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Aboard the Wiscott

Myst clipper of the Merchant House Kebonia

Captain Harlin Rahn, commanding

Ship’s Position: SSW of the Sluice

Badlands

Searchlights from the myst clipper ship Wiscott reached out across the expanse of caustic myst that lay before her. The reflection of the intense beams scattered and shimmered along the gentle ripples of the surface as the forward lookouts searched for wreckage, reefs, or outcroppings that could pose a threat to the ship. The sleek craft was buoyed above the myst by a series of sweeping wing like foils that stretched out from her sides so that the deadly miasma passed harmlessly inches below her keel. Each captain had his or her own “witches’ brew” for doping the graphene/graphyne-alloy foils so as to capture as much energy as possible from the highly charged myst, giving each ship’s foils a distinctive color.

If not for the foils, the craft would look very much like the clipper ships that sailed the oceans before the Cataclysm covered the waters and the low-lying lands with myst. There was an enclosed bridge riding the quarterdeck for protection in rough myst, and an afterdeck astern. In front of the bridge was a small watch overlooking the work deck below. Midships, the work deck around the mainmast was clean and efficiently laid out. The forecastle again had protected areas for lookouts when the myst was roughest. The ship’s three masts—main, mizzen, and fore—could support all traditional sails, including moonrakers.

But she wasn’t purely a sailing ship. She had powerful engines belowdecks for propulsion, and antigravity projectors built into her hull to augment the ground-effect-like lift of the foils. The need for the oldest known sailing technology to coexist with the newest was a testament to the enormous energy requirements necessary to sail a ship out on the mysts. And survive.

Outside of the bridge stood First Officer Francis Hurley, his hands tightly gripping the forward rail that overlooked the work deck. Though he had full confidence in the lookouts, he scanned the darkness, alert and watchful.

“We do have crew for that, Mr. Hurley,” Captain Harlin Rahn said as he came out of the bridge and joined his first officer at the rail. He handed Hurley a cup of coffee, the steam from which rose into the heat of the night.

“I know, Captain,” Hurley said.

“That railing has survived grade-five myst storms, but I’m not sure it’s going to take another ten minutes of your emphatic hold on it. Is there a problem?” The captain slowly drank some coffee. Hurley’s grip loosened.

“No sir, no immediate problems. We set the ion skimmers to standby about thirty minutes ago. We have a full charge on the main and reserve power.”

“Good, so why the death grip?” Rahn asked.

“The sailing is smooth enough, but it’s still far too dark for my liking.” Hurley motioned with the mug, and added, “Thanks.”

“We knew it would be dark. The new moon makes it harder to be detected.”

“I’m still not sure why detection is an issue, Captain. We’re a cargo clipper, and so far as I can tell the only people who will be interested in detecting us will be curtain salesmen and housewives in Merchants’ Zone.”

Rahn said nothing in reply.

“Another one of your mysteries, Captain?”

“If I told you, it wouldn’t be much of mystery, now, would it?” Rahn said.

“At the captain’s pleasure.” Hurley took a sip of the coffee. “The worse things seem to get in the world, the more of these strange little jobs we find ourselves on. In the nine months since I signed on, I’ve yet to see rhyme or reason.”

“But you have seen profit,” Rahn said.

“True. Whatever the job is that brings us here, I hope it’s worth the risk.” He took another sip of the coffee. “I’ve never much liked the northern routes through the Sluice. Faster, to be certain, but just too close to…” He paused for a moment. “Yes I know, fewer ships traveling down here, harder to be detected.”

Rahn took a sip of his own coffee. His eyes, like Hurley’s, never left the surface of the myst.

“First Officer, if any such thing were going on, how much would you really want to know?”

The question hung for a moment, then another.

“Besides,” Rahn said, having taken the first officer’s measure, “I’ve never heard of a sailor complaining about a calm myst.”

“I like calm myst with a fair breeze as much as the next man, but on a night like tonight, we can’t see anything in front of us. Usually the chop from the myst will flash on the rocks and give us some sort of warning, but I’m telling you it is dead calm out there. It’s actually black.”

“So it is. Odd to see it like that.”

“I don’t suppose a few navigational flares would be possible?” Hurley asked.

“No, not a good idea. The myst may be low-energy tonight, but that doesn’t mean it won’t ignite.”

“Aye, Captain. It’s a shame those sailors from Ravensford Zone have such an aversion to technology. It would be handy to have one of their crystalsmyths aboard. I’ve heard that they can forge a crystal that would turn the night sky to day and you wouldn’t feel a bit of heat if you held the crystal in your hand until dawn.”

“Is that so?” Rahn replied with a small smile. “We’ll have to make do without. We have a good amount of time left before dawn. Use it. The searchlights will show any immediate danger to the ship. The radar will show the distant threats above and the sonar below. Signal efficiency should be way up without as much ionization. We should be on the far side of the Sluice before sunrise even at a cautious pace and half sails.”

Hurley looked over the port side of the ship into the distance. “It’s dark enough that you can see the light from the firefall at the end of the Sluice.”

“It’s amazing that all we have out here is a light rip current,” Rahn said. “It will get worse as we pass in front of the main channel, but we should be safe enough here. I would imagine the main fall is less than a mile away. We should be able to see most of Gabriel’s Lantern when we’re along the main channel.”

“Would the captain care to alter course to take a closer look?” Hurley asked with a slight smile on his face.

“I’ll pass. If Gabriel’s Lantern warns to steer clear, this is as close as I get.” Rahn shook his head and mused, “A flame that big sticking up that high above the main channel, cut from the rock and fueled by the myst itself? Someone meant business.”

“Amazing thing, the lantern. It must have been built before the Cataclysm, before myst was everywhere. I can’t imagine how anyone could have built it with the main stream on fire all the time.”

“And yet the channel narrows, concentrates the myst till it ignites, and then funnels it upward to light the lantern. It had to be designed for that purpose. Quite the riddle.” Rahn lifted the mug of coffee to his lips again, but stopped as the rim touched his lower lip. “What the hell?”

For the first time, the two men looked directly at each other. The constant reassuring hum of the engines had ceased.

Rahn spun to the bridge. “Report!” he said, as he moved inside.

“Not sure yet, sir! Working on it,” said bridge engineer Rem Halyard, who was furiously checking the consoles.

The main lights flickered out. Backup batteries kicked in with a shrill alarm to announce the action, and emergency lighting snapped on.

Hurley rang the watch deck’s bell furiously, shouting, “Wake up, action stations.” He then went down to the work deck to begin directing the crew.

Inside the bridge, the captain looked over the consoles and saw the power steadily draining as the ship began sliding sideways, taken by the current.

“Isolate all power sources, cut them all!” Rahn ordered.

“Aye, sir.” Halyard reacted instantly, flipping up protective covers and quickly snapping down toggle switch after toggle switch.

“Shut those damned alarms off,” Rahn ordered. “There’s a problem. We get it.” He pressed the comm link button on the console and called, “Engine room, what’s happening?”

There was no response.

Second Officer Teague Chapman arrived on the bridge in only his underwear. Noting the bridge crew’s confused expressions, he explained, “I was in the head.”

“Go to the engine room, find out what’s happening. There’s no response and we’re dead in the myst,” Rahn ordered.

“How far from the Sluice?” Chapman asked.

“We’re in it. Go!”

“Bloody hell,” Chapman cursed as he tore down the companionway with little regard for the fact that he was still in his underwear.

Off-duty emergency crewmembers quickly assembled at bridge stations to serve as extra sets of eyes and ears for the on-duty crew. On the work deck Hurley began issuing orders, and sails rose into the night sky in response.

“We can’t sail our way out of here,” a “landman” new to the myst shouted as he stood with a sheet in his hands. Hurley looked at him and thought that he was probably no more than a teen. It took the first officer only a moment to determine which approach would work best.

“Pull, damn you!” Hurley shouted. “Or I will shoot you dead where you stand.”

The young man’s eyes opened wide and he pulled the sheet with all his might.

The more experienced crew suppressed smiles despite their dire circumstances. They knew that Hurley’s threat was made for effect, but they had no illusions. If it really came to it, those who were a liability to the ship were to be rendered inert as quickly as possible. Most were merely put ashore at the next port to find their own way, but those who threatened the ship more immediately were dealt with more immediately. They doubted Hurley would waste a bullet, but rather toss the offender over the side of the ship and let the myst take him. If their captain felt the person was a threat to the ship, it would take only a nod and the crew would comply.

It didn’t take long with the combined efforts of the crew before the sail caught the breezes.

A cheer went up and Hurley stood to face the deck crews.

“Do your jobs! Able seamen and mates, keep an eye on the ordinaries and the landmen. The longer we can keep the ship under control, the longer the captain has to fix the problem. Do your jobs and we’ll live to see the dawn. Now move!”

On the bridge, Helmsman Tiega Koerge was switching from hybrid navigation to full sail.

“Trying to tack, Captain. Our stern is swinging about toward the falls. The current is turning us,” Koerge said.

“I’ll be damned if my ship is going over the falls, let alone ass-end-first,” Rahn said.

The ship charged forward as stronger breezes swelled the sails.

“Yes!” Koerge said to himself.

“Good, but turning is one thing, getting out of here is another,” Rahn said over his shoulder as he continued to work the consoles to get some idea of what was happening to his ship. “Pull in the starboard foils! Try to create more drag on that side to help with the turn. Any threat, recover them both.”

He pressed the comm link button again.

“Comm!”

“Aye, Captain,” came the voice of Atan Lance, the ship’s communications officer.

“Atan, can we raise anyone?”

“Already on it. Power to the system is sketchy at best, tying in portable generators. Sir, would you like me to notify Arden Rescue Station first?”

“Yes, get Arden if at all possible, but I’ll take what I can get right now. We need a fast rescue portal, and the farther down the channel we are, the less chance they’ll have.”

“Aye, sir.”

First Officer Hurley entered the bridge. “Full sail is nearly out, but the wind isn’t enough to carry us.”

“Then we make some of our own. Fire your aft navigational flares into the far channel; it should ignite the myst and the heat will drive some wind for us. The fire should mostly follow the current down the Sluice, but the wind will spread it out.”

“Aye, Captain.” Hurley spun and headed back onto the work deck.

“Atan?” Rahn said.

“Working on it. Most of the stations are asleep. Arden Station monitors twenty-four hours a day, but they’re quite distant. I think it’s the best shot we have, but I need another generator to boost the signal power.”

“Find him a generator,” Rahn said to one of the emergency bridge crew, who went scurrying down the companionway. Pressing the comm link button, Rahn said, “Chapman! Are you there yet?”

The sound of the last moment of retching came through the comm link. “They’re all dead. Slaughtered.” There was a pause. “Chief Engineer Logan has been shot in the head. The rest are…dead as well.”

Rahn flipped a small toggle on the console in front of him to carry his voice shipwide, and pressed the comm link button. “Security, intruder protocols. Engineering, all shifts, to the engine room.” He toggled the comm again and said, “Weaps.”

The ship shuddered as Hurley’s rockets screamed forth from the vessel to ignite the volatile myst.

“Aye, Captain,” replied the weapons officer of the Wiscott, Bowman Long.

“Mr. Long, we have a saboteur on board. I’m establishing contact with the Arden Rescue Station, but…”

“Understood, Captain.”

“Arm the crew and then carry out…”

Rahn paused for a moment as he searched for answers in the readouts and switches in front of him, but he found none. A light suddenly rose as fire ignited behind the ship.

“Bowman, carry out Tarrthála-North.”

“Understood. Out.”

Atan’s voice came through the comm.

“Captain, I have Arden Rescue Station. I am transmitting our situation now.”

A horrible grinding noise racked the ship, and it lurched to the left.

“Reef!” called a stern portside watch.

“Thank you, a bit late, but thank you. Mr. Halyard, get whatever people we can spare up on deck to spot. Shallow up the foils, we can’t go to antigrav with the power we have left for any amount of time. Do you have a damage report for that little bump?”

“No hull breaches showing. Hull shielding and plating are holding. Foils intact. We’re lucky it was a light impact,” said the engineer.

“Captain,” called Chapman through the comm link.

“Go, Teague.”

“We’ve lost most of the main and reserve power, but the day shifts have arrived. They don’t think they have enough left to do…whatever the hell it is they do in a situation like this.”

“Anyone see who might have done this?”

“No, sir. It looks like the engineers have been dead for a while. The blood is dry.”

“Are security teams in place?”

“Almost, sir, and I grabbed a few able bodies I trust on my way down to Engineering to help.”

“Good. Get us back online, Mr. Chapman.”

“Aye, sir.”

The ship suddenly moved forward and the crew felt the heat front pass over them. In the distance the myst burned in a kaleidoscope of colors.

“First Office Hurley has given us some wind to move us. Position, Helm?”

“Sir, we’re maybe a quarter mile from the Grantways of the Rock Garden. After that no amount of sailing will clear us, it’s power out or nothing.”

“Set the swivel and chase guns. Fore and aft, load grappling hooks. How far are we from the main channel of the Sluice?”

“I can’t be precise, sir.”

“Can you get us there?” Rahn asked.

“Into the main channel?” the helmsman asked as First Officer Hurley came back onto the bridge.

“The smaller channels are rockier, and we’ll more likely get ripped apart well before we get near the falls. The main channel gives us some room to move when we get the power back on. We head into the main channel, grapple onto one of the Rock Garden spires, and hang on until the rescue station sets up a portal, sends a tug, or we can power our way out.”

“The myst is a lot rougher there, but if we can hold position, we can deploy the ion skimmers to recharge power. The current will draw a lot of myst over the foils. Not one, but two possible ways out,” Hurley said.

“Very good, sir,” the helmsman said.

“Helmsman, make your course three degrees to the north and hold steady until I say otherwise,” Rahn ordered.

“Three degrees north and hold steady, aye,” the helmsman replied.

“Helm, estimated time to the channel?” Rahn asked.

“Sir, the myst speeds are not constant, I can’t give a time without knowing all the speeds along our course. I’m going to have to…guess.”

“Very well,” Rahn said as the ship lurched forward. He looked at Hurley with a small smile. “He knows how to make a point.”

“Bridge? This is Chapman in Engineering. We have some auxiliary propulsion online. You have limited power. The main propulsions systems are heavily damaged, but you should be able to at least steer.”

“Rem, with that extra, is there any chance if we diverted everything, we would have enough to switch into volitation?” Rahn asked.

The engineer opened a panel on the engineering station and started looking at a set of readouts.

Hurley gaped at the panel, and then said, “Volitation? Only a handful of ships in the world are capable of that.”

“A few more than that, but you’re standing on one of them,” Rahn replied. “One of the captain’s mysteries, as you say.”

“No, sir, not nearly enough,” said the engineer.

“Steady on, then. Continue to the mesas of the main channel.”

“You didn’t think I should know the ship had that capability?” Hurley asked.

“The technology is rare and those who can control it are rarer still. If you are capable of doing so, I would have thought you’d have presented that in your credentials when you signed aboard nine months ago.”

“I’ve never had the opportunity to try. How many people ever have? But still, if something happened to you…”

“If something happened to me, you’d be far safer sailing to harbor by normal means than trying to use it.”

“Sir?” came the voice of Salizar Grason, a mate in the armory.

“Go,” Rahn said.

“Sir, Weapons Officer Bowman just portaled off the ship right in front of me with—” He paused. “—a portal crystal, sir.”

“Are you sure?” Hurley asked.

“I have the burned-out crystal in my hand, sir.”

“Is there a case there?” Rahn asked.

“Yes, sir. Seven more crystals of different shapes, colors, and sizes.”

“Bring it to Mr. Chapman in the engine room,” Rahn said, ignoring the stare of his first officer.

“Captain?” Hurley asked.

“I’ll explain when the ship is secured, I need you on the watch now,” Rahn replied.

“Aye, Captain,” Hurley responded as he moved to the watch overlooking the work deck.

“Sentinel mesas dead ahead!” called the stern lookout. The ship still floated at an awkward angle, though its aspect had changed.

“Midships and fore cannons, fire when you have a clear shot,” Hurley commanded the deck crews. “Don’t leave the lines slack, they’ll snap when they go taut. Aim high to help keep the ship out of the myst. Keep her bow pointed out of the channel. When we get power back we want to be pointed in the right direction.”

The tension on the deck was palpable until the eruption of cannonfire. More eruptions followed, and a cheer went up from the crew as the first grapples found purchase on the rocks.

“Idle down when we come into position,” Rahn directed the engine room. “Conserve energy. Adjust the foils so they don’t impact the rock face. Use the antigrav only if absolutely necessary to keep the ship level.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Helm, hard to starboard,” Rahn commanded.

The ship slowly swung into a stable position as the lines from the aft cannons pulled taut.

“Secure the lines,” Rahn called outside to Hurley. “Set out as many grapples as you can to whatever anchoring points you can find.”

Minutes passed as the first line groaned and ached under the strain, then finally snapped. New lines were launched and took up the burden of holding the ship against the ever-increasing current. A crewman yelled up to the watch, breathless and bruised.

“The myst is dissolving the lines as fast as we can set new ones,” he said. “We can’t extend the shields out over the lines with the power we currently have. We’re being dragged in meters at a time.”

“Keep setting lines, we need more…” Hurley was interrupted by the sound of an explosion as the deck under the forecastle of the ship erupted beneath the feet of the cannon crews, throwing them across the deck. Several lines and deck cannons were destroyed.

“Persistent bastard,” Rahn said as he pressed the comm link. “Security teams, find him and kill him.”

“Minor structural damage, but the forward cannons are out,” the bridge engineer reported.

Hurley reentered the bridge. “The crew is repositioning midships chase cannons forward, but I think it’s a matter of time. We can’t set lines quickly enough in this myst.”

“Sir, don’t you think Bowman is the likely saboteur?” the helmsman asked. “He did abandon us, after all, and with a portal crystal no less. Those things are incredibly rare.”

“No, his orders to leave the ship were mine and I gave him the crystal.”

Hurley stared at his captain. The ship lurched backward, and backward again, as more lines snapped, weakened by the myst.

“Captain. Comm. Arden Rescue Station, patching through to you.”

“…Repeating. Please be advised, ionization levels at your present location prevent a rescue portal. Communications microportals of limited duration are possible. Prepare your ship’s log for transmission. Also send confirmation of body, correction, crew count to be forty-eight sailors and officers. Sorry, Wiscott. May Thecla’s protection be with you.”

There was silence for a moment. “Engine room, report,” Rahn said as the ship lurched again and more deck cannons fired.

“We’ve salvaged perhaps fifteen percent of what we had. I think that’s about all we’re going to get without recharging.”

“Comm, have Arden set up that communications portal for a burst transmission if they still can.”

“Very good, sir.”

“First Officer Hurley will be down directly with the logs.”

Rahn turned to Hurley and handed him a memory cube and a scrap of paper. “This, obviously, is not our ship’s logs.”

“There seems no end to the mysteries tonight, Captain.”

“I understand your confusion, Mr. Hurley. We’re not done trying to save the ship, but as you suspected we haven’t been delivering goods. Someone is trying to start a war between the zones and we’ve been carrying information for those trying to figure out who it is.”

“Bowman?” Hurley asked.

“Bowman is from Rossums Zone. He is an android. He left on my orders with information that I hope will avert war. He stands the best chance of getting the information out.”

“Bowman? Is a sentient? He scratches himself. He belches like a sailor. He can’t…”

“I know they can be made to seem human, but he’s not, Hurley. Androids are tough, but they’re not indestructible. There’s no guarantee he’ll survive, so I need this cube transmitted to the destination on the paper.”

Hurley stood stunned by the revelation.

“Mr. Hurley, I need you to get this through for the sake of us all.”

“Aye, sir, I will.” Hurley took the cube and paper and sped off the bridge toward the communications shack.

The ship lurched again as another cable gave way.

“The remaining cannon crews are still minutes from firing and they’ll only be able to fire light grappling hooks from the chase cannons at first,” the helmsman reported.

“Very well then,” Rahn responded. “Tiega, plot a course to the middle of the channel.

“Aye, sir,” replied the helmsman with a somewhat uneasy look on his face.

“I told you, I’m not going ass-end over the falls.”

He pressed the comm link. “Teague, report.”

“We have enough power to keep the neutralizers in regeneration mode, so the myst below our keel shouldn’t be a big problem. After that and keeping the electrical systems of the ship going, and the deck shields, you have barely any power left for the navigational thrusters. I’m sorry, Captain, that’s all that’s left.”

“We’ll deploy the foils fully as soon as we’re able. The ion skimmers should still be working. Use what you can from them. Otherwise, keep working on a solution for the propulsion.” He pressed the comm link and called, “Weaps.”

“This is Grason again.”

“Ready some incendiary missiles for firing. Target them north of the ship about two hundred meters. Set detonation depth to ten meters. If we burn out the fuel for the mystfire up here, maybe the myst downstream will burn a little less hot when our shields are weakening.”

He thought for a moment.

“Helmsman?”

“I have a course set, Captain, down the main channel. The river will narrow quite a bit, but I can’t say exactly where the myst gets compressed enough to ignite. I also have no idea of the vertical drop,” Koerge said.

“Gabriel’s Lantern is about three hundred meters high, use that as a reference.”

The ship lurched aft again as cannonfire rang out, and this time the movement down into the Sluice didn’t stop.

“I think it’s time,” Rahn said as he pressed the comm link button. “Comm, is Mr. Hurley with you?”

“Hurley here,” came the first officer’s voice. “Message is away, sir. I’m not one hundred percent sure of that routing, it was complex to say the least and we’re a bit under the gun here.”

Rahn said calmly, “If there is any doubt, send it again and then get back up here.” He toggled the comm link to shipwide communication and said, “Crew, prepare for mystfire. Weaps, fire.”

Two missiles arched up out of the ship’s stern and slammed down into the myst some distance away. Moments passed, and then the surface of the myst seemed to rise.

A slow rumbling could be heard as the ship bobbed in the main channel of the Sluice. The crew looked all around: no one had ever heard the sound of oncoming mystfire when the ship’s engines were completely silent.

“Helm?”

“Ready.”

“Engineer?”

“Ready.”

“Clear the rigging and have the deck crews secure their guns.”

The command was shouted down from the bridge to the deck. The cannons fell silent as the remaining lines continued to dissolve in the caustic myst. Men and women clambered down from the three masts like so many spiders on threads.

In the distance, fire fountained up and spread in all directions. Unlike the lower-energy flares that had started a small surface fire that had been swept away from the ship by the currents, these were phosphorous charges that detonated deep in the myst layer and started a conflagration that would burn the myst for miles around. It was an old pirates’ trick employed only when capture looked inevitable. Its drawback being that it was just as likely to destroy the prey as it was the predator.

The heated air raced out ahead of the fire front and drove the ship forward down the channel. The crew watched as the burning myst closed in on them. The first officer entered the bridge, his mission complete.

“Done. Twice,” he reported with a nod to the captain. Rahn motioned him forward to convey orders down to the work deck and then activated the shipwide comm link.

“This is the captain. We are unable to escape the pull of the current, nor hold ourselves until rescue. We are going to attempt to soft-land beyond the falls. Secure yourselves and be ready for action once we get down. Any hand who must remain on deck, find something and be ready to lash yourselves onto it. Pray, if you do so, for sweet air at the bottom of the falls. Ready on the fore lines,” he ordered Hurley, who was now in position to be in direct visual contact with the remaining deck crews who were manning the lines. They had electronic communication still, but they knew it could fail at any moment. The old ways did not require electricity, only steady nerves and a line of vision.

“Ready on the fore lines, aye, sir,” Hurley shouted as he raised his hand. The forecastle crew looked up at him.

“Away the fore lines!” Hurley’s hand slashed downward through the air.

“Lines clear, Mr. Hurley!” they shouted up.

“Fore lines away, sir,” Hurley reported.

“Ready the aft lines.”

Hurley looked this time to the aft lines and raised one hand over his head. He looked over to the bridge and motioned their readiness to the captain with the other.

Rahn nodded toward his first officer to indicate his understanding. “Helm, bring her about,” he ordered.

“Bow thrusters responding and we’re coming about. Forty-five degrees. The current has got us.”

“Bow thrusters to off, let the current do the work now.”

“Aye sir, thrusters are off, turn is continuing. Ninety degrees, one hundred and thirty degrees…”

“Away aft lines,” Rahn ordered.

“Away aft lines,” Hurley commanded, slashing the air with his hand. The deck crews instantly responded and reported.

“Aft lines away,” Hurley reported seconds later, and then called down to the deck for the crew to clear it. When the deck had cleared, he returned inside the bridge.

“Helm, bring us into the middle of the flow,” Rahn ordered.

“Aye, sir,” Koerge replied.

The Wiscott moved slowly away from the mesas as she came about. The only audible noises now were those of the ship’s beams and braces creaking under the strain of the current. It was achingly slow, but the ship responded. The helmsman negotiated the turn, barely missing a mesa wall, and brought the Wiscott’s bow across the stream almost elegantly. A grand old lady meeting her fate with pride.

“Mr. Chapman?” Rahn called into the comm link.

“Power reserves down to nine percent. We’re trying to connect a fuel reserve directly to the propulsion stream and light it manually.”

“Understood,” Rahn said. “Helm, how are we doing?”

“Coming into the main channel, picking up speed. Aft fire impact less than a minute,” Koerge replied.

The noise from the gaining mystfire intensified as the ship was racked and tossed in the ever more turbulent myst. Swells licked the sides of the vessel unevenly, lifting one side up then the other.

“Fire a navigational probe out ahead of the ship to determine the falls’ location,” Rahn ordered.

“Navprobe away, sir,” Koerge reported.

“Ahead! The Lantern!” cried a crewman.

“The base of Gabriel’s Lantern,” the helmsman said, “I never thought I’d live to see that up close.”

“Focus and you will live to see more than that,” Rahn replied.

The sound of the myst compression got louder with each passing second. They were now running from the fire they started into the fire they feared.

“Will the aft fire reach the Sluice’s ignition point before we do?” Hurley asked.

“Unsure, sir,” Koerge replied.

“Ready the mystfoils for full deployment just after we clear the falls,” Rahn ordered.

“Aren’t the foils too slender, Captain?” Hurley asked. “They won’t support the weight of the ship in free fall.”

“They don’t have to,” Rahn replied. “They just have to change our arc enough to help us soft-land at the bottom. Every second we glide is that much closer to surviving. Those things are tougher than you might imagine. Whatever power we have left we throw into the antigrav system when we near the bottom.”

“What if we also angle the bow and stern thrusters downward to slow the descent and take some strain off the foils?” Hurley asked.

“Good idea. Mr. Halyard, can you get that done?” Rahn said to his bridge engineer.

“Very good sir, calculating the vectors for thrusters now.”

“Are we absolutely sure there is no one left in the rigging, Mr. Hurley?” Rahn asked.

Hurley paused a moment and looked out over the work deck. “All rigging is clear, sir.”

“Pull the shields down to the level of the mainsail. That should save some power. Set robots to deal with any fires that fall to the deck.”

“Aye, sir!”

The fire finally overtook them. The exposed masts and sails burst into flame at the first touch of mystfire.

“Engine room to bridge. You have that extra propulsion.”

“Thank you, Mr. Chapman. Continue your work.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Helmsman?” Rahn motioned with one hand to move forward.

“Yes, sir.”

The moonrakers, royals, topgallants, lower and upper topsails all burned brilliantly as the ship rode the river of flame. Wiscott’s shields glowed white and blue against the multicolored mystfire.

“Escape launch detected,” the helmsman called.

“Our saboteur has effected his getaway, it seems,” Rahn said.

“Or a coward has abandoned us,” Hurley replied.

“Either way the ship is all the lighter for it. Bridge engineer, jettison the remaining escape vessels.”

“Aye, sir,” the engineer confirmed. “Sir, the telemetry from the probe puts the falls about one to two minutes downstream from us at this speed,” he added.

“Very good then,” the captain said. “Helmsman, full-powered descent. I want as shallow a curve as we can after we clear the falls. Engage when you are ready.”

“Aye, Captain,” the helmsman replied. He smiled a little as he pushed the throttles home and the ship surged forward.

“Very good,” Rahn said, and then sat down in the captain’s chair, securing himself for the fall to come. “Mr. Hurley, can you think of anything else?”

“No, sir,” the first officer replied as he secured himself in his own chair.

“Very good then. Now we wait.” The two men sat side by side, looking out the bridge ports as the fire beckoned. A moment passed.

“So the Wiscott is a true Garand-Trass myst clipper and it’s been under my nose this whole time,” Hurley said.

“Don’t feel bad, builders have been copying the form since Garand and Trass unveiled the ships. Everything looks like a Garand-Trass nowadays. It took Halyard six months to figure it out and he’s crawling around in the systems all the time.”

Another few moments passed in the odd wait. “The escape launch, what do you think will happen to him when he gets down there?” Hurley asked.

“Eaten, I should hope, by some local with a rotten disposition and all day to dine.”

Hurley smiled. “Hopefully no such fate for us.”

“No, Mr. Hurley, so long as we stay together as a crew, no such fate will befall us. Besides, we have a war to prevent. The Wiscott has a few surprises left in her.”

“Captain, we’re there, sir. I can see the falls on the monitors,” Helmsman Koerge reported.

Rahn smiled, then said, “Deploy the foils as soon as we clear the Lantern, Mr. Koerge.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Captain?” Hurley ventured. “You said earlier ‘that particular crystal.’ Were there more?”

“Yes,” Rahn said. “In fact, there are eight in that set, made by a former captain of mine. The captain of the Shicaine.”

“The Shicaine is a myth. More of the captain’s mysteries?”

“No, my friend. No more secrets. I’ll tell you the whole story when we’re down. It’s a pretty good tale.”

“Foils deploying, sir,” Koerge said.

“Very good. Here we go,” Rahn said.

The Wiscott passed through the twin mesas of Gabriel’s Lantern with Captain Harlin Rahn in command and her crew at their stations with eyes clear. They did not waver as she rode down the river of fire, past Gabriel’s Lantern with its warning spire lit brightly, and onto the brink of the falls. As they passed the edge of the known world the ship spread her wings and rode on into legend.


The so-called underground railroad is little more than a gang of thieves masquerading as liberators. You can no more liberate an android than you can a field plow. As such, Thorpe’s Corporation Androidics Division will continue to design and manufacture the fastest, most capable machines possible.


—Thorpe’s Corporation

Chapter 1

[image: ___]

Kwyne

Third Arc, outer district

Moonbeams streamed into the shabby room, illuminating the elegant but gaunt cheekbones of the Lokaryn, Derring, as she tended to the android. She knelt over him, almost as if in prayer, the hood of her cloak partially obscuring her features. Dust glittered in the rays as if it were confetti celebrating her presence. The elegance of her features was a sharp contrast to the worn walls and threadbare rugs. The building’s squalor was part of the reason for its selection as a safe house. Law enforcement was lax in the outer districts and all but abandoned in decrepit areas such as this.

Derring finished scanning the android, verifying that his electromagnetic emissions were as minimal as possible. Next she rechecked the sensor network that she had deployed to warn of unwanted visitors. She adjusted several of the refractory crystals attached to the windows. They looked like so many suncatchers awaiting the morning light, but their true purpose was to dissipate electromagnetic signals so that they appeared to be no more concentrated in her location than anywhere else. Finally she sent a message to her downstream link, a message that she was almost certain would not be answered. She had repeated this ritual in a continual loop, never cutting a corner or missing a step, but so far there had been no response. Though it had been a long time since she had done a transit such as this, she knew when luck was running against her.

She turned again to the android: her old friend Hemingway, a name she had helped him choose long ago, and one which she believed he deliberately misspelled to annoy her. To think of a machine as a friend did not seem strange to her. They had been through too much together for her to conceive of him as anything else. It had been five years since she had seen him, and now that they were reunited he had to remain “unconscious” lest his electromagnetic signature give them away. How she wished the circumstances could be different. Would that she could turn off the dampers that held his mind in stasis, bring him to life and hear some of the jokes that used to make her roll her eyes as she groaned in mock pain. Just one would do right now. Any one. It would be comforting beyond measure.

In his deactivated state, Hemingway seemed like a large marionette with the strings cut. His inanimate limbs held only the potential of life. Yet three amazing years of companionship and camaraderie between them lived in her memory. Some considered his kind to be tools, maintaining that androids were merely sophisticated machines doing the work biologics shouldn’t have to, certainly no more than that. Though many older androids fit this description, an unknown portion of the millions that now existed did not. Many had become self-aware a long time ago, a fact that was an inconvenience to the prevailing world order. Most of the androids being manufactured now could, in theory, gain sentience. Granting them citizen’s rights would destroy any efficiency or economic advantage gained by making them.

Derring prepared to start her next round of checks. She had to be vigilant or the harshest of deaths awaited her. It was perhaps the only thing she knew for certain. This certainty arose from two facts. The first was that she was working for an organization whose sole purpose was to liberate the race of beings that Kwyne relied on for its economic survival. She called it liberation; the Kwynians would call it theft. But theft, even of a commodity as valuable as an android, was not in and of itself a severe enough offense to warrant the death she would endure if caught. Thieves bought their way out of serious charges every day; it was part of the cost of doing business. What would get her killed was the second and more central fact: She was a Lokaryn in a zone that was largely populated by religious zealots. If caught, they would execute her in the most terrible way they could conceive of: exposure to sunlight.

Derring had seen Lokaryns die that way. Unlike their fictional cousins, Lokaryns did not quickly burn or fall to ash when touched by the light of day. The event was the release of decades, if not centuries, of captured life energy. One cell at a time exploding, slowly at first, then ever more quickly to a crescendo. Only the most sadistic members of the various lokaric clans could watch the whole thing, although there were plenty of those. It was exponentially painful, too, or so a Lokaryn rescued from a near-fatal exposure once told her. It had cost that Lokaryn most of his sanity, and in his rare lucid intervals he would talk only about the pain.

The thought made her shudder, and she tried to force herself to focus on scanning the android, but again her mind began to wander. She thought back across hundreds of years, to a time before the Cataclysm, and farther: before her unwilling conversion to the undead. She treasured her memory of those few precious years of mortality. She had worked with missionaries then, though she was not one herself. To her, what she was doing right now, and what she did when she first met this android, was an extension of that work. She sighed. In spite of her missionary past and her current work as a liberator, she could not and did not delude herself into thinking that she was in any way pious. She was still a Lokaryn, and in order to survive, she needed to take life.

Early on she had realized that there was no shortage of people the world would be better off without—assassins, murderers, and the like. And so she made these her prey. Though it was true that she took life in order to sustain herself, it was also true that she had given back to society a hundredfold by doing so.

A small sound snapped her back to her current situation, but it was only the fractured attempt of an ancient clock in the corner to muster its three quarter hour chime. The sense of immediate threat was followed by a repeated loss of focus—both a holdover from human times, and a symptom of not having fed in many days. She shook her head, trying to clear the cobwebs. If she didn’t stay sharp she would be captured, and the android would be taken back or destroyed. The patrols were never too particular about the condition of their targets when they returned them.

Though she had successfully kept the android inactive, the law of averages would soon catch up. As the patrols conducted their search of the area, eventually they would simply come upon her. The plan had called for her to be in this safe house for no more than thirty minutes. Her next stop was to be Thieves’ Zone. She had arrived in Kwyne and set up the sensor grid within minutes. Twenty-five minutes after her arrival, she had expected a burst transmission. Five minutes after that, a portal was supposed to open into Thieves’ Zone.

The twenty-five minutes had passed into thirty-five, and then into sixty. Something was terribly wrong. Someone had either trapped or killed her downstream link, who was another Lokaryn. If he were still alive, she would have received a signal to wait or to abandon this line and seek shelter with a host in the zone, but no such signal had come. Moreover, he had a panic button, and he had not pushed it. Whatever happened had happened so quickly that he had not had time to react. This suggested either a devastating accident or a deliberate elimination. If it was the latter, it had been planned. Well planned. A liberator’s life expectancy was short, but her downstream link was—or had been—tough to kill.

He was one of the few individuals left in the organization that she knew personally, and the only one she trusted. She had been in positions like this before, but she had never felt so alone.

She had calculated that she would have at most three hours of relative safety here if her stay exceeded the planned thirty minutes. The android had without doubt been reported missing by now, and a net would be cast throughout the zone he had been in. That was a thousand miles away in Chumley’s Zone, but if someone had compromised her contacts at the next safe house, they likely knew her escape path and would be looking for her in Kwyne. Before long, even abandoned areas such as this would be teeming with security forces. Sooner or later a sensor ship would pass within four hundred yards of the building, and even with Hemingway’s electromagnetic signals dampened, they would be found.

The ancient clock chimed an imperfect note ever so quietly in the corner, signifying the end of the third hour. Time was up.

Two viable options remained. She could attempt to physically carry the android somewhere else within Kwyne—she knew of a place owned by a couple sympathetic to the project—or she could escape with him using the special portal crystal that her organization planted in every safe house for situations like this one. Changing conditions over time made use of preplanted portal crystals risky. Portal crystals opened a conduit of specific distance between two points and worked relative to the point from which they were originally activated. If a crystal was moved three feet to the east, the exit portal also moved three feet to the east. Safe passage could only be guaranteed between stationary locations, when a crystal’s intended activation point was known.

This safe house’s crystal had been stashed under the floorboards that Derring was kneeling on now. She removed it from its velvet pouch and eyed it warily. Too many things had gone wrong already for her not to wonder whether someone had tampered with it. It looked undamaged, and close examination satisfied her that it wasn’t a fake—she had seen more than enough of the genuine article to be sure—but being real and whole didn’t mean that it hadn’t been modified.

She gathered herself to move on foot. Even if the crystal did work as designed, the safety of the intended destination point might have been compromised. If it was tampered with, she could well find herself ported anywhere; into the Rohnin’s Citadel, the Badlands, or in the burning myst fire of the sluice. Additionally, once activated, most portals remained open for only a few seconds. Once closed, a portal could not be reopened. Sticking one’s head through to take a look around was generally a bad idea. When a portal closed, things stayed on whichever side of it they were on.

The sensor alarm sounded. They were coming. Of her meager two options, one had just died a quick death. If captured she would not be afforded that kindness.


Always check twice. They’ll never believe you’re a god with a booger in your nose.


—Tomanus Jungar, recently departed rohnin of Kwyne

Chapter 2
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Kwyne

Rohnin’s Citadel

A hundred miles away and perhaps half a mile above the android and the Lokaryn, an acknowledged demigod watched a wall of liquid fire advance toward his position.

He appraised the conflagration as coolly as a child watching the waves from a safe vantage point on the shore of some beach. In perhaps ten seconds it would wash over him. He watched the fire boil over and consume the atmosphere as it raged forward. But his mind was on real problems. Slowly, even absently, he turned away as it struck the force-projected dome that protected the room, illuminating his paper-strewn desk, the floor, and the whole of the room. It was like swimming in fire.

Damien Cairo loved the view from his office, particularly when an organics storm raged around his zone. And make no mistake about it: It was his zone. He was, after all, the rohnin of Kwyne. Expensive as the view might be in terms of the energy needed to run the shielding that prevented his immolation, he was entitled to anything he desired. He was rohnin and that was the law of the land. But Cairo was a man not given to pointless self-indulgence. This display sent a message. In a world where “enough” of anything was elusive and “plenty” was a bedtime story told to children, here in Kwyne there was a bounty to be had. The message was simple and clear: If the shields could be used in such a fashion, there was no shortage or want in Kwyne. As the Nehreton, Kwyne’s representative body, continued to deliberate, they would do so in the knowledge that the citizens felt safe and content.

The flames continued to dance around the shield, throwing firelight everywhere.

Cairo walked across the marbled floor and paused at the center of the room. Beneath his feet, inlaid into the rich and polished surface, was the arrow that symbolized the Kwynian Messiah’s martyrdom. It overlaid an unclosed circle on which was etched the rohnin’s chosen scripture:

God made love, God made hate, man decides which prevails.

The unfinished circle served as a reminder of the never-ending labor of bringing Thecla’s teachings to the uninitiated of their world, T’Amorach.

Looking down, he saw his image reflected perfectly in the polished stone. Two rohnins met at this interface: one above that the world could see, one below that only he could see. As he walked, his heel strikes made no perceptible noise at all. A by-product of his service in the Kuhbrik.

Having distracted himself briefly with the display, he returned to his desk to ready himself for yet another session with the Nehreton. There was a saying from pre-Cataclysmic times that politics were the last refuge of the rogue. If so, the Nehreton was the embodiment of this sentiment, and somebody within that body was out for his head. Ironically, had they asked for a resignation he would have written one on the spot with effusive thanks. However, the position he held was not one that could be abdicated. If he were to leave the post, it would be as a much celebrated corpse.

Given the two choices, dealing with the Nehreton or the undertaker, he would take the former. He tapped a button on top of his desk.

“Please have my advisors come in.”

“Yes, Rohnin Cairo.”

From a side door to his office came a cadre of men and women, seven in all. They were of varying ages and all gifted in their individual fields. Most notably, two were from religious backgrounds other than the Theclian theology subscribed to by ninety-nine percent of the Kwynian populace. It was the first time that a rohnin had allowed this level of access to the minority populace.

Following the seven advisors was one last person, Primare Donovus Ko’Doran, the rohnin’s friend and advisor through the years. Whereas some might have the rohnin’s ear on one subject or another, Ko’Doran had full access at any time.

“Rohnin Cairo,” Ko’Doran began, using his formal title to set the tone for the meeting. “We thank you for receiving us.”

“Thank you for coming,” the rohnin replied. “It has been a difficult day for all of us. Have you been able to make any headway on pulling the intelligence together?”

“We have,” Ko’Doran said, and motioned to a grizzled man. “Colonel Geresh of the Kuhbrik will summarize.”

Stocky and bald, Geresh had a reputation for absolute seriousness. “The situation is as follows,” he began. “First, we can now confirm through the intelligence section of the Kuhbrik that the initial sighting of the Lokaryn did take place in the Third Arc; specifically in the outer district.”

There was a groan around the room.

“The shepherd of the Third Arc can be difficult,” noted Falin Goss, one of the advisors from the Nineteenth Arc. Goss was an expert on military matters, as well as a master of understatement.

“If the colonel may continue,” Ko’Doran said, and was greeted with immediate silence.

“The source of the information was a young man from the Third Arc who on closer questioning admits to never having seen a Lokaryn. Further, he is an inner district citizen with no good explanation for why he was in the outer districts at such a late hour. It could be surmised that he may be of less than sterling character.”

“Is this the only evidence that we have at the moment?” asked Goss.

“Yes,” Geresh replied. “Aside from this one man, there is no evidence of a Lokaryn in Kwyne.”

“From the reaction of the Nehreton you’d think they were walking the streets in flocks. If there is no concrete evidence, why the alarm?” Goss responded.

“The Nehreton does not need grounds for investigation, only the will to pursue one,” offered one of the minority religious leaders, Becoen Thrin. At seventy-six years of age, she had seen her share of Nehreton posturing.

Cairo allowed a tight smile to cross his face. “That’s at least true.”

Thrin continued, “So it may be that since there is no real threat to contend with, they can posture all they want and make enormous demands knowing there’s nothing to be done. They look good and everyone goes home to reelection.”

There were general murmurs of agreement around the room.

“I see only one problem with that line of logic, Rohnin Cairo,” offered Ko’Doran.

“Go ahead,” Cairo instructed.

“While I generally agree with Becoen’s argument, the prelates are not well known for their attention span, and thus it could be reasoned that their continued interest in this specter is the result of considerable effort on someone’s part.”

“He’s right,” Thrin said, acknowledging the alternative theory. “Is there information that we haven’t heard yet, Colonel?”

“We’re continuing our investigation, but for right now, no. There is no additional information.”

Goss spoke next. “Look at it from another angle. If in fact this report is true, what possible reason could a Lokaryn have for coming into Kwyne without authorization? Our security is formidable. A Lokaryn would have to be insane to attempt to breach it. It would violate any number of treaties.” Having negotiated a large number of them, he knew of what he was speaking.

“Assuming that it’s one of the Apostatic Lokaryn,” said Ko’Doran. “The balance of power between the Apostatic adherents and the Traditionalists is tenuous at best. The Apostatic clans negotiated the current treaty, so it seems unlikely they would violate it.”

“Then perhaps it was a Traditionalist Lokaryn,” Goss continued.

“Doubtful,” said Geresh. “The man indicated that he got a good look at the Lokaryn. If he saw the Lokaryn, then as I understand Lokaryns, it saw him.”

“And the man would be dead right now,” Cairo finished as he stood up. “Thank you all very much. I would like a moment with Primare Ko’Doran before addressing the Nehreton.”

The room cleared quickly. As it did Counselor Goss spoke. “One other thing, Rohnin Cairo.”

“Yes, Falin?”

“Prelate Kragen is ex-Kuhbrik.”

“Yes, I know,” Cairo replied. “We served during the same period of time.”

“Yes, sir. Colonel Geresh and I are concerned that he will interpret this incident as a military issue instead of one of interzone diplomacy and civilian law enforcement. There is rumor that the Third Arc armories are requesting release of high-end weaponry.”

“This is only rumor, though, correct? No indication that the release has been granted?”

“Not to our knowledge, but the situation seems to be evolving quickly out there.”

“Meaning?”

“They are aggressively hunting for the Lokaryn, with all the manpower they can muster. It’s as if they fully expect to find the thing still in the Third Arc. With Prelate Kragen and his staff tending to things here, command and control is being left to the precinct commanders. Some are very good, others are a bit too eager to impress. Without a strong central command on a night like tonight, it’s a short walk to mob mentality out there.”

Cairo nodded in acknowledgment. Goss closed the door as he backed out.

“In here, too,” Ko’Doran said, motioning down to the Nehreton Assembly Hall below.


If your enemy is juggling grenades, don’t ask why, throw him another.


—Tura Candalla, founder of the Kuhbrik

Chapter 3
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Kwyne

Third Arc, Inner district

Var Kragen, prelate of the Third Arc, lit his pipe and sat by the window of his office in a plain wooden chair. Though he was used to, and in fact embraced, his spartan lifestyle, he still allowed himself the small pleasure of a late-night smoke. Though late, the city was brightly lit, as if the stars themselves had descended upon it. It was an extravagant use of precious energy. His own lights were dimmed. From this vantage point, he could see the Rohnin’s Citadel, which sat at the highest point in Kwyne. He reflected on the current state of affairs while watching a ring of smoke waft into the night.

The majority of his life had been spent in the service of Kwyne. First and foremost in the Kuhbrik as an officer. A highly decorated officer. Now in the Nehreton as a prelate. Kragen loved the rich history of his land, and bristled when others referred to it as merely a zone. Kragen knew that Kwyne was much more than that. Of all the cultures that had existed before the Cataclysm, only Kwyne had endured. Beautiful Kwyne, intact as it had been since the days of Kuna Latte, the first rohnin. Surely not a mistake. Intact, but not as pure. This was the matter that concerned Kragen. A matter that he intended to do something about.

He cast his gaze on the Rohnin’s Citadel, and his thoughts intensified. A firestorm was approaching and the shield doors had not been closed around the uppermost part of the citadel, the Rohnin’s Perch, meaning that the force of the storm was to be deflected by use of energy-intensive shielding. The citadel and the extravagant practice of shielding it with energy were, combined, the most ostentatious symbol of Kwyne’s deviation from its historical and moral center. Symbolic or otherwise, Kragen’s Kuhbrikian training taught him to focus directly on the source of a problem. In this case, not the building itself, but its chief occupant. It was the wayward leadership of this man that concerned him. As troubling as the current state of affairs was, it was not likely to change soon. This rohnin was young.

Kragen had opposed Damien Cairo’s election to the rohnin’s chair. Nominated by his predecessor, Tomanus Jugar, just prior to Jugar’s death, Cairo had been serving as the prelate of the Tenth Arc. It was well known within the Nehreton that his service as a prelate had been the result of vigorous coercing by Jugar. It wasn’t that Cairo was reluctant to serve Kwyne, but rather that he had hoped to pursue more academic endeavors upon his retirement from the Kuhbrik. It could well be postulated, then, that Cairo had been an equally reluctant candidate for rohnin. Yet there he was, nothing short of an elected god. And despite his youth and reluctance, he had amassed a great deal of power in a relatively short amount of time.

Kragen’s reverie was broken by a knock at his door.

“Come,” he ordered.

The door opened and his fellow prelates Balazar and N’orin entered, accompanied by a young acolyte named Cal’in.

Kragen rose to greet them, placing his pipe down in its holder for the moment.

“Ton Jouru,” he said. It was the formal greeting among prelates. From a largely dead language in which the original holy book was written, it was loosely translated as “We meet in honest service of the Maker.”

“Ton Jouru,” they replied in unison.

N’orin spoke first. “We convene again shortly, Prelate Kragen. Have you any news about the Lokaryn?”

“Just what is already known. It was seen in the waning hours of the night in the outlying areas of the Third Arc. The commanders of each precinct are preparing for a thorough search.”

“What if Rohnin Cairo dispatches the Kuhbrik to join in the search and they manage to find the thing?”

“Then nothing is lost. We will be seen as having compelled him to do so and if he captures it, well, then he has done little more than fulfill his obligation to the people of Kwyne.”

“And in the meantime, law enforcement in the arc will have unprecedented license to search and detain. If nothing else you will ferret out any number of illegal activities,” N’orin observed. Though the outer regions of his own arc were well noted for illicit dealings, the squat prelate was never one to miss out on an opportunity to be on the “right” side of an issue.

“Such is not my intention, Prelate N’orin,” Kragen said. “However, the benefit has not escaped my notice. When the Lokaryn is apprehended, we will restore the appropriate rights to the citizens.”

“And if your forces apprehend the creature? What then?” Balazar asked. Prelate Balazar was a tall figure with receding hair and a hawkish nose that seemed well matched to his disposition.

“Cal’in?” Kragen addressed the young man for the first time.

“Yes, Prelate Kragen?” The young man seemed to be chomping at the bit to impress the group.

“Indulge me in an old exercise from my Kuhbrik training days,” Kragen said as he again picked up his pipe and recharged it. N’orin and Balazar hated the smoke, but said nothing.

“Of course, sir,” Cal’in said.

“You find out that your commander has allowed an incursion harmful to Kwyne. What do you do? Prelate N’orin?”

“Kill the agent and keep it quiet. Your commander is in your debt, Kwyne is protected, and your career is helped,” N’orin said without hesitation.

“Do you agree, Cal’in?” Kragen asked.

“No, sir. I’d kill my commander, then follow the agent and kill anyone else he contacts. Then I’d kill the agent before he could complete his task.”

“Very good. Thank you, gentlemen, I believe he will do.”

N’orin and Balazar nodded and left the room.

“Cal’in, what is the purpose of the Nehreton?”

“To be the voice of the people in petition before the rohnin.”

“What is the purpose of the rohnin?”

“He is the Maker’s chosen representative.”

“I have watched your career for a long time now. You believe that this rohnin is wrong for Kwyne. But if he is the Maker’s chosen representative, how can that be?”

“Because the Maker did not choose him. A political process did. The Maker gives us free will to choose, and in that we can make the wrong choice.”

“And you feel that we did in this case.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bold words.”

“I have watched your career as well, Prelate Kragen, and it is no secret that you were the favored candidate among the Nehreton until Rohnin Jugar selected Damien Cairo…”

“Rohnin Cairo. We will maintain the respect due the office.”

“I apologize, sir. Selected Rohnin Cairo as his second. He subverted the selection process of the Nehreton in doing so. Your record has been of adherence to traditional values and interpretation of the holy book. It is also no secret that you oppose this rohnin. Kwyne would do well to return to her traditional roots.”

“Very well. N’orin and Balazar have vouched for you. I know your family well, and your service to the Fifteenth Arc has been impeccable. Are you prepared to take the next step?”

Kragen was well aware that this was the opportunity that Cal’in had been working toward for the last two years.

“Yes, sir!”

“And you understand that if you betray this confidence I can easily arrange for you and your family to be outcast?”

“I understand.”

“Very well then. Information has come to me through a reliable contact that a Lokaryn has indeed entered Kwyne.”

Kragen took a puff on his pipe in order to give the acolyte a moment to ponder the enormity of his words.

“There are those of us who believe that if the rohnin cannot protect the citizenry of Kwyne against such sacrilege, then perhaps he does not deserve to be rohnin at all.”

Cal’in nodded. “I agree, sir.” His sharpening expression indicated that his pathway to power was becoming clearer. With Rohnin Cairo out of the way, Kragen would be the obvious choice for successor. To assist Kragen now would be to secure his own position in the upper echelons of Kwynian society.

“And where has this Lokaryn appeared?” Cal’in asked.

“In the Third Arc,” Kragen replied.

For a moment, Cal’in seemed stunned that the prelate would admit to the presence of an unholy creature in his own arc. The logic, however, became clear. “Can I conclude that this location was not by accident?” he asked.

“Very astute,” Kragen said. “No, it was not. My contact was acting as a conduit for the parties arranging the passage. He could not prevent the incursion, but he has been very helpful in influencing where they arrived.”

Without asking permission, Cal’in sat down. “This way you can concentrate the search in an area that you know well and protect the remainder of Kwyne at the same time. You are indeed a good shepherd to the whole of Kwyne.”

“To the extent that it’s possible, yes. They were very clever in how they arranged the transit and we have only a general idea of where they might be.”

“And you haven’t told the rohnin?”

“Information should be as accurate as possible before bringing it before the rohnin. Besides, he has his vaunted Kuhbrik and their intelligence branch. My resources are far more modest. If I can find out, he already knows.”

“How reliable is your contact?” Cal’in asked.

“Not reliable enough to stake my reputation on. Such people are necessary, but never to be wholly trusted.”

“And your backup?”

“Don’t overstep yourself, Cal’in.” Kragen had been deliberately indulgent, but he drew the line at being spoken to as if they were equals.

“Prelate Kragen, if I am to play a part in this, it is my neck as well. I have agreed never to betray your confidences; however, I have not yet agreed to play the part you have in mind for me.”

Kragen looked at the young man in an evolving light. He had indeed found a person to be reckoned with.

“Good. Very good. Yes. We managed to gather additional information through the net rogue, who had arranged some of the clearances. We know this Lokaryn entered from Chumley’s Zone and will be heading out to Thieves’.”

“Interesting, but why the circuitous route? Why not go through their diplomatic mission or portal directly from Chumley’s?”

“It is unlikely that their activities are ‘officially’ sanctioned by their government. A long-range portal is going to require one of the legal stations. All cargo and possessions would be subject to search.”

“What would be valuable enough for a Lokaryn to risk coming into Kwyne?”

“The net rogue didn’t know.”

“Was he being honest?”

“Yes, we believe he was. He was threatened with a second orchidectomy if he didn’t tell us all he knew.”

“A second…?”

“Yes. Regrettable, but necessary. He did get to keep his reproductive capacity, though.”

“‘Woe be to the future generations of the man who commits treason against Kwyne,’” Cal’in said, quoting from the holy book.

“Exactly.” Kragen exhaled and extinguished the contents of his pipe. After carefully cleaning the bowl and stem, he replaced it in its velvet pouch. Then he tied the drawstring, a single throw of a knot, right over left, and placed it with the bowl facing forward in his left-hand pocket. Just as he had every time before. It was a testament to his meticulous nature.

“So how may I assist you, Prelate Kragen?” Cal’in asked.

“When the next session of the Nehreton opens, petitions of the people are heard first before the business of the prelates. As an acolyte, you are technically still of the people.”

“So you want me to bring the discussion to the floor from the people.”

“I want to keep Rohnin Cairo as occupied as possible, until our forces can find the Lokaryn. We know the Lokaryn is here. I have heard he is skeptical that it exists at all. The less time he has to meet with his advisors and formulate a plan, the more time our forces have to bring this to a close without the interference of the Kuhbrik.”

“And when your people find the Lokaryn?”

“That has not yet been decided.”

“Prelate Kragen, a man in your position could only bring this to closure one way. You’d petition for penitence from the rohnin.”

“It is a possibility.”

“That would be seen by some as condoning assassination. Removing a weak rohnin from office.”

“By some.”

“If you intend to replace Rohnin Cairo, you need to outlive him. You are twenty years his senior, and since there is no retirement option for a rohnin, that limits the palette of options.”

“Let us focus on the near term. Can you provide the service that I ask?” Kragen inquired.

“What would my reward be?”

“What would you ask?”

“My arc’s prelate is less than fastidious about his duty to Thecla,” Cal’in started.

And your family even less so, Kragen thought but did not say aloud.

“His term expires in a year, but he seeks reelection. I would prefer to be the next prelate from our arc.”

“You are indeed bold, but fortune favors those bold enough to reach for it. If you serve me well, I will do what I can to aid you.” Truly Thecla was shining on Var Kragen. Even if the rohnin remained in power, the prelate of the Fifteenth Arc, who often stood in opposition to the Third Arc, would be replaced with an ally.

The two men shook hands.

“Go to the Nehreton Assembly Hall,” Kragen said. “It would be best if no one saw you leave here…Prelate Cal’in.”

“I understand…Rohnin Kragen.”


There’s always an angle.


—Thieves’ Zone adage

Chapter 4
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Kwyne

Nineteenth Arc, Inner district

Prelate’s mansion

Prison takes many forms.

This particular prison held but one convict, a child by the name of Chenara, who had just been returned to her cell. The incarceration was punctuated by the slamming of a door once she was inside.

“This is so unfair!” the teen screamed at the door. “Do you hear me? Unfair!”

The young woman threw herself on the bed, consumed with the angst of a teen wronged and condemned for sins that she might or might not have committed.

It was a prison of pink tones and comforters, warded by an odd variety of stuffed animals and dolls at various stages of development. It was the room of a child, but it was showing signs of a transition from the schemes of youth to those of young adulthood. A treacherous time in the life of children that required many applications of solitary confinement. Or so her parents believed when they took the time to notice her.

The daughter was a particularly bitter convict. She had spent her entire life confined within these soft walls. Her entire life; at least, that is what she would have anyone who would listen believe. The truth be told, she rarely stood punishment for her crimes. Her father was a prelate, an important man within the Kwynian theocracy and far too busy to pay attention to a child. His efforts were directed at career building and not at rearing the child he might have brought into this world. These duties he left to his wife, who took more interest in his young aides than in motherhood.

The convict who lay atop the down comforter was sixteen years old and utterly convinced of the futility of life. Her existence was peppered by occasions where she was trotted out like a show dog, cajoled into performing a few tricks before being returned to her kennel. She was well fed, warm, and utterly resentful of the society and the absentee parents who provided it all.

The Lokaryn stood by the window and appraised the young woman. She watched unseen, absently twirling the long hair that cascaded down over her shoulders. She had an athletic build, but her strength had little to do with muscle and bone. Her name was Kell and, as a Lokaryn, she was a perfect predator.

She watched silently as her prey got up abruptly and went into the bathroom to prepare for sleep. The young woman brushed her teeth and combed her hair, then settled back onto the bed to write in her diary.

Not yet, but soon, the Lokaryn decided.

There was nothing out of the ordinary about the young woman that she stalked. She was not a princess, not a prophet, and yet she would change the world, if things were managed properly.

“Good evening, Chenara.”

The young woman sat upright in her bed, a new excitement replacing the despair of just a few moments ago as she heard the soothing voice of her newfound friend and benefactor.

“Kell?” Chenara asked breathlessly. “Kell, is it you? Where have you been?”

Kell ignored the question.

“I am here now, child.”

“I am not a child!” Chenara protested.

“Of course, I am sorry, Chenara.”

“They just don’t listen to me! They hate me. They set these horrible rules and won’t let me see who I want to see.”

“They are trying to protect you. The world can be a harsh place.”

“I’m sixteen, Kell. I can take care of myself.”

“If it won’t interfere with your self-reliance too much, I’ve a gift for you.”

The young woman looked at the table beside her bed. It was here that she always found Kell’s gifts, appearing as if by magic. Tonight she found a small container of ice cream, a rare treat and one never afforded her by her parents.

“Oh, thank you, Kell. Thank you.” She set about consuming the delicacy with voracious abandon and, for the moment, all wrongs were forgotten. Kell watched, thinking back to the times when her own mother had punished her. She fondly remembered those who offered her comfort during those times.

“Kell, why don’t you ever show yourself? You’ve been visiting me for months now and I’ve never seen you. I thought I might be imagining you, but the ice cream means you’re real.”

“How do you know the ice cream isn’t imagined as well?”

Chenara stopped eating for a moment and looked up with an exasperated expression. “Because my mother found the container the first time you left some and I got another night in here.”

Young, but not stupid, Kell cautioned herself. “Would you like to see me?”

“Yes!” Chenara said, quickly raising herself up from her slouched position against the headboard.

“Over here.” The voice no longer came from near the window, but from the other side of the room in a rocking chair that only moments before had been empty. There sat a young woman, not many years older than the one on the bed, the blond hair framing a face with eyes of an otherworldly blue. The Lokaryn sat relaxed with one leg crossed over the other and her hands folded in her lap.

“Kell, you’re beautiful. Why have you been hiding all this time? I thought you were scarred or something.”

Kell smiled a tight smile at that. Not all scars show.

“Eat your ice cream before it melts,” Kell said, changing the subject.

“I’m thinking of leaving, Kell. I’m old enough now to know how to make it on my own.”

“Is this because of our last conversation?”

“You weren’t much older when you left home,” Chenara protested. “You said you knew you were ready, wrote your parents a good-bye letter and never regretted any it.”

It was a marginally accurate assessment of the truth.

“So you think it’s time for you to leave the nest? And how will you make your living?”

“I can sing. They make me sing in the choir a lot. The choirmaster told me I was good. Well, he said I could be good if I practiced. If I practiced a lot. But he said I would be good and now I have a reason to practice a lot.”

“I like to sing, too. Will you practice here for a while and see how it goes?” Kell asked.

The young woman became deflated. “You don’t think I can do it?”

“No, no. I didn’t say anything of the sort. I’m suggesting that you think about it for a while before you do anything rash. And of course, I’m curious to know if you’ll be here the next time I visit.”

Chenara looked down into her container of ice cream and said quietly, “I was hoping I could go with you, Kell. I won’t be a burden, I’ll watch out for myself, but just to get started…”

A breeze blew across the room, interrupting the young woman’s train of thought. She glanced at the open window, then back to the chair. Kell was gone.


Operation of the Raal Accelerator Mark VI is simple. Power the unit, point it in the general direction of your intended target, and pull the trigger. The Supreme Being (whatever you perceive him, her, they, or it to be) takes it from there.


—Thorpe’s Corporation training tape on the Raal Accelerator weapon series

Chapter 5
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Kwyne

Third Arc, Outer District

With capture mere minutes away, Derring’s options had changed. The portal crystal was the only way out of the room that didn’t involve a body count of some kind. She was certain that the troops advancing toward her knew that a runaway android occupied the room and that someone was assisting it. She did not know, however, that they were aware of, if not her identity, at least her race.

She was faced with dire choices. A Lokaryn caught in Kwyne would be executed. She was a clan lord as well, so there would be a large celebration to commemorate the occasion. Equally unacceptable outcomes would result from fighting her way out. If she won, she would have committed an act of war: an incursion into a zone against treaty with ensuing fatalities. If she lost, then not only would there be the issue of a treaty violation, but her clan would be without a clear successor. A power vacuum in a clan is an invitation to vicious ascension struggles. With the loss of her clan’s strong voice for moderation at the Lokaric Council, the tide of lokaric politics might easily turn toward a more aggressive stance against the other zones, another setup for war.

As she continued to prepare for their escape, she cursed herself for not giving the situation this much forethought before she left. When she had heard that Hemingway was in danger, she had made arrangements and left within the hour. Someone knew what button to push, she thought.

Of the available choices, one was really not a choice at all. She could mist out, transform her body to a vapor and seep through a crack in a wall or ceiling and simply hide. However, they would capture or destroy Hemingway, and that was unacceptable.

In the end, the final choice was simple: the portal crystal. They had faced a thousand difficult situations in their time together and if they were to die, at least they would die together.

[image: *]*

The troops entered the building and began their ascent: five stories encumbered by their equipment. More troops descended onto the rooftop from grav ships.

[image: *]*

The warm-bloods were closing in now, and Derring could smell the energy packs in their lasers. She could also smell wood, which meant that some idiot was carrying a stake. Though staking a Lokaryn through the heart was effective, if the Lokaryn was awake it was usually the would-be staker who got staked instead. There was also the odor of bright metal mixed with that of lubricating oil, which meant that someone was carrying a coring device—a twelve-inch cylinder with a handle on one end and a set of razor-sharp blades on the other. Mounted on a mechanized spring, when activated the device would rotate inward as its blades came together to form a cup. It did exactly what its name implied: When held against the chest of a Lokaryn and activated, it very effectively removed the heart. Whereas staking could stun a Lokaryn without killing it, a coring device would destroy it. But a conscious Lokaryn was far too agile a target for either. The energy weapons were the primary threat. Though resilient, Lokaryns were not impervious to physical damage.

Derring listened carefully to the warm-bloods’ advance, working the crystal and willing it to activate quickly. The warm-bloods walked cautiously up to the door, as quiet as mice, or so they thought. But to lokaric ears, even mice make quite a racket. Pausing at the door, they readied their weapons as a demolition team packed the doorframe with explosives.

Why wasn’t the crystal generating the telltale hum yet? She examined it carefully, but nothing was happening. At least, not with the crystal. Troops on the roof threw ropes down the sides of the building, the tendrils cascading past the windows. Another assault team fired bolts into the roof with cartridge guns. The bolts secured a device that would peel away the roof sections, exposing the room beneath in one movement.

In equal measures of desperation and experience, she took the fragile crystal and rapped it three times on Hemingway’s skull, the hardest thing within reach. She then balanced it on end with a delicate touch that only a being able to perceive the infinitesimal could manage. Finally, and very gently, she moved her face close to it and softly sang a musical note. It was a trick she had learned long ago, and her efforts were greeted with a faint glow. She lifted the android and their gear in one hand, careful not to upset the crystal, which balanced on its point. It slowly started to resonate.

The demolition team would be setting the fuses as the breech and gunnery teams loaded and locked. The roof teams would be moving to the edge of the building and leaning out backward with their ropes through carabiners. Grav ships with their noisy engines brought themselves down to the level of her room, shining lights through the windows in a vain attempt to see her.

As the searchlights flooded the room, their beams struck the crystal, sending a shower of colors cascading in all directions.

Derring looked at the inert android. “Time to go, old friend,” she said.


There is no greater tool of the would-be despot than unfounded fear. It turns the masses from their better judgment and when the righteous and just have been wiped away there is no genuine threat for the usurper to deal with.


—Serham Bajo, first caitiff of Thieves’ Zone

Chapter 6
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Kwyne

Nehreton Assembly Hall

“Well, what do you think?” Cairo asked his chief of staff after the room had cleared.

“It’s not likely to be a sanctioned incursion. The lokaric leadership would have nothing to gain. If it is the Traditionalists, why would they let the man live?” Ko’Doran asked.

“Perhaps to cause trouble for the Apostatic Lokaryns.”

“Doesn’t make sense,” Ko’Doran said. “We wouldn’t go to war over something like this. Even if war were to come, they still would gain nothing. If we lost, the Apostatic Lokaryns would still exist. Keeping in mind that lokaric crystals provide the power for the majority of shielding in T’Amorach, let alone Kwyne, if we won and gained their territory, we still wouldn’t have the expertise to run their mines. No crystals, no shields. Everyone dies and with it the Lokaryns’ food source. Ultimately, all zones would be extinguished with the possible exception of Rossums.”

Cairo considered this for a moment.

“Rossums would eventually perish as well. Without humans to imprint on, they couldn’t achieve sentience.” Cairo paused. “Do you think this is just positioning in the Nehreton?” he asked.

“I wouldn’t dismiss it as such just yet,” Ko’Doran said.

The two men fell silent for a while, each with his own thoughts.

“Do you know any Lokaryns? Have you ever met one?” Cairo asked.

“No, sir. My diplomatic time was spent in Thieves’ Zone. Otherwise I’ve mostly been in Kwyne.”

“My diplomatic service was in Merchants’. I met a Lokaryn during that time.”

“This is the one who became a clan lord, yes?”

“Yes, she was on the staff of their consulate. We talked from time to time.” He lied about that last part. In truth he had talked with the Lokaryn nightly. She had lifetimes of knowledge. It was as intoxicating and thrilling to his mind as battle had been to his body as a younger man.

“She knew verse from Theclian scripture better than anyone I have ever debated,” he continued. He found his mind wandering back to that time. She had challenged his beliefs. As a result he found that his spirituality was strengthened. He never got over the feeling that this had been her intent all along.

Would that he could have that counsel now.

The intercom buzzed and the voice of his assistant came through. “The Nehreton are assembled, sir.”

“Thank you,” Cairo replied. He turned to Ko’Doran and said, “There is much that remains unclear. We should be prepared for any eventuality—including my name being entered into The Book of Succession.”

“I will not allow that to happen, Rohnin Cairo,” Ko’Doran said sternly. “Since you’ve been rohnin we’ve enjoyed unprecedented relations with the other zones and there is less want in Thecla’s land than any time on record since the Cataclysm. I enjoy my comforts too much. You are not getting off that easily.” The truth was that he feared for his friend’s life; assassination was not unheard-of.

Cairo turned to walk down the private stairs that ran to an antechamber of the Nehreton meeting hall. As he did, Ko’Doran turned him back around and looked him over.

“Remember what Rohnin Jugar used to say,” Ko’Doran said.

“Always check twice. They’ll never believe you’re a god if you have a booger in your nose,” Cairo answered.

The two men shared a brief laugh, and Ko’Doran walked to the door.

“Thecla’s blessing on you, Damien Cairo,” he said, and pulled the door shut behind him.

Cairo stood at the top of the stairs, looking down into an abyss.

Damien Cairo, the current rohnin of Kwyne, took one more moment at the top of the stairs.

“There are no answers up here,” he said to himself. After taking a deep breath, he descended the stairs to the antechamber of the Nehreton hall, some two floors down.

He walked onto the dais of the great hall and assumed his place on the throne of Kuna Latte, first rohnin of Kwyne. Cairo often found himself wishing that the Cataclysm had occurred a day before they found this particular relic, an intensely uncomfortable chair. Cairo scanned the gilded room, looking for one prelate in particular: Var Kragen. With Kragen firmly in his sights, he motioned to the sergeant at arms, who cleared his throat. The representatives of the various arcs scrambled to their seats. Cairo observed Kragen without seeming obvious. He sensed his adversary doing the same in return. Kragen was far more leisurely than the rest in taking his seat. When the rohnin was satisfied that all were in place and had their heads bowed, he waited for a full minute. It was a small gesture to affirm who was in charge.

At an almost imperceptible nod from the rohnin, a child came forward with a parchment and read a prayer, as was customary at the beginning of a session. After the child was finished, the sergeant at arms stood forward.

“Do the people have petitions for their servant?”

“We do,” said Cal’in immediately.

Kragen watched, not entirely pleased at how quickly Cal’in came forward. He leaned toward N’orin. “This young man had best understand the need for a light touch in this matter.”

“I have said as much to him,” N’orin confirmed.

The acolyte stood and approached the dais, confident in the future that he knew to be unfolding. Rohnin Cairo took his measure and waited.

“Rohnin,” he began. “The Fifteenth Arc stands before you in…”

Cairo cut him off. “I do not see an arc before me; I see a person.”

Cal’in continued, somewhat haltered by his poor choice of words, “I come before you on behalf of my arc—”

“On behalf of your arc? Prelate Graugh, is this true?” Cairo called out. “Does this young man speak on behalf of the people of your arc?”

A few murmurings ensued, but the room was otherwise silent.

The sergeant at arms leaned over. “It would seem that Prelate Graugh was unavoidably detained.”

“Convenient,” the rohnin noted before again addressing the acolyte. “Your arc is far removed from today’s events. What could you have to say on their behalf?”

Cal’in felt a burning anger rise in him. Humility and propriety forgotten, he would not let anyone stand in the way of his goals, perceived god or otherwise.

“Rohnin,” he said, “the unholy walk in Kwyne unopposed on your watch.”

There was now complete silence in the chamber. Kragen looked on without expression.

Cairo responded calmly. “You have been made to do the work of those who would not speak for themselves. Step back now with no further mark against yourself.”

“Rohnin,” Cal’in said again.

A long moment ensued. More experienced men knew that the only course of action was to step back as directed, but the acolyte continued. “A Lokaryn walks in Kwyne. Why do you not act? The utmost responsibility of the leader of Kwyne lies in the protection of his flock.”

Cairo looked at Kragen, who sat with a neutral face, pitying the would-be prelate.

“Being unfamiliar as I am with the teachings of Thecla, I was not aware of my duty. Thank you for clarifying it for me.” The rohnin looked directly at Var Kragen as he delivered each word to the young acolyte. Kragen, for his part, never loosed his gaze from the faltering man who stood before the rohnin.

“Forgive me, Rohnin, but I wasn’t sure that Thecla’s teachings were foremost on your mind.”

There was an audible gasp in the chamber.

Cairo shook his head as he appraised the acolyte.

“Young man, you may find divine attention more than you bargained for. While every citizen may speak freely in this chamber, it is granted with the obligation to do so truthfully. I judge you to be false in your intentions and petition.”

At a gesture from the rohnin, two guards walked to Cal’in’s side. He had not expected this outcome. Rohnin Cairo was not known to embrace some of the more draconian powers at his command, but imprisoning those who disrupted the proceedings of the Nehreton was well within his purview. As Cal’in was escorted away by the guards, he realized how far his arrogance had caused him to overreach.

With Cal’in removed, Cairo again nodded to the sergeant at arms.

“Are there any other petitions from the people to their servant?” he asked.

The hall was silent.

He paused to let the lesson sink in. He would not add the acolyte to the tonnage that weighed down his conscience, but they didn’t know that. When he was satisfied that his point had been made, he stood and addressed the prelates.

“This body has brought before me a boy to be its voice. And to what end? We have met several times through the day for no perceptible reason other than to make speeches. There will be no more special sessions on this subject. We have no proof of this alleged incursion other than the word of a young man who’s never seen a Lokaryn, yet troops are invading their own arc. No one has mysteriously disappeared. No citizen is unaccounted for, and no bodies have shown up in the morgue. This report will be properly investigated. I will send Kuhbrikian and general military search teams into the area and contact the appropriate embassies.”

A pall had fallen over the assemblage when suddenly a voice from the back of the chamber announced loudly, “They found it! They’re moving in and we have a live feed from the helmet cams if we want it.”

The rohnin had no choice. He was in a public forum. To deny them access would be to further fuel the fires of dissent. He nodded to the sergeant at arms, who activated the monitors in the room. All eyes focused on the screen. All but one set:

Damien Cairo’s were firmly fixed on Kragen.

The Nehreton watched the troops move down the hallway. Kragen shifted his gaze to the rohnin. Their eyes locked as though the outcome of the events unfolding might somehow be determined by sheer force of will. Had they been watching the monitor, they would have seen the trouble at hand. Other members of the Nehreton had past military experience. Balazar was among them and was the first to recognize the disaster about to occur.

“They’ve got Accelerator guns! Get them to call off the attack!” Balazar shouted, sending a number of pages scrambling to find a way to communicate with the troops in the field.

Kragen turned to the screen just in time to see the telltale snub nose of an Accelerator. Raal Accelerators were reserved for use in the open Badlands, where unlimited power was required. Yet here were troops wielding immensely powerful weapons in a confined space, about to destroy everything within a thousand meters.

Damien Cairo shook his head. Only fools would assume that they could so precisely direct such power; fools, or zealots intent on the destruction of the unholy.

Var Kragen looked back to the rohnin, intent on continuing their game of visual recrimination. But the rohnin’s eyes were closed and his head was bowed. His lips moved silently, as he mouthed a prayer from the ninth book of Thecla.

A moment later the room was enveloped in a brilliant white flash.
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