Sit,” said Khan. Naruni quietly sat herself down on the Nara mat. The weight of her tiny body pressed down onto her knees and toes.

Khan stepped forward and stood over her. Between them was the bamboo box. “Naruni,” Khan began. As he spoke, she realized what was about to happen. “What we are doing here is not the proper way. But I have consulted the elders, and they have agreed. Their decision did not come without friction, but I have made a strong case.” His voice was slow and deliberate, his words sharp, his demeanor firm. “You are, without question, a true, Shimean warrior. Your power is unmatched among the Shinoto, and your skill will soon surpass even my own.” Khan extended his hands and used the arts to raise the bamboo box up to them. “This ceremony is not proper, but we have no time to return to Shimea. You have every right to fight in this war.”

Naruni, trying desperately to hold back her tears, finally let them roll down her face. But she remained proper and still, chin held high in valor. Khan opened the box. “In our history and tradition, there has never been a Shinoto of your age, and no Shinoto has been a woman,” he continued. Naruni wiped away the stream of tears. “But you are more a Shinoto than any man I have ever known. I am honored to know that you will be one with me.” Khan removed a small, black Shanza from the box.

“Stand,” he commanded. Naruni stood and faced him. She put out her arms and he handed her the Shanza. “I’ve spent the last year sewing this Shanza for you. I wish your ceremony was in line with our traditions, but much of this does not follow our way, and maybe, these changes are good.” Naruni gazed down at the Shanza, finally in her own, tiny hands. Khan put his hand on her shoulder, and she looked up at him. “This war will be written into the books of history indeed, but only in the saddest poems and threnodies. I am sorry that this comes at such a violent time, but if ever, you are ready. Naruni, now, you are Shinoto, and tomorrow, we will fight.”
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“And so, came the seventh day, God, too, grew restless. But from his heavens, he chose not to descend to his created world,” said Charlemagne. “On your seventh day, Asharru, take care to mind your rest.”

It was Year Zero, and Asharru was about to walk out to the stage of the Grand Hall to watch the universe die.

Charlemagne stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling window, gazing from the tower out to the city below. Stalwart and steadfast, he stood tall, nearly seven feet, and wore his armor, though no fight seemed nearby. His hair was long and black, and his arms were heavy, like lumber, and nearly just as unwieldly. His voice, too, seemed tinged with the age and heaviness of a fallen oak. And even when Asharru spoke, and during his own speech, Charlemagne’s gaze remained fixed, staring through the window to a world not his own.

“Charlemagne,” said Asharru, seated at a sturdy, rectangular table built from the earthy, rich wood of the Trarashtrorchar tree. Bookshelves replete with classics from across the universe lined the edges of the room. Short streaks of fine, rare steels ran horizontally across the soothing, oaky walls, a common Se Lancian style.

“The men of this age, without a cause, their hearts burn cold, and so, then, is the blood that runs through them,” began Charlemagne. “It hardens their arteries, and their livers frost over, and left are empty, frozen vessels, the very ice inside the only saving grace to keep them afloat, drifting about the ocean like derelict ships. But all ships with furnaces still ablaze sail apart, forced upon longer routes to navigate a crowded sea. And the sacred soil far away remains, many years to come on this freezing marine before our burning hearts rest once more, in a land we’ve never known. And when we arrive, in the harbor we remain, awaiting ships with hulls still of fire. And to the end of time, we will stay and wait, for in our lives, we’ve seldom found others like us.”

A few quiet moments followed. “Charlemagne,” Asharru eventually said. “They’re waiting for me.” Charlemagne turned and faced Asharru. His eyebrows, thick, obscured his eyes in shadows.

“Will you tell them why?” asked Charlemagne. Only a small handful of people knew what Charlemagne was really asking, and perhaps only few more ever would.

“I can’t,” said Asharru.

Just as Asharru was about to leave the room and join the others waiting to see if the forcefield would work, Charlemagne turned back to the window and began to speak. “If in our deaths, there is not a God to count our sins,” Charlemagne began, then paused, “then upon our deathbeds, we ourselves will count them twice. I hope this is your last time speaking to the Grand Hall, Asharru.”

A silent moment passed.

“I do too.”
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Froogle, one of Asharru’s contacts, helped Asharru’s Deltas cross the highly regulated border of Vahl into the City of the Grand Hall. The city was technically autonomous, not part of the Vahl Coalition, but it was wedged right between Vahl and Syberscithe, and Coalition forces protected it.

Froogle was an odd bird—literally. He was one of the last, and maybe the last surviving member of a peculiar species of homoaquilines, or “bird-men,” originally from the planet of Corona, living alongside humans but in far fewer numbers. In essence, he was a very intelligent, giant eagle. Covered in feathers, he stood upright at six feet. He had a wingspan of seventeen feet, but rarely opened his wings to fly. He had a broad, bloated ribcage and his head resembled that of an eagle’s as well, beak and all. Although extremely intelligent, this species was not naturally able to speak. As was the norm for his kind on Corona after researchers had domesticated and genetically altered the species, he had an artificial voice-box implanted in his chest, allowing him to speak and interact in a human-like fashion.

Most might have thought they were looking at a man wearing a costume when they encountered Froogle for the first time, since most people didn’t even know such a strange species existed. A realistic college mascot—but much more dangerous. It was probably because his species was so rare that the Vahl Coalition never got around to trying to track them. His connections with both underground markets and dirty politicians probably helped him get by too.

Froogle knew some drug smugglers that worked with MalangaCorp, a corporation with a monopoly over the production and distribution of a fruit native to Samsara: the malanga. The corporation also had its hand in a number of less-than-legal operations and had furtively supported the GLI during the Triton Wars.

The plan was to hide Asharru and the others in one of the malanga fruit drink delivery trucks headed for the Grand Hall’s dining area. It left straight from Syberscithe, where Asharru’s Deltas could operate in secret. There was sure to be multiple checkpoints along the way, but Froogle mapped out a “special route” which he could travel without being questioned. Vimana was too precious to lose in this battle, so she awaited Asharru’s return in a special region of the Fallout hidden under a Nona tree—a native species of giant willow trees.

Asharru had managed to gather an estimated two-hundred-thousand soldiers at the border. Many soldiers had no official orders and had volunteered for the cause. The large force would be enough to inundate the city with Allied forces and defend it long enough for the world to see what was happening and join the fight, spreading Vahl Coalition forces thin. The army didn’t have to hold the city for long. Just long enough for everyone to know about it. It was a major gamble, but Asharru was all in.

All were present in the delivery truck—even Charlemagne. After a long drive through Syberscithe, from the darkness of the cargo bed, they heard the beeping of the truck as it backed into the dining hall’s loading dock. When the humming of the hydro-powered engine finally stopped, the sound of footsteps approached the back of the truck. Magnus and the others rested their hands on their weapons, concealed under their long, black cloaks, with massive hoods covering their faces. By entering through the dining hall, not only would they enter the Grand Hall without being identified, but they’d able to sneak in their weapons too.

Someone unlatched the cargo container’s clunky doors. The Deltas readied themselves for a fight. But when the doors swung open, Froogle stood smiling on the other side. The tensions in the cargo bed dissolved.

“Hey, hey, hey kiddos! Look who pulled through once again!” said Froogle. His voice was goofy and loud, but amiable. When it emerged from his mouth, or beak, it almost didn’t feel real—like a caricature of a mythical creature.

One by one, they exited the truck. “Thank you,” said Indarra as he passed Froogle.

“We’ll have to find a way to repay you,” said Lunas.

“Well, you can always find me a nice pterodactyl lady,” Froogle joked. “They can’t talk back and damn they’re sexy!”

Sire jumped down from the back of the truck next, grunting in pain as he landed. “Startin’ to get old,” he said, dusting off his cloak.

“Hey Sire,” said Froogle. Sire stood and faced him. Froogle took a couple steps closer. “I heard you’re into the goods. What do you say we light one up sometime?” Sire’s eyes widened.

“What you got?” said Sire.

“For you, anything you want my man,” said Froogle, taking another step closer and lowering his voice. He covered his beak with his feathery wing. “Actually, I’ve got some stuff in the glove compartment right now—”

“Sire,” called Asharru, tuning in. “Not now.” Sire rolled his eyes and started backing away.

“I’ll find you,” Sire shouted back to Froogle as he caught up with the others.

“Be careful guys, security is tight today. And remember—you don’t know me!” Froogle playfully reminded them as he walked back toward the passenger side of the truck. The truck then took off and the garage door of the loading dock closed behind it.

The group stood patiently in the garage, surrounded by delicious, fruity drinks on all sides, all looking to Asharru for instruction. As they waited, Sire took a malanga juice from one of the pallets and started drinking it. “Okay,” said Asharru. “Follow me.”

Asharru then walked the group to a dusty, old vending machine in a dark corner of a back room, pushed against the wall. In the keypad used to select drinks or snacks of the user’s choice, Asharru typed a code. A few moments later, the vending machine made a peculiar noise, then the entire front of the machine swung forward. The whole machine was a door. “This way,” he said.

Asharru then led the group through a long labyrinth of stairs and dark and musty tunnels. Their walk ended at a black door at the top of a long staircase.

“Charlemagne will stay here with Sekhmet and Hanuman and join when it is time. The rest of you, come with me. Keep your hoods up,” said Asharru. Magnus commanded Sekhmet to stay with Charlemagne and pressed his index fingers into his thumbs, a nervous habit incited by the lack of information he was provided, and the uncertainty of what could be on the other side of that door. 

Asharru raised his hand to the door and turned the knob. He opened it. Walked through. The others followed. And then Magnus knew.

On the other side were the witness stands of the Grand Hall. The Grand Hall’s layout was built to mimic the amphitheaters of old, but it was much bigger and seated a line of Grand Hall officials in the front—these were the delegates of Samsara’s highest court, the Grand Council.

Surrounding the Debate Floor was stadium-like seating. This seating was for guests, called witnesses in Grand Hall parlance, who were invited from each nation to each full summit: an international conference which always took place on the first of every month. Witnesses were expected to remain quiet for the entire duration of the summits. When a witness was invited, attendance was not mandatory; however, the invitation was quite an honor. Usually, countries paid the travel expenses for their citizens to attend. The presence of spectators from each nation of Samsara was meant to safeguard a transparent and honest representative process.

As Magnus entered, he gazed at the magnificence of the building. Its size was remarkable and the intricate designs of black, green, and blue lines swirling across the walls looked alive, telling a story. The spotless, glass ceiling was high above anything else and its domelike structure illuminated the hall in such a way that the entire building was perfectly clear. He thought about the history that had transpired in this building. From the people who watched as the Old World die to the Grand Hall’s most recent summit—what happened in the Grand Hall had changed the course of history.

This occasion would be no different.

But on this morning, the hall was chaotic. Disheveled desks overflowed with disorganized piles of documents, interns and assistants scrambled around trying to satisfy the orders of their supervisors, and the witness stands were teeming with quiet and curious eyes— 

“Silence on the floor,” began the Speaker of the Grand Hall. He was an older, human man born and raised in Vahl. Alongside him at the front of the Debate Floor was Secretary General Centorious of the Vahl Coalition, Secretary of State Kana of the Vahl Coalition, and various other Grand Hall officials. They loomed over the hall like giants, godlike in their political positions of power. Magnus knew who each of them were from television. “I said silence!” shouted the speaker, slamming his gavel onto the podium in front of him. The noise on the Debate Floor reduced to only whispers.

A group of Vahlan marines dressed in all black stridently marched out from a black door behind the speaker and the others, weapons in hand. Meticulous in their movements, they fanned out behind the delegates and encircled the Debate Floor. The whispering diminished as the marines scanned the hall for threats, then stopped completely when another figure emerged from the black door.

It was Nihili.

He entered the hall only now that the marines had cleared it. Nihili wasn’t being cautious, it was simply a show of force, a signal to the speaker, the secretary of state, and the secretary general of the Vahl Coalition, letting them know who was truly in charge. Entirely poised, Nihili took his seat among them.

Magnus and the others waited patiently in the witness stands with their hoods covering their faces. As they waited, Magnus looked down at the Coalition representatives, trying to read their expressions. Then, with scornful eyes, he made the mistake of looking down at Nihili. Magnus was far away and in the middle of the crowded stands, but he could have sworn that Nihili looked back and made eye contact for a mere second, as if somehow Nihili’s ceaseless perspicacity had alerted him of Magnus’ presence and wandering gaze. But just as quickly, Nihili turned away and looked back to the speaker. Magnus let out a sigh of relief.

The Grand Hall meeting proceeded with its business. Various national leaders were given opportunities to speak, and many of them inquired about the recent events that had transpired at the Menecian Line, which the Vahl Coalition only addressed with vague and unsatisfying answers. But in the middle of the Lyrillian ambassador’s speech, a commotion seemed to stir. The marines lining the walls of the hall scrambled, and security throughout seemed to be getting messages from their commanders. An advisor ran forward and whispered into Secretary Centorious’ ear. He then whispered something to Secretary Kana. Both seemed alerted.

Magnus turned to Asharru, who was expressionless, sedate. He had no emotions for what he knew was about to happen, only calculations. And then came the subtle sounds of explosions from afar. The other witnesses heard it too, as did the ruffled representatives on the Debate Floor. In short order, the confusion on the Debate Floor rose to a dull panic. Secretary Centorious stood up. “Please be seated everyone. Please sit down,” he said. But the anxiety kept brewing.

Asharru turned to his Deltas. “Follow me,” he said. He stood up and walked to the aisle of stairs running down to the Debate Floor. The others followed. And very quickly, so did the eyes of the witnesses—and security.

Two marines approached as Asharru descended the long staircase. “Stop where you are,” one of them commanded. But Asharru raised his hand, and in an instant, they both collapsed like marionettes with their strings cut. The witnesses in the stands around them began to scramble away from the strange, cloaked figures, unsure what they would do next.

Asharru led the Deltas onward, and the eyes of the representatives followed. The only disinterested party was Nihili, who kept his eyes locked straight ahead.

“Halt!” shouted another approaching group of marines, just before collapsing to their deaths. This time, Magnus actually saw their necks jolt just before they fell, as if their spinal cords were cut from the inside.

Secretary Centorious pointed in their direction and a swarm of at least one hundred marines raced their way. Magnus moved his hand to the hilt of his sword, preparing for a fight. But just as he was about to remove it from its sheath, Nihili walked up to the podium facing the Debate Floor. “Please be seated, everyone,” he calmy said into the microphone. His back was erect, and his arms were neatly folded behind him. “Let them through.”

The marines seemed baffled at first and they looked to Nihili for direction. “Yes,” confirmed Nihili. “You heard me correctly. Let them through. Let us show them how we treat our guests.”

Reluctantly, security stood down. The witnesses and representatives took their seats. Nihili’s confidence delivered calm.

Asharru continued down the steps, uninterrupted. The others followed. At the bottom of the stairs, a thick, steel guardrail prevented them from entering the Debate Floor. Lunas simply lifted her palm to it and ripped it in half, forming an opening through which they passed.

Asharru led his retinue of mysterious, monk-like cloaked figures through the representatives on the Debate Floor to the stage area with the podium and stopped directly in front of it.

“I assume you have something to say,” Nihili said from behind the podium, facing Asharru. As far as Magnus knew, this was the first time Asharru and Nihili had ever met, the first time that these two great powers had ever stood face to face. But Nihili was not Asharru’s enemy, and Asharru was not Nihili’s. They almost appeared to have a strange respect for each other’s power. And fighting one another was not on either of their agendas, this time.

Nihili stepped aside from the podium and returned to his seat with the line of Grand Hall officials. Asharru accepted the invitation and made his way to the elevated podium.

Magnus and the Deltas stood directly in front of him, facing Nihili and the other Grand Hall officials as well as the rest of the representatives. Besides the crescendo of faint explosions in the background, the hall was quiet.

At the podium, Asharru dropped his hood.

There was no collective gasp. No alarm. No uproar. Simply curiosity.

“You don’t know me by my face,” said Asharru, his dying voice carried to every corner of the Grand Hall. “But all of you have heard my name. You’ve heard it in the whispers, in the shadows, in the night. You’ve seen it scratched into the trunks of ancient trees and graffitied in black across highway walls. You’ve tasted it on your lips when you’ve read the great books of history. And when you’ve yearned for deeper depths, you’ve felt it ringing in your bones. My name is Asharru, and I am here to set you free.”

Asharru’s presence and the confirmation that he was still alive was so powerful to those in the Grand Hall that when their mouths opened to suck in the oxygen their brains demanded, there was no sustenance left for sound to escape. Only the approaching sound of gunfire and explosions was left to fill the void where gasps and uproars should have been.

After a moment to gather his thoughts, the speaker stood up in fury. “Do you,” he began, barely able to finish his thought, “do you have any sense of the crime you have committed by standing in our presence!? You are forbidden from entering this hall and you are wanted for crimes stretching back centuries! Today is—” he was cut off when Nihili stood up and waved him down.

“Calm yourself speaker,” said Nihili. “Do not be threatened by this man—merely an aging creature requesting a moment of our attention. I think we can grant him that.” The speaker reluctantly sat down, rage and resentment radiating from his pale, light-deprived skin. “Go on,” said Nihili.

As all eyes returned to Asharru, Magnus noticed something he hadn’t seen before, a curious, martial-arts-styled red belt around his waist.

“Chaos is the mother of civilizations!” said Asharru. “And her children are wrought by their mother’s trials. Today, chaos is in labor, and this chaos will birth a new era—a new civilization. A great war is upon us, and tomorrow’s world will be shaped by today’s victors. It is time to choose your side: The Eastern Alliance or the Vahl Coalition. Today, we fight!”

Asharru paused, and it was now clear to most in the Grand Hall that whatever was happening with the gunfire and explosions in the distance was connected to Asharru’s speech, and that there was a military conflict nearby. And to those to whom it was not clear, it became very apparent once Secretary Centorious, Kana, the speaker, and the rest of the Grand Hall and Vahl Coalition officials were escorted from the hall during Asharru’s slowly unfolding speech.

Only Nihili remained. He stood up and turned on his microphone.

“Is that what you’ve come here to say, to maunder to an attentive crowd?” Nihili began, disdain in his voice. “Your demagoguery has often found its way to bored and undernourished ears, ears that have heard and absorbed what you preach. But to my ears your words are bland, and your voice is tired.” Nihili refolded his arms behind his back and straightened his posture. “After this little—event—you’ve been a part of in Menecia, things will be different, you see. You have no concept of the world of terror you have just unleashed upon the East. The dam has burst. The flood gates have opened. The cathartic waters of the power and preponderance of all four nations of the Vahl Coalition will rage over these lands, cleansing the earth below it of all you stinking vermin and putrid filth that stretch across it like soot, warts, and grime, flensing this veneer of sludge and chaffed lard poisoning this land. You have made a dire mistake, Asharru, but a mistake that I must welcome with open arms, and in the end, for all the pleasure you have allowed me to relish because of your impudent actions, I will owe you my thanks. And one day, years from now, all the books of history and all the children of this world will rejoice and say, ‘We have Asharru to thank, for this new, unsoiled world, for it was he who turned the key, he who opened the flood gates, it was he who awoke the sleeping beast that was the Vahl Coalition.’ A new civilization will, indeed, be born following the chaos you wish to unleash upon the world. But if chaos is the mother of civilizations, then order is their father. And wrought by whom through this child’s developmental years will soon become clear!”

Nihili’s invective ended as late as it could have, as it had become clear that the gunfire was right outside the hall. The witnesses were restless, rustling through the stands, looking for an escape. But there was no exit that would lead them to relief. The entire city was under siege.

A nearby explosion shook the hall, surging the panic further. And then the gunfire erupted inside the hall itself as Senecian and Enochian troops filtered in through a side door, exchanging fire with the Coalition marines already present. “It’s time,” said Lunas, loud enough so Magnus and the others could hear. “Join the fight. Take the city. Stay alive.”

At that, they dispersed. Charlemagne, Sekhmet, and Hanuman emerged, and Sekhmet quickly found Magnus. Khan and Naruni headed for the stands to go protect the witnesses, Helix and Andor started clearing the Debate Floor of marines, Lunas stood next to Asharru at the podium, protecting him from incoming fire, and the others mostly went off in their own directions to wreak havoc. But Magnus had his own agenda, and immediately turned to Nihili. Nihili knew where Kashana was, and as unlikely as it was that Magnus would win the fight, he had to try.

He darted in Nihili’s direction, but a group of marines closed in. Magnus drew his swords and one by one he ripped through them. But when he turned back to Nihili, he was already gone, having fled through the black door behind the area for Grand Hall representatives.

“Magnus!” shouted Andor, realizing Magnus’ focus. “Forget it. Get over here!”

Magnus hesitated. He turned to Andor, then back to the black door.

He ran to the door.

It was locked, thick and heavy. He tried kicking it open, using the arts to bolster his strength. It buckled but would need a few more kicks.

“Magnus!” shouted Andor, “don’t be foolish!”

Meanwhile, the representatives clambered over one another and hid under desks, desperate to escape stray bullets flying about the hall. The witnesses stampeded through the exits, slowly emptying the stands while Coalition marines started flowing in.

“We’ve gotta move,” said Andor. “You guys have to join our forces outside. I’ll hold them off in here.”

Off to the side, Magnus noticed Sire straining as he used the arts to rip an enormous section of wall from its structure, breaking Magnus’ attention from the door. But the wall was far bigger than anything Magnus could use the metaphysical arts to handle.

“What?” Sire shouted, turning to Magnus for only a second, then back to the wall. “Don’t just stare. Help me with this, will ya?” After a moment, Magnus joined Sire in trying to free the wall from its structure. He could feel his bones aching and his brain burning as he stood next to Sire trying to rip out the wall from afar.

But then, off came the chunk of wall, jagged steel protruding in every direction. And Magnus released control to Sire. Within seconds, Sire hurled the giant slab at one of the entrances that the Coalition soldiers were using to enter the hall, killing dozens in the process.

“Take that, febbes,” Magnus saw Sire whisper to himself.

“Look!” shouted Naruni, joining the others on the Debate Floor, pointing to the glass ceiling with one hand and stopping a stream of bullets with the other.

From above, Saiphen, Enochian, and Kingdom paratroopers descended from gigantic, hovering airships. Seconds later, the glass ceiling shattered into pieces and crashed onto the floor below, and through the hole came Allied forces.

“Yo, Maggie!” shouted Sire. Magnus turned to him. “You and the cat, let’s go!” Sire made his way to one of the doors leading outside. Magnus and Sekhmet followed.

As soon as they made it through the doors, the scale of the battle became clear. Giant office buildings had already sustained significant damage, dust from crumbling buildings filled the air, and soldiers from both forces were strewn through the streets. “This way,” said Sire before beginning a supernaturally fast sprint down a wide road toward the City Center.

“This’ll give us some open ground,” Sire shouted as they scampered through the swarming streets, slashing enemy troops along the way. Sekhmet didn’t even have to slow her gait to attack. She simply raised an open-clawed paw to a torso or mauled enemy soldiers by the arms as she passed.

“Do you know the way?” Magnus shouted forward, almost forgetting that Sire had probably been to the City of the Grand Hall countless times before and may have even participated in its design.

Sire laughed.

As they ran forward, they approached a large group of Drrundornavordan Vadrada. “Follow us!” shouted Sire. The Vadrada exchanged a few shrugs of uncertainty and apprehension—they must not have recognized Sire. But after watching Sire launch a pile of debris into a distant group of Coalition soldiers, they were on board. They joined the run to the City Center.

Upon arrival, the group charged forward into a park, firing away and slicing through enemies as they passed. Vahl Coalition soldiers were much stronger than Savarians. They were well trained, well equipped, and worked as a team. But the East fought with an unquenchable thirst for victory that the Coalition couldn’t taste.

After they pushed about a quarter of the way through the park, gathering more Allied soldiers in their impromptu posse, Magnus climbed to the top of a tall statue of the historic President Lasus to see what was coming their way. “Sire,” Magnus called down.

“What is it?”

“Come look!”

Sire quickly climbed to join him, using the arts to pull himself up quicker. They both looked ahead.

First, they saw the city, magnificent, smooth—almost glowing. Many of the faces of its buildings were still unaware of the brutal battle below. But then their eyes turned to the skyline, and in the distance, the slowly approaching Vahl Coalition reinforcements. These were the ones that meant serious business: Pyramids.

Designed, built, and maintained by the Sericans, the Pyramids were the Coalition’s largest air transports. Each face of these pyramid-shaped airships had an area larger than forty football fields organized into a perfect triangle. Their color was a flat, unreflective black. In the night, they could be seen only as obstructions to the sky above. When traversing great distances, they traveled at lightning speeds by manipulating the gravitational fields surrounding them. But when they arrived at the scene, they always used their characteristic slow and gradual hover toward their enemies. After reaching the edge of their battles, like moons, they hung over the land below, ominously releasing the hundreds of thousands of soldiers, ground units, troop transports, and fighter jets docked within.

“There’s at least ten of them,” said Sire.

“Do we have anything that can take them out?” asked Magnus.

“Not here,” said Sire. A bullet whizzed by his face as he spoke. Magnus used the metaphysical arts just in time to prevent it from hitting him. “Thanks,” said Sire. The two jumped down from the statue. “Each one of those could hold half of the whole army we have here,” Sire said once he landed. “We can’t hold off those numbers.”

From the right flank, an enemy soldier took a shot at Sire, grazing his shoulder and tearing his cloak. Sire stopped what he was doing and looked at the soldier. The soldier stopped dead in his tracks, fossilized in fear by Sire’s undivided attention. “Do you see a ghost?” asked Sire. “I do!” Sire raised his sword and sliced the head off the soldier who shot at him. When his head rolled to the floor and his body fell to the ground, Sire walked up to it and kicked the head into the air and far away.

“Sire,” said Magnus. “If those things start landing troops, what are we gonna do?”

Before Sire could answer, from above, a deep rumble pulsed through the city. Magnus and Sire looked to the sky as clouds began to form from nothing. The clouds were benign at first, but gradually grew darker and ill-omened.

Magnus and Sire ignored it and continued to fight. But the rumbling got louder still, and soon came the thunder. Magnus had never seen a storm emerge so quickly, and the clouds soon manifested into a terrifying blackish-gray and the feeling preceding a destructive storm stretched across the city. The clouds continued to darken, and darken, until the light from above had been almost completely obscured.

“What’s happening?” asked Magnus.

Sire stared at the sky. “I’ve not seen power like this for many years,” Sire replied, his voice subdued by awe.

Then, lightning began to strike within the clouds. It never hit the ground but it traveled from cloud to cloud with incredible force and emitted bright flashes of light. The thunder picked up too. Its vibrations grew so deep and powerful that the pieces of buildings damaged by artillery fire broke off and crashed down into the streets. Fascination with the rapid growth of such a mighty storm took over, and the soldiers from both sides turned their attention from their enemies upwards. No one knew what was happening, but they knew it wasn’t natural. The phenomenon was so strange that the fighting soon stopped completely, and all the eyes of the city were glued to the skies above.

Then, from the clouds descended figures.

They were unclear at first, only silhouettes of shadowy humanoids. Their arms were stretched out wide and their faces were turned to the sky, descending to the earth like angels from heaven. As they descended, electric pulses emanated from their bodies like lightning. The ground fell silent as the gunfire stopped, and all that could be heard was the intense rumbling of the storm clouds above. There was a feeling in the air like no other. It was a feeling of warmth, but at the same time, incited fear in all who felt it. A great power was near. And then the mysterious identity of the figures became evident as they drew closer.

They were Tritons.

Hundreds of them.

Magnus looked over to Sire, whose focus was glued on the spectacle above. “Sire,” said Magnus. Sire didn’t flinch. “Sire,” Magnus repeated louder.

“How could this be?” Sire asked. “This is… undefined.”

Awe came down from the clouds like raindrops, simultaneously inspiring hope and fear in all the bewildered spectators below. The Tritons drew closer, and more and more continued to descend from the blackened clouds.

For a moment, there was a peace about the storm. The presence of the Tritons injected a feeling of serenity into the warriors below. Everyone on the ground, somehow, for a moment, felt connected. Together, they experienced a phenomenon that none of them understood. In their confusion, they were one, and there was a peace.

And then it was broken.

“Fire!” shouted a Coalition commander. The Coalition soldiers opened fire into the skies. The first reaction of Allied forces was to protect the Tritons, but it immediately became clear that they didn’t have to. The bullets stopped in the air before even coming close to their targets.

The Tritons continued to descend.

Great numbers of Coalition troops began flooding into the city streets via transports emerging from the Pyramids suspended in the air nearby. In only a few more minutes, the city would have been reclaimed by the Coalition. The Pyramids and their insane troop capacity changed everything.

But then, it began.

The Tritons continued to descend until they were about one-hundred feet above the city, then stopped and hovered midair. They looked like they were struggling, as though they were gathering the energy to move something—something enormous. The earth beneath released a subtle jolt, and then it too, began to rumble. It felt like an earthquake to those standing on the ground. The shaking of the ground intensified, stronger, and stronger, until—there was no shaking at all.

Magnus looked up, and it seemed that the Tritons were still at work. He wasn’t sure what they were doing or why the shaking had stopped.

“Look,” said Sire, his face ashen.

Magnus turned to him.

“Look at the horizon,” said Sire.

Magnus did as he was asked. He didn’t notice anything abnormal at first, but then, he realized. He couldn’t believe it.

“We’re in the air,” said Sire. “The city is in the air.”
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Year 733
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“He’s not gonna wanna do it,” said the colonel.

“I know he’s not,” said the major general, a grubby-looking man, leaning back on the chair behind his desk at Saiph’s Grand Central Air Force Base. “The senate knows he’s the most powerful Delta in the Leopard Group. They asked for him by name.”

“He’ll do as he’s told,” said the colonel, “but he won’t want to. He’s not motivated by this kind of thing so don’t push him too hard. His contract expires next month and we need him to re-up.”

“Is he religious?” asked the major general.

“Yeah. Justinianism, I think,” said the colonel. There was a knock at the door.

“That’s probably him,” said the major general. In walked Andor, finely dressed in a well-ironed uniform, posture straight and chin held high.

“Greetings, captain,” said the colonel.

“Greetings,” said Andor, saluting both of them.

“Take a seat, please,” said the major general. Andor and the colonel both took seats facing the desk. “Andor,” started the major general. “Colonel Atrius was just telling me about your stint in Pontus. Very impressive.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Andor.

“The senate has taken notice,” the major general continued. “In fact, they’re so intrigued, they’ve asked for you by name for a task.” Andor, laser focused, did not reply, as he seldom did. “They want you at the parade at the end of the month. Right in the front, holding the banner with the majority leader.”

“The—” Andor hesitated. “The parade, sir?”

“Quite the honor,” said the major general, shifting his oily attention between Andor and Colonel Atrius.

“Is this something I’m expected to do?” asked Andor, fidgeting with his fingers.

“Well, it’s a request from the senate,” said the major general. “So, I wouldn’t really turn it down.”

Andor looked back and forth between his superiors, both of them leaning forward with fake smiles and mouths half open, awaiting his response. “Yes sir,” said Andor.

“Good, good,” said the major general. He leaned back and exhaled, then looked down to the papers on his desk in front of him. He picked one up and started reading over it. “Well, Andor, I don’t want to keep you much longer. But I’m hearing good things, keep it up.”

Andor stood up. He knew disingenuity when he saw it, and that his stay had expired. “Thank you, sir,” said Andor, preparing to leave the room.

“Oh, before I forget,” said the major general. “There’s a letter for you.”

“A letter?” asked Andor, surprised. He had no family alive and hadn’t received a letter during his tenure in the military.

“I was told to make sure it gets to you,” said the major general. “My guess is it’s from the someone in the senate. You’re a lucky guy.” Andor reached out and received it.

“Thank you, sir,” said Andor, then left the office.

Andor put the letter in his pocket and returned to his tiny apartment. Tired of the food at the canteen, he put some water in a pot on the stove so he could make himself dinner. He watched as it slowly came to a boil, barely a thought passing through his brain.

He remembered the letter and took it out from his pocket. He nearly threw it out. He didn’t care about politics and wasn’t interested in even the most glowing approbation from the senate. But the envelope was strangely plain and had no address. The front simply said, in handwritten ink: “Andor.” He opened the letter and read it as the water boiled. It said:

Andor,

Have patience.

Fate has bigger plans for you.

More to come.

Asharru.
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Year 738—Present Day Samsara
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“Why are they doing this?” asked Magnus.

“I… I don’t know. This is… I don’t know,” Sire replied, fumbling over his words, gaze fixed upon the thundering sky. The return of the Tritons was much less a shock for Magnus. But Sire had survived the Triton Wars. He was there when they went extinct.

The entire City of the Grand Hall continued to glide through the air toward Syberscithe, and the Tritons remained suspended above the city. Magnus figured that the Tritons were moving the city further east to hinder the Vahl Coalition’s steady stream of reinforcements pouring in from a nearby airbase, thus allowing Allied forces to take and defend the city. The looming Pyramids faded with the growing distance, and the Coalition wouldn’t dare risk hovering their precious Pyramids too close, uncertain of a Triton’s power to destroy one. But once the soldiers on the ground realized the city and the chunk of earth it was attached to was headed east, they also deduced the next logical conclusion. Two opposing forces still stood on this land. By the time the slab landed, only one force would remain. The battle raged on.

Coalition forces outnumbered the motley Allied army, but the arrival of the Tritons seared the East’s soul by a blue, blazing fire, unleashing a beast that was only minutes prior tamed. Magnus and Sekhmet fought alongside a group of Allied soldiers in a field in the park, and Sire had disappeared onto his own path of destruction.

In the corner of his eye, Magnus caught a glimpse of vehicles and soldiers flying through the air, more than ten at a time. Some invisible force literally tore tanks to pieces, one by one. Magnus knew it was Sire, revivified by the taste of a purpose he’d almost forgotten.

As time passed, however, significant numbers of Allied troops had been killed or wounded, and the situation was starting to look grim. A few hundred smaller transports audacious enough to approach the floating city had emerged from the Pyramids and released massive waves of Coalition forces onto the floating plot of land. “To the streets!” Magnus shouted to the remaining forces in his vicinity, pointing westward with one hand and diverting incoming enemy fire with the other.

“Yes sir!” shouted the nearby soldiers. Magnus and his posse retreated from the field in fear of being overwhelmed on an open plain. Staying low, they sprinted for the cover of the buildings lining the road.

As they reached the edge of the field and neared a paved path leading back into the city streets, they noticed movement in the skies. Some of the Tritons were descending all the way to the ground. As if time stopped, all on the ground were stunned by these seraphic figures, descending from the heavens through the fiery, thunderous hurricane overhead. For a moment, Magnus’ identity slipped his mind. Time and place were unknown, and entranced, he watched the Tritons’ unhurried descent. Effortlessly and with such grace, they floated to the ground from above as though no thing in the world could harm them, and their movements unfolded without a hint of strain. But when a bullet struck Magnus’ right arm, the biting pain abruptly jolted him back to his senses.

Once the Tritons were roughly twenty feet above the ground, Coalition soldiers opened fire on them, but once again, the Tritons stopped the bullets somewhere between the soldiers and themselves. They continued their descent. The first three Tritons to touch the ground gently placed down their feet and stood in place. Around them, Coalition soldiers formed a circle, unsure of what to do, unwilling to get too close. They ceased fire, waiting for the Tritons to make the next move.

Demure, sedate, and void of emotion, one of the Tritons raised its right hand to the air in the direction of a cluster of troops. A pulse of energy surged through its body emanating from its chest, and then erupted from its palm. The surge traveled through the air in swirling patterns of blue, green, and white, bursting through the cluster of Coalition troops, immediately vaporizing them all.

The three Tritons then walked forward, in the direction of Magnus and the others. More Coalition troops opened fire but no bullet ever reached a Triton, and the Tritons calmly responded by, as if blessing the soldiers with a divine and final peace, raising their palms in the direction of their attackers and vaporizing them with their colorful surges of energy.

More Tritons continued to descend, one by one, with poise and elegance until throughout the entire City of the Grand Hall, the Tritons had angelically touched their feet to the ground and dispersed among the parks and streets, vaporizing all Coalition military in their paths. The Coalition had no chance. Some Coalition soldiers even tried jumping off the edge of the floating city. Even tanks and other vehicles within the Tritons’ reach were turned to dust with the simple motions of their hands.

After no enemy was left in the city, the Tritons stood in place and looked to the clouds above. Magnus figured they would leave soon, so he quickly ran over to one of them to ask what was going on. “Wait!” Magnus shouted as he ran.

“Magnus!” Sire called out to him from afar, knowing that Magnus had no idea how to talk to a Triton, and the deference he should show.

“Wait!” Magnus shouted once more. The Triton closest to him waited as the others began their ascent. Magnus continued sprinting in its direction.

Panting, Magnus stood face to face with the Triton. Its eyes, like worlds of their own, reflected the world inside them. They displayed depth of a degree no earthly creature could comprehend and stared right through Magnus to his very soul. “Wait,” he said once more, hands on his knees, catching his breath. The Triton didn’t reply. “I need,” said Magnus, panting, “I need your help. They took her. They took Kashana.”

“Greetings, Magnus,” said the Triton, its voice reverberating a rainbow of tones and volumes. And then, it raised its head to the sky and stretched its arms out wide. It ascended back into the air with the others, leaving Magnus gawking in awe.

Once the Tritons were about one-hundred feet above the city, they hovered in place. Magnus felt his stomach drop. He figured the Tritons were placing the City of the Grand Hall back on the ground. The ominous storm and thunderclouds began to fade and the calm, blue sky above once again came into view. Soon enough, the ground shook as the City of the Grand Hall gently landed in its new resting place. Although the Tritons were careful when lowering the city, a few of the buildings collapsed and many others were damaged, but the integrity of the city remained whole.

The city was now in the nation of Syberscithe—a nation sympathetic to the Eastern Alliance and with its own issues with Vahl—near the Vahlan border. From there, it would be easier to defend. Also, it was raised above the level ground of the Syberscinthian desert, creating a cliff-like drop where the city was once connected with Vahlan soil, making it harder to move troops in and out, and more difficult to attack.

Sire slowly strolled over as Magnus continued watching the sky and the Tritons disappearing into it. Sire casually removed a slightly bloody, half-crushed box of cigarettes from under his cloak. He managed to find a reasonably undamaged cigarette in the pack, and with his bony, pale middle and index fingers, he placed it over his bottom lip. The notorious sandy gusts of the Syberscinthian desert rolled through, reminding Sire and Magnus where they were. Magnus’ rapt gaze dropped from the now clear sky back down to Sire.

“Well…,” said Magnus.

Sire, eyes staring down the length of his cigarette, casually lit it with a match and an inhale. He released a small puff of smoke.

“Yeah,” said Sire, moving his eyes from his cigarette to Magnus.

Left in the city were the remaining Allied forces, Asharru’s Deltas, and the surviving civilians and representatives of the Grand Hall. But there was no time for convalescence. Asharru radioed Magnus and the others to rendezvous at the Grand Hall.

Everyone else was already present when Magnus, Sekhmet, and Sire arrived—even Charlemagne. They stood in the center of the hall, on the Debate Floor. It was hot inside and the mangled bodies of dead representatives, soldiers from both sides, and witnesses lined the floor. As Magnus stepped over them, the puddles of crimson blood splashed under his feet. The others were silent as he approached, looking down at something on the ground in front of them.

Magnus stopped in his tracks when he realized what the others were looking at. Asharru stood on the other side of a familiar body.

“Andor is dead,” said Asharru.

Magnus looked down at the body, unable to see the face and unwilling to believe that it was true. He could see at least four exit wounds on the corpse’s back. He took a step forward and crouched next to the body, then gently turned the upper body toward him so he could see the face. It really was Andor.

Magnus stepped back, unable to draw a breath. He looked down at his shoe and took another few steps back when he realized he was standing in Andor’s blood. “How?” asked Magnus. “How could this have happened?”

Lunas reached out and put a comforting hand on Magnus’ shoulder.

“We keep moving,” said Asharru. “More Vahl Coalition forces will arrive. We must let our allies defend the city. Our role here for today is finished.”

“Can’t we have a minute?” asked Helix. “Wasn’t he our friend?”

“We don’t have a minute,” said Asharru. “We must return to the safety of Vimana, and from there we can coordinate our next attack.”

“Wait,” said Magnus, “what about Kashana?”

“There will come a time,” said Asharru.

“I thought that’s what we’re doing here,” said Magnus. “This is the time.”

“What about Andor’s body?” asked Naruni.

“Andor is dead,” said Asharru.

“Kashana isn’t dead!” said Magnus.

“I will take the body,” insisted Khan, hoisting Andor’s lifeless body over his shoulder. “At Valum Kal we can give him a proper burial.”

A few silent moments followed. Charlemagne shook his head in the background. “The Alunar Naalor will wake,” he said, talking to himself, “and so will their beasts, to join this war.”

“Revenge would be nice,” said Sire. “I hope they do.”

“We will deal with this in due time,” said Asharru.

“What is the Alunar Naalor?” asked Naruni.

“This will be our final chance,” Charlemagne said to himself.

“What’s going on?” asked Helix.

“Do not know,” said Indarra.

“I’m really confused,” said Helix.

“So am I,” said Naruni.

“Patience,” said Asharru. “The chaos is to throw our enemy off balance. We must not let it reach our own ranks.”

Another silent moment passed, and Charlemagne suddenly turned around and began to walk away. Magnus looked at Asharru, then to Charlemagne. “Where are you going?” Magnus called.

“To think,” Charlemagne called back, picking up his pace. Magnus’ gaze returned to Asharru, whose face forbade Magnus to investigate.

But Magnus turned back to Charlemagne, who was already out of view.

“Stay Sekhmet,” commanded Magnus just before running after Charlemagne.

It was time for some answers.
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The Old World—Tondaline—The Second Cosmic War Commences

[image: Image]

“Charlemagne,” began the Triton, thousands of years before the Great Collapse. The sun of planet Tondaline was setting, radiating a pinkish-orange glow across the ocean horizon and over the coastal city of Breezewood, where Charlemagne and the Triton visiting him admired it.

The planet was one of many under the rule and protection of the Western Kingdom and had made it through the First Cosmic War without sustaining much damage. But a new war was underway, and much of the universe was already in turmoil.

Breezewood was a genial city whose sand-toned buildings, modest and unassuming, stretched across the horizon with a distinct, earthy feel. Charlemagne was in his elder years, quietly living out the final days of his life—or so he thought. He sat on his roof, flat like all the others, on his favorite chair, a chair he’d earlier built, staring out across the city skyline to the halcyon ocean beyond it. The Triton stood behind him. “Please,” spoke the Triton.

Charlemagne shifted his weight in his seat, leaning forward and supporting his body with his elbows over his knees. An ocean breeze blew over the quiet rooftop. “I thought this was the end for me,” he said, slow and relaxed. “Immortality… I can’t even fathom it. I don’t want this. I want to die in peace.” Another cooling breeze rolled through and Charlemagne straightened his back, reminding him of a greater purpose. “But this is bigger than me. Bigger than anything.” A few silent moments followed. “I will fight again,” he promised.

The Triton took a step closer.

“Thank you, Charlemagne,” said the Triton. For a few moments, the two peacefully gazed out to the sunset in front of them.

“But one day, I may need your help,” said Charlemagne.

“If that day comes—our final chance—if you are there, we will be too.”
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“Charlemagne!” called Magnus as he dashed out from the hall and out into the streets.

His eyes scoped out the area but there was no trace of him. Magnus perused the buildings around him, up and down, trying to think like Charlemagne. As Magnus’ eyes skimmed the skyline, he noticed the Fallen Kingdom’s embassy. A remnant of something familiar. It was his best shot.

The building had been evacuated, so Magnus simply walked in. He called for Charlemagne as he climbed the vast stairwell of the empty building, receiving no response. It was dark and dusty, some areas damaged and incomplete. The stairs were punishing, especially after the exhaustion from the day’s events, and Magnus was obviously not going to risk taking the elevator. But after skipping steps almost the whole way up, utterly exhausted, he made it to the top. He swung open the access door leading to the roof of the building. “Charlemagne!” he called, catching his breath. There was no answer.

Magnus wandered around the roof. It was bare, studded only with exhaust pipes and electrical boxes. Then, he saw Charlemagne seated on a ledge, facing inward, elbows rested on his knees, and his palms open in front of him. He was staring into them as if reading them.

“Charlemagne,” Magnus said with relief. “What’re you doing?”

Charlemagne didn’t answer.

Magnus took a few steps closer. He crouched down and the two sat in silence for a moment. “Charlemagne, please speak to me.”

Charlemagne looked up to the sky, his face pensive and eyes wistful, then back down to his hands, and spoke. “These hands,” he said. There was a pause, but Magnus knew Charlemagne would continue, and he didn’t want him to stop. “These two, scarred hands of an Eolian king, still blood flows through their withered veins, losing strength with time, as if the wind itself has worn them down through the distant ages they’ve seen. These hands, they’ve felt the cooling touch of the cathartic waters of the Gardens of Lyril, the warming breath of a fire’s song in the Treltic winter’s night. They still feel the dying, desperate gasps of the men within their grip. Kissed by kings and crying mothers, they’ve ended bloodlines. They feel the sting of the tears they’ve wiped and have not forgotten the tears they caused. They’ve written edicts into law, have built walls to protect us, and torn those dividing.” His words were heavy, and his doleful tone was soft.

“These hands, they’ve built homes, cities, dreams, out of nothing. They’ve defended their kingdom with courage. These hands, these arbiters of life and death, they’ve led entire armies, tasted hate, and grit, and pleasure. They’re stained indelibly in blood, stains that burn so deep, my own immortality can’t cleanse them. Their story, so long, it can’t be told, for there are few creatures with the wisdom and years to hear it. Their calloused skin has been eroded by time. The blood within them runs thin. At the joints, they ache in the night, in the cold, in the winter. Their grasp compromises. They fail from time to time. The knuckles are wrought by deep scars and the nails are flaky and frayed. Their fingerprints are indistinct, weathered by their trials. Time has blanched their identity, as fewer and fewer can recognize them. In the fingers, skin rubs against bone, and in the morning, the joints won’t bend.” A tear ran down Charlemagne’s cheek. Magnus watched it as it slowly fell to the ground.

Charlemagne noticed the tear and stood up and turned to the city. “What are these hands worth today?” he asked. “Is it the table they can build and sell in the market? Is it the price of the head of the enemy they can slay? Their flesh? Their meat? Their weight in bone? Who here cares to touch them, to hear of where they’ve been? Who here knows of the great hardships they’ve endured, the power they once wielded, so long ago? Are they irrelevant, in this day? If they were buried tomorrow, would the world take notice?” Then, still looking down at his hands, Charlemagne turned back to Magnus.

“Where do I live outside of the books and halls of history? What do the people of this world need with an old, dying king? They try to avoid a conversation, in fear of having to listen to one of my stories of the past. But they don’t know. They’ll never know. And when I die, all my memories of the Old World will be gone. All the children I’ve seen grow and die, all the towns and villages that have boomed and faded, all the cycles of life I’ve witnessed, all the wars and times of peace—what’s left of it all? This dying world? Is all I ever built, left to burn like this?

“The leaders of this age, they confer degrees to wear their brains on the outside of their skulls. They toil to publish papers and convince themselves and their peers of their own significance, in a world puffed full of scant air and few membranes, inflating, bloating, while the only thing of substance they produce falls as dust to the caverns below them. They’ve become stamp collectors, collecting knowledge for their shelves, but among their impressive collection of stamps, the knowledge of post escapes them, in a digital age, where they’ve never sent a letter. The experts and academics, yuckering about, telling us what is true—what do they know of truth? What do they know of pain? They study war, and poverty, and suffering, but have they lived through it? Universities are the new churches, professors the new priests. They preach hollow words to large crowds of empty souls. Middlemen. Truth-tellers. Knowers. Knowledge keepers and purveyors. Their libraries are their caves of ignorance!” he turned and shouted to the world.

“And the noisemakers. The young ones—the ones with hearts on their sleeves. They know not that nature put our hearts in our chests for good reason. On our sleeves they change color as quickly as our shirts. Like sponges, they suck the water from their surroundings and pump it through their veins, tricking their bodies into thinking it’s blood. They shout and they condemn, and they judge from first-world countries and computer desks, and when the wind rolls through their windows they shut them, and when the sun is too bright, they close their blinds. The noisemakers. Have they not realized the ones who’ve seen true pain have grown soft voices, and choose fewer moments to speak but do so with purpose, and with fewer words? And that their soft voices are much louder? And that their short sentences say more? The noisemakers—they are freshly chiseled statues. Their edges are sharp and their colors vibrant. They suck in the gazes of passersby, but only reflect the thoughts of those by whom they were sculpted. And of these sculptures, there are many, and they are copies of each other, mass produced by clever artists. But time and wind expose their essence, and the few that last through wind and time tell a story of their own that their sculptor never knew, a story told by time itself.”

There was a period of silence and Charlemagne eventually sat back down. He looked down at his hands again for a while, then back up to Magnus.

The clouded horizon was breathtaking, as if a cosmic artist had each day painted a new masterpiece, with cool shades of blue and purple radiating across the twilight sky, and together they watched it.

“Magnus… boy,” he began. His cynicism seemed to have faded. His voice was more comforting now, almost grandfatherly. “Have you ever seen a sunset?”

Magnus shook his head no.

“Have you ever looked at the sky at night and seen the stars? The dance of the universe?”

Magnus shook his head no once more.

“Well I have, Magnus, and there is nothing more beautiful. To see the sun rise every morning and set every night—the sky becomes the canvas of God. And to watch the stars dance in the evening, dance a dance that takes an eternity to complete… there is nothing like it. The Old World was so big. We explored new worlds and discovered planets, planets of fire and storm. There was a vastness that promised that the universe would go on.”

There was another period of silence between them. A light zephyr moved through, reminding Magnus of the war still to be fought. He stood up and walked over to the ledge, marveling at the city, abruptly ending in the endless Syberscinthian desert. Charlemagne did the same. They stood shoulder to shoulder.

Charlemagne looked down to Magnus. “I know you have questions, but you must also have patience. You are still a young fool, which comes with its advantages I suppose. The Tritons like you, and I trust them. They are a special people, and I’ve known long they had not ended.” There was another silence between them. Magnus didn’t push. He knew if Charlemagne was going to divulge any secrets, it would be on his own terms.

“I knew your mother,” said Charlemagne, breaking the tranquil silence. Magnus’ spine jolted straight, like a shock ran through it. These weren’t the kind of answers he was looking for. But somehow, this took precedence. Magnus listened closely. “She was a beautiful woman. A truly pure heart. She was pregnant with you when I met her. She had this glow about her, this energy.” Charlemagne looked to the sky, reminiscing over thoughts of her. “Her name was Manon. Manon. It overwhelms me with joy just to say it. You were separated not long after you were born, but she loved you. Nine months was all she needed to grow a love for you that surpassed the love of any immortal.”

It quieted again and the breeze ran through once more. “There are many secrets of this world, Magnus. But one day, not long from now, you will discover them.” Charlemagne’s eyes shot from gazing out to the city to meet Magnus’ directly. “You have a monster inside of you. But you know that already. The war out there, in this world, will be one of the last of its kind ever fought. A massive war. But the battle within you must be won first. That is the real war. In each one of us. Winning that war is the only way to truly stop the wars happening out there. You will come to know this very soon.”

There was another silence. Just as Magnus was about to ask Charlemagne a question, Charlemagne continued. “Leave me now, Magnus. I promise I will return when the time is right. But for some time, I must have my solitude.”

Magnus wanted more. But soon enough, he bent to Charlemagne’s wishes and began to walk away.

“Magnus,” Charlemagne called out. Magnus looked back, waiting to hear from him. When their eyes met, Magnus felt Charlemagne there with him for the first time, all of Charlemagne. Under his bushy eyebrows, Charlemagne’s eyes were deep and brown, a detail Magnus had not previously noticed. In his eyes, Magnus could see that Charlemagne truly cared for him. Their connection stretched far beyond the time they’d known each other. “You know what you have to do next. If they exist without love, these infinite worlds, then they deserve to be destroyed.”

Magnus didn’t respond. He didn’t have to. He nodded his head, almost as if to say thank you. And Charlemagne nodded back. They understood one another completely in that moment. And at that, Magnus walked off and returned to find the others.
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It was four years before the start of the new calendar, and the new world.

On the moon of Shindu Hidu, Sire’s transport glided down into the flora. The jungle moon had been seeded with the life of its mother planet long before, and its surface was lush with life of which only few beyond it knew. Sire cruised in and landed in the Silken Shallows. He left his vehicle and trudged through the water to find the Nona tree—the place where he knew she’d be.

After two minutes of walking, he came upon her. He stepped onto a patch of grass peeking just above the water.

“Asintmah,” he said. Naked, she was submerged in the shallows to her breasts.

“Sire,” she replied.

“We haven’t seen you for months,” said Sire. “They’re still searching, but I knew you’d be here. I didn’t tell them.” The canopy was scarce, tickling the lush greens below in shadows, letting only splintered patterns of light shine through, kaleidoscopically reorganizing as the winds above blew. He took two steps closer, and both were mostly in the sun. “What’s going on?”

Asintmah closed her eyes and took a breath. She raised her chin. The nourishing, jungle air flushed through her nostrils and into her tender lungs. Step by step, she waded forward, out of the shallows. With each step, she exposed more of her body, and with each step, Sire’s world spun faster. “Asintmah,” he said.

She took another step forward. And another, until she emerged from the shallows completely, her feet on dry land. She and Sire stood only feet apart. She rested her hand over her belly. Sire looked down to it, then back to her eyes. “When did you know?” he asked.

“The first moment,” said Asintmah.

A tear rolled from Sire’s left eye and over his lip, the tear’s salinity reminding him of the acerbic world beyond this quiet place.

“I love you,” said Sire. “This is… this is amazing.”

“Sire,” said Asintmah, raising her palm. “We can tell no one. These will be the heroes of the new, the warriors of renown. There are evil forces at work, and they will bear no giants in this new world. No one must know. You know what Sariel would have me do.”
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Magnus jogged back to the Grand Hall in search of the others. He took out a small phone from his zipped-up pocket. It was a robust, encrypted little device that he rarely used and often forgot he had with him.

He looked at Lunas’ geolocation. She was close by. He ran ahead and caught up.

“There you are,” said Helix as Magnus approached the group. “Where’d you go?”

“To talk to Charlemagne,” said Magnus.

“Is he coming?”

“Not now,” said Magnus. “Where are we going?”

“The Enochians sent a transport to bring us back to Vimana. Then, who knows?” said Helix.

The walk was quiet. Magnus looked down at his own hands during much of it, seeing in their creases all he’d never done. While the others powered down the street following Asharru in his wheelchair, Magnus fell behind. His shoulders drooped and his pace slowed as the reality of Kashana’s situation continued to settle in. His eagerness to rescue her morphed into a sullen despondency over the pain she was likely suffering.

“Magnus,” said Lunas, dropping behind the group, her voice comforting.

“Hey,” he said, looking up to her. She let a warm silence pass.

“I know you want to get her back. So do I,” she said. Magnus continued walking down the street toward the transport, focused on the ground. After a few seconds, Lunas stopped walking, raised her hand to Magnus’ shoulder, gripped it firmly, and turned him. “Look at me,” she said. Magnus lifted his gaze from the ground. Lunas looked so put together, as if none of this perturbed her. Steady. Her heart was so strong, filling Magnus with optimism. “Do you think I would let you down?” she said. Magnus shook his head no. “We’re not going to forget about her, Magnus. That’s a fact.”

The two continued their trek to the transport, and Magnus had some life back. After about a minute of walking, his phone started ringing. Lunas gave him a nod, suggesting that he take the call.

“Greetings,” he answered.

“Greetings,” said a voice on the other side, then silence.

“Who is this?” asked Magnus. Only the other Deltas in the group had the number, unless Asharru had given it out to someone who had asked for it. There was a pause. Magnus could hear the other person breathing. It wasn’t an eerie breathing, more hopeless.

“I know we haven’t always seen things the same way,” started the voice. Magnus instantly knew who it was. “I know I haven’t always liked you or been particularly kind. But Magnus, please…” Magnus felt the man’s sincerity in the spaces between his attempts to show it. “Tell me you’ll get her back.”

At first, Magnus was a bit rattled. The roles had shifted. He had never heard Emperor Saelus ask for help before. It was uncharacteristic of an Enochian. But then he remembered what Lunas said. And Charlemagne before her. If there was no love in these infinite worlds, they wouldn’t be worth saving.

“Emperor Saelus,” started Magnus. His shoulders lifted. He raised his head and inhaled. His verve had returned, awakened by the need for it. “We don’t have a home to lose. We don’t have a nation for them to destroy. And no one knows where or when we’ll strike next. We are shadows—a clan of the world’s deadliest warriors. And we won’t stop until we find her.” There was another pause. “We are the Deltas of the Veda. We’re gonna get your daughter back.”

“Thank you, Magnus,” the emperor replied. There was a pause, and then the line went dead. A moment passed and a subtle smile pushed its way onto Magnus’ face. He knew exactly what he had to do.

The walk ended at a transport: an Enochian troop carrier. It was a huge craft capable of completely retracting its wings and landing between buildings, just like it had only moments earlier. Along with Magnus and the others, a group of injured Allied troops boarded the carrier. Magnus let the injured pass in front of him and stood patiently behind.

Alone, he glanced down at a dead body to his right while he waited. It was an Allied soldier, a young man no older than twenty-five. Drying blood concealed one side of the soldier’s face. Magnus quietly wondered how he died, until—

A distinct coldness gripped him and the sounds around him became indiscernible. Magnus continued gazing down at the body, but then, without control, his eyes slowly closed. All noise faded, and his body felt colder still. He forgot where he was. He collapsed to the ground. He’d left himself entirely. He fell into the darkest, deepest depths of his mind.

It was all black inside… cold, silent. And then— 

“Magnus,” he heard. The voice was soft, a susurrus. Magnus didn’t respond. He didn’t understand what was happening. All he could feel was the empty coldness. But then, the voice spoke once more. “It’s me—Erebus.”

There was a long, unnerving silence.

“Find the mother of worlds. You have to find her.”

“Find who?” asked Magnus.

There was no response. Magnus thought Erebus had left him. And then…

“Eva,” said Erebus. “Find Eva.”
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