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    And they sent unto the nine sons of Primus three Givers, and the Givers had no names, and what they gave unto the nine sons was three gifts: Strength, wisdom, and the power of death. 

     

    Translated from the Ortus Deorum 

    3rd Song, 4th Stanza 

     

     

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER 0 

    QUESTION 

     

    What makes a smart man do something dumb? 

    Perry was given an opportunity to consider just that question, right about the time that something came out of the blackness of night and stung him in the back. The strike pitched him forward onto his hands and knees. His longstaff clattered out of his grip into the bone-white dust of the Glass Flats. 

    He didn’t get around to considering the question just yet. He was in full, oh-shit-something-just-attacked-me mode. So his mind forwent philosophical considerations, and shot into the flowing red of The Calm, accessing the clasp in his pocket.  

    His energy shield erupted around him, encircling him in a shimmering, protective dome… 

    And then flickered out. 

    What’s happening? His mind panicked. 

    He whirled towards the threat, hands and knees scrabbling through the pale dust, latching onto his longstaff. He tried to summon the shield again, but couldn’t finding it. He couldn’t find the flow, or the red, or the place where his mind fit so neatly… 

    A shape loomed in the darkness. 

    Something not quite human. 

    Perry gaped. He tried to spin, to sprint back through the night to the campfire a mile in the distance, where his three friends slept. But all he managed to do was throw his body into a messy pirouette before collapsing onto the hard ground. And that was when all the strength bled out of him in a rush. His body refused to respond to any command, and he had the very clear thought, Shit, I should have listened to Stuber… 

    Slumped to the ground, his muscles turning to slag, Perry breathed in a mouthful of sand, his eyes fixed on the twinkling of the firelight, so far away. 

    That was the moment when he truly considered the question. 

    What makes a smart man do something dumb? 

    Well, usually a smart man has a compelling reason for doing a dumb thing. 

    Here was Perry’s: 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER ONE 

    THE FAITH OF A FATHER 

     

    Change the tides of history, Perry’s father had told him. And yet every step he took across that arid expanse called the Glass Flats drew him closer to something that he feared would stop him in his tracks. 

    It had started as a dark line in the distance. A shadow that hovered over the eastern horizon, which Perry thought might be a line of dark clouds. He’d spotted it that morning, when the rising sun still glared in his eyes. 

    How many days had they been on the Glass Flats now? Seven? It was difficult to tell, because it was the same thing every day: Up at dawn, one foot in front of the other, until the sun set. Time was judged not by the passing of the sun, but by dwindling supplies, parched mouths, and a bone-weary ache that compounded with each indeterminate mile. 

    Now, as the sun began to set once again, that thing in the distance was no longer a dark line on the horizon. With the westering sun splashing across its surface, it now shown in glowing ochre. A sheer face of cliffs that towered high above, mocking his exhaustion, and challenging Perry’s belief that he was capable of completing the mission that Cato McGown had given him. 

    Perry stopped. His stomach had been sinking all day. The higher those cliffs in the distance had risen, the lower his stomach had drooped, until now, it finally landed at the very bottom of him, and he didn’t think he could take another step, like his guts had tangled up his feet. 

    “Well,” a familiar voice gruffed from behind him, wind-parched and rough. “This sucks.” 

    Perry cast a glance over his shoulder, trying to summon his guts back up to where they belonged. They seemed far heavier than the strength he had to lift them. 

    Stuber stood at his left side. One of their empty water skins was perched on his head, like a sunshade, but the light reflecting off the white dust had still burned him from underneath. The first few days of sunburn was still peeling off of him, and the skin beneath was both tanned, and freshly red. 

    On the other side of Stuber, Teran and Sagum stopped, little dust motes rising from the last scuffs of their boots. Teran’s tawny hair had bleached. Her skin didn’t take to the sun as well as Stuber’s and she looked flat-out burned. She didn’t seem to want to look at the cliffs, and instead seemed taken with a bit of glass that shown at her feet from where she’d swept the thin skein of dust away. 

    Beneath all that white sand, the earth had been scorched by some weapon beyond comprehension. Turned to glass. Sometimes you could see things, trapped inside, like bugs trapped in amber. But not this time. 

    Sagum’s posture was slouched, his hands on his hips, squinting at the cliffs as he dragged his gaze from one end to the other. “There’s no way around them.” 

    Perry had already made note of that. The cliffs extended to the north and south, as far as the eye could see. 

    With his guts unwilling to be drawn back into place, Perry decided to lower his body to their level, and wilted onto the sun-warmed ground, folding his dusty boots under him, cross-legged. He smelled his own unwashed body and clothes, wafting up into nostrils crusted with a layer of dirt and salt from his own sweat. 

    It didn’t take long for the others to follow suit. No point in standing, when they weren’t moving forward. 

    A half-breed runt. A deserter from the legions. A woman who had been raised as a thief and con-artist. And a tinkerer. They sat shoulder to shoulder, staring at the obstacle in front of them. A light breeze stirred the hot air and sent a ripple of dust scouring across them, like a miniature sand storm. 

    Perry laid his longstaff across his lap and leaned his elbows on it. He rubbed the crust out of his nose and tried to summon some can-do spirit. “Maybe we can scale them.” 

    The reaction to that went down the line: Stuber blew a raspberry; Teran chuffed; Sagum groaned. 

    Perry had expected as much. He felt the same as they did. The only difference was that he was compelled forward by a mission given to him by the man that he still considered his father, though Perry knew that Cato McGown hadn’t sired him. But Cato had loved him, and that was what mattered. He’d loved Perry, and he’d put his faith in him. 

    Change the tides of history. Uncover the truth. 

    Now, Perry needed to prove that he deserved that faith. 

    He nodded at the cliffs. “We’ve come this far. We sure as shit can’t turn back now.” He spat dryly—just a tiny glob of froth that probably had more dust in it than spit. “Not gonna let a little thing like some mile-high cliffs stop me.” He gestured to the wall of rock. “The East Ruins—the entire reason why we’re here—could be right on the other side.” 

    “Yup,” Stuber announced, and swung his burden of firewood off of his back, parking it in front of him. 

    Perry eyed the bundle of sticks that they’d gathered from the few charred and withered trees they found along the way, like desiccated, bony hands sprouting from the glass. How they’d managed not to be turned to cinders by whatever weapon had scorched this section of the earth to glass and dust, he would never know. But he appreciated that they had fuel to make a fire. 

    Making a fire wasn’t what he’d had in mind, though. 

    “What are you doing?” Perry asked, trying to summon the conviction to get to his feet again. 

    Stuber began unlashing the bundle of sticks. “I’m making a campfire.” 

    “We should press on while it’s still light.” 

    Teran and Sagum expended their last bits of energy by sidling up around the spot that Stuber had selected for their fire. It was still hot, but the second the sun went down it would get cold, and they would need the fire to keep from shivering all night. 

    Also, the last few nights there had been…things. Out in the darkness. Perry hadn’t gotten a good look at them—the fire seemed to keep them at bay. 

    “Perry,” Teran sighed. “Those cliffs are still two or three miles away. The sun will be down in thirty minutes. You’re not going to find a way through in thirty minutes.” 

    “Besides,” Stuber put in, erecting a pile of twigs. “This is an excellent campsite. Note its exceptional flatness.” He held up a finger. “I know you’re thinking, ‘But, Stuber, it’s all flat!’ But my keen senses have told me that this particular patch of nothingness is flatter than the rest of the flatness. A superb place to camp. And I’m not just saying that because this is where I parked my ass and I don’t feel like moving.” 

    Perry quirked an eyebrow and gave a half-assed attempt at a challenge: “Come on, Stuber. You telling me I’ve got more get-up-and-go than you do right now?” 

    “Not gonna work this time, my precious little Halfbreed. I’m done. Teran’s done. Smegma was done ten miles ago. And you’re done too. You’re just too stubborn to realize it.” 

    “I’m not even offended,” Sagum said, stretching his legs out and reclining on an elbow. “I was done ten miles ago. Right around the time I realized those were cliffs.” 

    Perry nodded. Propped his staff on the ground and started to pull himself up. “Alright. Y’all make camp. I’ll push out and scout the cliffs until it gets dark—” 

    “The fuck you will,” Stuber growled. 

    Perry paused, half-risen, and frowned at Stuber. “What’s got you all bothered?” 

    Stuber paused in his fire-building to give Perry a glower. “You heard those things the last couple nights. I don’t know what the hell they were, but we’re not alone out here. Now is not the time for you to pretend to be a hero and strike out on your own, especially this close to dark.” 

    “I’ve got my shield and my longstaff.” 

    “Yeah, you’ve got a shield. But you barely know how to use that longstaff.” 

    Perry’s jaw clenched. It was a sore subject. “Just because I can’t start a godsdamned fire with it, doesn’t mean I can’t use it. I can still fire energy bolts out of it. You’ve seen me do it.” 

    Stuber’s expression became bland. “I’ve seen you wing off a bunch of shots, like a kid playing with fireworks. You lack control. If you can’t control your weapon, it’s not a weapon, it’s just a hazard—to you and everyone around you.” 

    Perry looked away. “Stuber. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

    Teran leaned back on her palms. “Perry, just because you can access god-tech doesn’t make you an expert in it.” 

    “And Stuber is?” 

    “He’s an expert in weapons.”  

    Stuber held up a hand. “Easy, feisty-pants. I don’t need you to come to my defense.” He turned to Perry again. “Remember the deal you made? That I would come along, but you were going to let me teach you how to fight?” 

    “You can’t teach me how to fight with something you can’t even use.” 

    Rather than get mad, Stuber laughed. “I don’t need to be able to use something to know that someone else isn’t using it correctly either.” He pointed a thick finger at Perry. “Intense and direct application of violence for the purpose of killing. That means control. Whether you’re beating a man to death with your hands, filling him full of lead, or disintegrating him with energy bolts, if you can’t control the killing tool you’ve chosen to use, then you can’t have intense and direct application of violence.” Stuber leaned back and gestured to the pile of sticks. “Now. Light my fucking fire, Shortstack.” 

    Despite all of Perry’s blustering, he knew that Stuber was right. Which was a terrible, recurring theme between them that Perry hated, but had come to accept. 

    Still, he leaned his head back and groaned. “Gods in the skies, Stuber. Not again.” 

    Stuber was as stubborn as Perry. Which was why they got along so well. And also why they constantly argued. “I’ll tell you what, mighty Halfbreed, savior of humanity…if you can light this fire with your longstaff, without blowing it up, then you can take your happy ass out into the dark and scout out those cliffs. If you can demonstrate control of your weapon platform, then I’m comfortable with you going out and doing hero-shit.” 

    Perry lowered his head and raised his eyebrows. “I could just go anyways and—” 

    “Just light the fucking fire,” Teran interrupted. 

    “Fine. Fine.” Perry rose to both feet now and shuffled closer to the pile of sticks. “But you guys know how this goes.” 

    “You know,” Sagum leaned onto his side and delved a hand into the pouch of technological odds and ends that he kept on his belt. “Rather than have Perry blow us all up, we could use this handy-dandy item I’ve made.” He drew out a round object, smiling at it. He’d been tinkering away at this thing for the last few nights. “It’s a real fire starter. I made it from the parts I scavenged from that mech in Fiendevelt.” 

    Stuber shook his head. “If Perry fails, then we can use your doodad. For now, let’s see if the Halfbreed can figure this out.” 

    “Right.” Sagum looked disappointed. He stuffed his invention back into his tinkerer’s pouch. “Guess we should take cover.” 

    Sagum and Teran chose to take cover behind Stuber, who himself scooted backwards, his eyes alight with a fresh combination of amusement and interest. Teran and Sagum peered over his armored spaulders. Stuber hefted his chest plate up and ducked, so that his bearded smile disappeared into it, and only his eyes peered over, twinkling with merriment. He looked like a bemused turtle. 

    “Okay, Shortstack.” Stuber’s voice was muffled by the chest plate. “Nice and easy. Don’t blow us all up. Again.” 

    “Alright,” Perry mumbled. “Let me focus.” 

    Perry hefted the longstaff in his hand. He still marveled at how light it felt, despite its size. Six feet of what appeared to be solid metal, with a boxy bottom, and a long, curved blade at the top, a bayonet of sorts, which overshadowed a fluted muzzle. 

    Perry stepped up to the pile of sticks and lowered the muzzle, hovering it inches above the wood. He focused, feeling the flow inside of him. It was a river of red that existed inside of him, and all he had to do was dip his mind down into it. 

    For all of his life up until recently, he’d believed that this was just some mental oddity that had no rhyme or reason to it. But over the course of the past few weeks he’d come to discover that its origins were genetic. He’d received this ability from his father. 

    His biological father. Paladin Selos. 

    Now, dipping his mind down into that flow, he perceived the world around him, but his brain felt like it was suddenly moving along, caught up in the tide of something powerful. Like a river, it had more potential than appeared on the surface. 

    “There you go,” he heard Stuber encourage. “Same as you’ve been doing.” 

    In Perry’s mind, he was not alone in the river. There was the clasp, which was a separate device that he kept in his pocket—that was what generated his energy shield. He felt it there with him, and it was familiar, and he knew how to control that. He could do it almost instinctively now. But there was this big lumbering beast in the flow of the red with him, and he knew that it was the longstaff. 

    The longstaff in his hands lit up. On the boxy back end, a few small diodes began to glow, and the blade below the muzzle crackled and lit up in a ghostly green. 

    He felt where his mind was supposed to go. But there was also a sort of counterpressure as he mentally moved towards it, and it made it difficult to simply ease into the device… 

    He pushed a little harder. 

    The muzzle of the longstaff flared. 

    Shit! Too much! 

    He tried to pull back, but it was too late. 

    The air cracked with a strange Ka-whap sound, sending a handful of the sticks flying, and causing Stuber to jerk a hand up in front of his eyes as he was peppered with wood particles. 

    “Godsdammit!” Perry spat, pulling his mind back from the longstaff so suddenly that the entire thing went dark and inert again. 

    Stuber leaned forward and, with deft fingers that belied their size, pushed several of the smoldering twigs back together, scrunching them into a pile again, and then leaning down close and blowing a gentle breath across them. 

    The charred ends glowed red. Smoked. Then flamed. 

    Stuber sat back, stacking more sticks on the flames. “Well. I wouldn’t call that ‘control,’ but we do have a fire.” 

    “That’s because it’s not meant to light fires.”  

    “Oh, you read the instruction manual?” Stuber said, reaching for more wood. 

    “It’s a weapon! Not a fire starter.” 

    “If it starts a fire, it’s a fire starter.” 

    “You know,” Sagum put in, shuffling back to his original position. “I created a fire starter fire starter. For starting fires. Just saying.” 

    Perry looked at the longstaff in his hands. “I just think it’s stupid to try to pussy-foot around with the thing.” 

    “You’re just saying that because you struggle with finesse.” 

    “It’s a six-foot long axe with a blaster on the end of it. I don’t think finesse is the point.” 

    “Time and practice,” Stuber intoned, for perhaps the thousandth time. He took a break from building the fire and gestured out at the cliffs, which now glowed a dull red in the waning sunlight. “If you would like to whip out a few thunderbolts and destroy those cliffs, just to get it out of your system, then go right ahead.” 

    Perry sighed. Trying to shoot energy bolts at the cliffs was stupid. Stuber had known it was stupid. He’d just offered it to Perry to see how stupid Perry would be in the midst of his frustration. 

    No, Perry was not stupid. Firing the damn thing wouldn’t do him any good, and might attract unwanted attention. He laid it down on the ground and once again looked at that cruel blade, that muzzle that teemed with potential killing power. 

    Had this been the longstaff that Selos had used to murder Perry’s mother and father? The thought caused him to abhor the weapon, but at the same time, he badly wished he could learn to use it properly. The more he failed at it, the more he abhorred it, and the more desperate he became to master it. 

    Mastery would prove to himself that he deserved the faith of his father, that he was capable of accomplishing this mission. But every failure to master it seemed to whisper to him, You’re not enough, you’ll never be capable, you’ll never deserve that faith. 

    He looked over his shoulders at the cliffs again. What was on the other side of them? The fabled East Ruins? The message from his father had told him to go to the East Ruins and find The Source—something that could grant the power of the godtech to anyone.  

    But they’d been warned. Threatened, actually, by the strange mechanical man that had tried to stop them. 

    Machines of terror and wrath will rip the life from your body, and that of your friends. 

    Perry still didn’t know what those might be, and when he would encounter them. But he wondered, if he couldn’t use the longstaff effectively, would he survive? Would he be able to protect his friends? The thought of failing them was like a heavy stone that he carried, strapped to his chest, every minute of every day. 

    He couldn’t fail them. He had to keep them alive. He needed to be master of his weapon. 

    He sighed, gripping his longstaff again. “I’ll take first watch.” 

    No one replied. 

    Perry glanced over at his friends again. Teran and Sagum opened a satchel, counting up their dwindling provisions. Figuring out how many mouthfuls, and of what, they would have for dinner that night. 

    But Stuber eyed him suspiciously. 

    “What?” The way he said it—maybe a little too innocent. 

    “You’re not planning to sneak out there towards the cliffs when we’re all asleep, are you?” 

    “Pff,” Perry shook his head. “Please. I’m not that dumb.” 

    But that was a lie. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 

    THE STRANGER 

     

    Okay, so maybe Perry wasn’t dumb. Because he’d had his reasons for sneaking out into the darkness while his companions had slept.  

    When you’re gifted a clasp that integrates with your brain and envelopes you in an impenetrable energy shield, then that eventually makes its way into your psyche. Maybe you start to feel a little more protected than you actually are. 

    Maybe you start to think that you should be the one doing the dangerous things, because no one else in your group has an energy shield. 

    So maybe you decide that you might be doing everyone a favor if you creep out while they’re sleeping—and can’t argue with you about it—and scout out what exactly might be lurking in and around those cliffs in the distance, and if there was a passage through them. 

    He wasn’t going to go that far. Not even all the way to the cliffs. In fact, he had stopped, deciding that he’d gone far enough, and that was when he looked back towards the fire to confirm that all was well with his sleeping friends… 

    And that was when something hit him in the back and paralyzed him. 

    No flowing red. No access to The Calm. 

    Which meant no energy shield, and no longstaff. 

    Laying in the dust, sucking dirt, his back felt like it was on fire, and that fire raged through him, turning every muscle and ligament into millet porridge. He tried to cry out, but all that issued from him was a low, quiet groan, as he stared at the campfire where his friends sat, warm and safe and completely unaware that he was in danger. 

    A scuttling noise from behind him. 

    He tried to turn his head, but of course, couldn’t. The paralysis had taken total control now. He did seem to be able to move his eyes. And his heart and lungs still worked. So he had that going for him. 

    The scuttling drew closer. Very close. Right on top of him.  

    An exhale of breath on the back of his neck. “Ooh. Oh my,” a thin voice rasped. “Look at this one. Look at this one right here.” 

    A sharp inhale of breath—Perry felt the air move across his ear. It was smelling him. 

    “Oh-ho, what’s this?” A hand crept into Perry’s vision, touching his longstaff where it lay in the sand, so very close to him, and yet absolutely useless. “Are you one of them, Hombre? Ha. Imagine that. Little old me, getting one of them.” 

    More shifting and snuffling. 

    “You’re small though, ain’t you, Hombre? Bit small for a paladin. That makes me sad. Hey. Are you breathing? I didn’t kill you, did I? But you can’t talk, can you? Haha. No, of course you can’t.” 

    The scuttling sound again. 

    The campfire in the distance was blotted out, as though putting the final point on the fact that Perry had made his last mistake. Something crouched in front of him, pressed in so close that he couldn’t quite focus on it at first. 

    It was a face. But… 

    Nothing about it was correct. It was hard to see by starlight alone, but Perry got the impression that the shape of it was triangular, the chin coming to a sharp point, the cheekbones abnormally high and protruding. The eyes were large and dark. 

    The head pivoted rapidly, twisting as though to take Perry in from various angles. 

    A thin split that must have been a mouth stretched wide, revealing small nubs of teeth that shown stark white in the starlight. They clacked together a few times, as though biting the air. 

    “Oh, good. Good, good, good. You’re not dead. Not dead is good. You need to be alive. Alive is best. Wouldn’t have it any other way. Wouldn’t do that to m’lady, no I wouldn’t.” 

    The stranger bent over Perry’s body, and he felt hard hands scrabble across his back, then prod and probe, right at the spot where he’d been hit. When they touched it, agony coursed through him, from the top of his head down to his toes, but he couldn’t move or twitch or cry out. 

    “Oh-ho. Good shot. Good, good, good.” 

    The stranger pulled back and stood up. 

    Perry’s eyes followed him. 

    The vast majority of useful details went unnoticed by Perry, because his eyes fixated on the most obvious thing: A massive protuberance between the stranger’s legs. 

    Oh gods, what the hell is that?  

    The stranger turned then, looking back at the fire in the distance, and Perry saw that the protuberance wasn’t coming from between his legs, but seemed to sprout from his lower back. It curled into a crescent shape, and then straightened out again, like a fat, pulsing tail that drew to a wicked point. 

    “You brought others,” the stranger mused. “That’s good. But not yet. Later. I will come back for them later. For now, I’ll take you. Small. But good enough. Yes, good enough for now.” 

    The stranger stooped down, and Perry felt a sudden, iron grip on his wrist. And then he was dragged across the Glass Flats, away from the fire, away from his friends. 

    Without any muscle control, Perry’s head flopped backwards. He looked at the world upside down. The sky below him, vast and open and scattered with stars. The cliffs, now just a massive black obstruction. 

    We’re heading for the cliffs. 

    He could feel everything around him. Whatever the stranger had hit him with, it had paralyzed him, but not numbed his nerves. He felt his skin of his wrist stretched taut as he was dragged along. He felt his boot heels sliding across the ground. He felt his dry throat. And he definitely felt fear. 

    Oddly enough, his heart rate and respiration didn’t seem to respond to his adrenal glands kicking into high gear. His breathing kept on at a steady rate, and his pulse thumped along, only slightly elevated. 

    In his mind, though, Perry went haywire with questions. 

    The big, burning one seemed to be, What the hell is this guy going to do to me? 

    His imagination had no shortage of horrific possibilities, but they were all dark and obscure, because the entire situation was so out of bounds from what Perry considered as real, that everything still felt impossible. 

    The stranger stopped dragging him. Released his wrist. 

    Perry slumped to the ground, now on his side, his cheek pressed against his shoulder. He wasn’t certain whether they’d traveled a greater distance than he’d thought, or if his vantage point was too low to the ground, but he could no longer see the fire. 

    The stranger seemed to be pacing around. Muttering to himself. 

    After a few moments of this, the stranger seemed to find something he was looking for. “Ah. There you are. Haha. I knew I’d find you. Good, good. Alright…” Perry felt his wrist taken up again. That impossibly strong grip from such a wiry…Person? Beast? Thing?  

    “Up we go,” the stranger said, cheerily. 

    Up? 

    Perry had just enough time to consider the ramifications of that direction in a place that was completely flat, and then he felt his body lifted into the air, dangling by his wrist. 

    At first, he thought that the stranger intended to hoist him up onto his shoulders and carry him that way—dragging bodies was cumbersome, surely he’d tired himself out by now. But then Perry’s limp neck sagged, and his head lolled, and his eyes looked straight down. 

    His hanging body. 

    His dangling feet. 

    White sand…and dark rock, that could have only been the face of a cliff. 

    Gods in the skies! This can’t be happening! 

    But it was happening. 

    The stranger hauled him up, and Perry rose, still hanging by only his wrist, and the distance between his feet and the ground grew and grew. 

    The stranger was carrying him up the cliffs. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 

    THE CLIFFS 

     

    Teran was the first to wake up. 

    She did so slowly, the campfire glimmering under half-lidded eyes. She considered rolling over and going back to sleep. The grind of walking…and walking…and walking some more, in the heat, with very little water and food, had ground her down. She felt like her body had aged ten years. It creaked and groaned like it never had before. 

    And I thought I lived a rough life before this. 

    She wanted to roll over, but that was just the fatigue talking. She was a conscientious person, and when she woke up, as she was prone to doing several times a night, she had a habit of counting heads before relaxing again. 

    With a low, tired sigh, she stretched her groggy eyelids open, first taking in the stars over their heads. She judged the time by the passage of certain stars—a skill she’d learned early in her life as an Outsider. 

    She hadn’t slept that long. It’d only been an hour by her reckoning. 

    Which meant that Perry would still be on watch. 

    She leaned up, propping herself on her elbow and squinting dry eyes across the smoldering fire. Stuber’s large shape lay in his usual posture. He was not one to toss and turn through the night. He always slept on his back, with his boots crossed, and his hands clasped on his chest. A peaceful repose, like he was practicing for laying in a casket. 

    Sagum lay between her and Stuber. He slept like a child—curled up into a ball, usually with his pack clutched to his chest, as though it brought him comfort. 

    She sat up fully, looking into the empty space where she expected Perry to be, perhaps ten yards from the fire. Even with the fire burning low as it was, the glow should have still been enough for her to see his back. 

    Frowning, she craned her neck to see farther. She wanted to call out to him, because that would mean she didn’t have to get up. If she got up, the sleepiness would flee her and she would struggle to get back to sleep. And she was next on watch, in just a few hours. 

    “Godsdammit,” she whispered to herself. 

    She got up as quietly as possible, trying not to wake the others. Standing gave her a better vantage point. Besides the glow from the fire, the air was crystal clear above the Glass Flats and the sky held enough stars that it illuminated the expanse around them in cold hues. 

    The white sands, cast blue by the starlight, stretched forever in all directions except for dead ahead of her. Ahead, they terminated in the monolithic black wall of the cliffs. Just looking at them out there in the night made her heart sink again. 

    But where was Perry? She should’ve been able to see him. Even if he’d wandered out beyond the firelight, she should have been able to spy his dark figure standing out against the moonscape of the flats. 

    She spun in a slow circle. Worry hadn’t yet begun to make itself known. At first, it was just irritation. She liked Perry a lot. Sure, he had a chip on his shoulder. But knowing his history—his time at the Academy called Hell’s Hollow, his abuse at the hands of his classmates and instructors, how they all wanted him to quit because he was too small to be a legionnaire—she understood where that chip came from. Despite all that, he was a genuine person, and he tried hard to look out for everyone. 

    He wanted to protect them, and he felt he was the most capable one to do it. 

    And maybe he had a point, seeing as how he was half-demigod, and could use godtech. But it seemed to Teran that in the midst of all of this, Perry had forgotten that they were a team. 

    They all had things to bring to the table. 

    But Perry tended to want to do it all himself. 

    Was it that he didn’t trust them to be capable? 

    She rubbed sand out of the back of her hair. She had completed an entire circle, looking in every direction, and was now back to staring at those black cliffs in the distance. 

    Finally, worry knocked in the door of her consciousness. 

    “Stuber,” she said. 

    The big man took a sudden breath, but didn’t rise. She saw his eyes by the firelight, now open. “What?” 

    “I don’t see Perry.” 

    Stuber sat up, straight as a board. His scowled into the distance, then got to his feet, swiveling his head in a slow, steady circle. His mouth clamped shut amid the beard that had grown shaggy over the last week. His jaw muscles worked. 

    He stooped and took up his Roq-11. He looked at Teran, his expression inscrutable. Then he frowned down at Sagum, who still snored. 

    Stuber kicked a bit of dust at him. 

    Sagum snorted and started awake. “What?” he spat grit out of his mouth then stared up at the obvious culprit—the big ex-legionnaire glaring at him. “What the fuck?” 

    “On your feet, Smegma.” 

    Sagum didn’t seem inclined to obey, until he looked over and saw that Teran was standing as well. Peer pressure being what it is, Sagum grumbled something foul under his breath and staggered to his feet. “What’s the problem? Where’s Perry?” 

    “That’s the problem,” Stuber stated, turning his gaze outwards again. 

    Teran looked back towards the cliffs and then started. A dark figure stood about fifteen yards out of the edge of the firelight, nothing but a silhouette against the pale sands. She almost called out to Perry, but then noted that the figure was too tall, and dressed strangely. 

    “Stuber,” she said, pointing. 

    Stuber had already zeroed in. He snapped his rifle to his shoulder. 

    A voice lilted to them over the cold, clear air: “No need for violence, legionnaire. I believe you’re missing one of your party. Perhaps I can be of assistance.” 

    “Yeah, fuck you,” Stuber barked into the darkness. “I’ll decide when there’s a need for violence. You got about two seconds to convince me not to blow holes in you.” 

    The figure took a few, languid steps forward, so that he was at the edge of the firelight, but not in it—still obscured by darkness. He stooped low, placed something on the ground, and then kicked it into the light of the fire. 

    It was Perry’s longstaff. 

    “Something took your friend. He dropped this.” The man’s voice was airy and relaxed. “And some rather ghastly things are about to happen to him if we don’t show up to help him. Is that convincing enough?” 

     

    *** 

     

    Dangling a hundred feet off the ground, Perry swore in his head, because his mouth wouldn’t work. Was he permanently paralyzed? And where was the stranger taking him? And how in the hell was the stranger able to carry him up the cliffs like this? No human should have been able to hold to him with one hand, and climb a vertical rock face with his remaining three limbs. 

    Why couldn’t he use his energy shield? 

    His mind was still there, he was still able to think, but somehow, whatever had paralyzed him had scrambled that flowing red river inside of him that allowed him to use the godtech. He could feel the ability down deep inside of him still, and yet he couldn’t sink into it, couldn’t access it, couldn’t even feel the presence of the clasp like he’d become so used to. 

    He felt his body rise suddenly, being tossed upwards. His heart lodged in his throat. The grip on his wrist let go. He hung there in the night air, so far above the hardened glass ground, where, if he should fall, his noggin would break open like an overripe gourd. 

    He started to fall. 

    The grip snatched his wrist again. 

    His body tumbled bonelessly, then struck the cliff and bounced off like sand-filled sack doll. 

    “Ha! Gotcha,” the voice wheezed from above him. “Did you think I had let you go? Well I did. Tricky stretch here. Had to jump for my handhold. But I gotcha. Hahaha. I always do.” 

    Perry felt himself hefted up, continuing to bounce against the face of the cliff a few more times, though luckily it was mostly his legs. 

    “Almost there, Hombre,” the stranger told him. The grip on his wrist changed. Perry’s body twisted as the stranger yanked his arm, hand over hand, like pulling up a rope. The stranger came into view again. 

    Perry’s eyes widened. If he’d had control of his mouth, he would have gaped in horror, but all he could do was stare dumbly. 

    The stranger clung to handholds that Perry couldn’t even see. The starlight glinted off of his skin, and the disturbing tail that protruded from his lower back. 

    But it wasn’t a tail. This was somehow worse. It was a long, segmented growth, much darker than the rest of the stranger’s flesh. 

    An abdomen. Like the hind-end of an insect.  

    Perry stared at it, trying to make sense of what he saw. Because the rest of the stranger looked like a man—albiet a very ugly one. The abdomen protruding from his lower back had to be some sort of biomechanical attachment. Right? 

    Except for the pulsing. 

    Steady. Rhythmic. 

    In time to the stranger’s breathing. 

    Gods, it’s a part of him. 

    Staring at the pointed tip of the abdomen, Perry was certain of one thing: That’s what had hit him in the darkness. That’s what had paralyzed him. 

    He stung me. Like a wasp stings and paralyzes a spider. 

    The stranger—or Wasp-Man, perhaps—grappled with Perry’s limp body, clinging to the cliff face with one hand and one leg. Using the tip of his abdomen to brace himself, he shoved Perry into a crack in the cliff. 

    Perry felt rock scrap across his elbows and knees as he was jammed into the cleft. The Wasp-Man repositioned himself, a note of concern flashing across his strange, angular features. He let go of Perry, and Perry remained securely wedged in the crack. 

    “Good enough,” the Wasp-Man intoned. “Good enough for now.” He turned his head to look above, and started to reach for another handhold, but then stopped and looked back at Perry. His nub-like teeth flashed in the gloom. “Don’t go anywhere on me now.” He waggled a finger at Perry. “I know you can’t move, but you know, sometimes the venom wears off a little quicker than others, but guess what? You start wiggling around in there and—” he made a wet popping noise with his mouth. “—then you might just pop yourself loose, and—” He drew a line through the air. The tip of his finger made a long, slow arc down towards the ground, and his mouth made a low whistling sound. “Splat. And that wouldn’t be good for anyone, would it?” 

    The Wasp-Man chuckled at his own humor, and then shrugged, as though his point had been made, and began to climb again. 

    Perry couldn’t tilt his head to follow the creature’s progress. All he could do was stare at the blank face of rock where the Wasp-Man had been, moments ago. 

    He stung me. I’ve been stung. 

    This played on a loop in Perry’s mind, insistent and obsessive, for several revolutions, until a new thought managed to break through. 

    What does the wasp do to the spider after it paralyzes it? 

    Perry searched himself. The Wasp-Man had said that sometimes the venom wears off. Maybe he was just screwing with Perry’s head, but it was the only hope that he had at that moment. He tried to move his fingers. His toes. Anything. 

    All sorts of signals went firing out of his brain. And then fell on the deaf ears of his uncooperative extensions. 

    You can’t do anything. You can’t even move. And you can’t access your shield. You’re fucked! 

    His eyes moved to the side—as far to the left as he could make them go, causing them to ache with the strain. But he could see out. In the distance, the tiny twinkle of a campfire. Did his friends still lay around it, sleeping peacefully? Would they notice that he was gone? 

    Help! He thought it, screamed it in his head. Hell, at this point, he was willing to believe in telepathy. But really, he was trying to make his mouth and lungs and voice box all work in that magical conjunction called speaking. 

    What he issued was a thin sigh of air, no louder than the wind across the cliffs. 

    His heart jumped. Not because it was any great victory, but because, godsdammit, it was progress! He’d at least been able to press some air out of his lungs through the force of his will. 

    He tried again. Over and over. 

    Each time, the air came out of him, but each time it came without force, and without voice. 

    Shit, shit, shit. It wasn’t going to work. He heard scrabbling and mumbling from above the crack in the cliff. The Wasp-Man was coming back for him. 

    He had to try something else. Maybe something else would be easier. 

    He dove for the river in him. He knew that it was inextricably linked to fear. When fear came down on him, the river dried up and it was nearly impossible to use the god tech. But if he could calm himself, if he could put his mind in a serene place, then the river was there for him. 

    Control your fear. You have nothing to fear. You have the blood of gods in your veins. 

    Somewhere the river flowed. But he couldn’t touch it. 

    Not yet. 

    But he had to keep trying. 

    Time and practice. That’s what Stuber always said. Time and practice. 

    The Wasp-Man swooped down in front of the cliff and eyed Perry in that queer way of his that Perry now recognized as insectile. 

    He seemed satisfied. The nubs of teeth again in that hideous grin. “It’s time, Hombre. She’s waiting.” 

    Then he snatched up Perry’s wrist again, and wrenched him from the crack in the cliff. 

    Perry was surprised when they suddenly changed directions. Surprised, and unnerved, and maybe a little relieved. Unnerved, because now he was in total darkness—the Wasp-Man had pulled him through a hole in the face of the rock, and was not dragging him straight up, but at an angle. Relief, because at least Perry’s feet weren’t dangling out over open air. 

    Perry’s heels scraped along what felt like rock. Around him, the shuffling noise of his captor and the slide of his own boots made tiny echoes in the passage, and though Perry could see nothing, he got the sense of a tight space. A tunnel up through the cliff face. 

    It also meant that they were closer than ever to their destination. 

    To see her, whatever the hell that meant. 

    Perry’s mind was on fire with thought, as though all the energy that might’ve been expended on movement was now being put into his brain. He kept picturing that abdomen protruding from the man’s lower back, the way it pulsed with his breathing. The pointed end. 

    He tried to focus on The Calm. That was what he called the river of red in his mind since he’d discovered it as a kid. Because when he was in it, nothing could touch him, and everything flowed easily. The world made sense to him when he was in that place. 

    Was it just hopeful imagination, or did it seem closer? 

    Always remember that your mind is your greatest weapon. 

    Perry’s mind was his greatest weapon. 

    If only he could get his godsdamned mind to work like it was supposed to. 

    The ground underneath Perry’s heels changed. It no longer felt like stone, and the dragging sound of his body no longer sounded like stone either. More like…mudbrick? 

    He realized he could see around him now. Something gave a low illumination to the tunnel. A light up ahead. 

    You don’t have more time, Perry shouted at himself, and strangely, in his head, it almost sounded like Stuber. Stop being a fucking peon and get a hold of yourself. You’ve got one chance and one chance only to get out of this. And that’s to calm down. 

    Butt heads though they might, what Perry wouldn’t give to have the big ex-legionnaire with him right at that moment. Preferably with his Roq-11. But Perry would take anything he could get at this point. 

    Shit, he’d even take Sagum. That’s how desperate he was. 

    No one is coming. It’s up to you. 

    The light grew stronger. Perry could see the wall of the tunnel sliding by over his head. It had the same texture as mudbrick, except that it wasn’t bricks. It was one big, smooth surface of compacted, dried mud. It smelled dank and earthy. 

    It smelled like insects. 

    Perry fought for control of his lungs, and got some small measure of satisfaction when he was able to draw a deliberate breath, deeper than before. He eased it out through slack lips. 

    It’s wearing off. I can control more now. 

    The Wasp-Man jerked to a halt. There was a sudden, violent shuffling. The Wasp-Man thrust his head in front of Perry’s face, eyeing him suspiciously. 

    “What was that?” the Wasp-Man hissed. 

    Obviously, Perry couldn’t answer. He dared not attempt to control his breathing. Had the Wasp-Man noticed that one little change? Had he heard that single, controlled breath? 

    The Wasp-Man leaned very close, so that the tip of his nose touched the side of Perry’s face. It was cold. Wet. He snuffled. Then leaned back again, still staring into Perry’s eyes, intimately close. 

    “No. It hasn’t been long enough.” The Wasp-Man skittered back around and started dragging Perry along again. “Not long enough. Especially for how small your body is. And my juice doesn’t come for free, you know. Can’t have it liquefying your insides. Not just yet. Not until the little ones get to feed.” 

    He knows. Or suspects. 

    Perry decided not to attempt any more calming breaths. 

    He would have to defeat his fear the good old fashioned way: By getting pissed. 

    Unfortunately he wasn’t given the time to get good and angry. Above him, the dried-mud wall suddenly opened, and the light grew stronger. He was no longer being dragged upwards at an angle, but was now on level ground. 

    The Wasp-Man released him and Perry slumped to the ground. The dried-mud ceiling was a perfect dome over his head. He was close to one of the curving walls on his left. But when he pressed his eyes as far as he could to the right, he saw two figures, illuminated by some sort of lantern that burned with a soft, orange glow. 

    One of those figures was the Wasp-Man. 

    The other figure was…something else entirely. 

    Part of it looked like a human female, albeit with the strange, angular features that Perry had seen in the Wasp-Man. The human part was as skin-and-bones as the Wasp-Man himself. The other part was a massive, distended abdomen, so large and heavy that the female looked unable to move. 

    Lank, black hair hung in front of the woman’s gaunt face. Eyes that burned with a feverish mania fixed on Perry. Her thin lips pulled back and she let out a low groan that built into a shriek. 

    “You worthless piece of shit!” the female hissed. “I’ve got your brood bursting in my belly and you bring me this? He’s too small! He won’t feed them all!” 

    The madness in those eyes seemed to pull Perry in, and he couldn’t allow it. He clamped his eyes shut against them. He was powerless anyways. He didn’t need to see what was going on around him. He needed to focus and get to The Calm. 

    Get to The Calm. Don’t let this bitch do… 

    Oh gods, what is she going to do? 

    NO! Don’t think about that! Think about dipping into the red, thinking about the clasp, think about the energy shield! Think about turning these fucks into piles of scorched meat! 

    The inner pep talk didn’t really help. Even to himself it sounded too desperate. 

    “There are more!” The Wasp-Man interrupted the female in the midst of another tirade. “I’m going to bring you more! See, I spied them, with my keen eyes I spied them from atop the cliffs, out across the plains, I saw their fire and I thought to myself, ‘Yes, this will make the perfect gift for my beloved—’” 

    A screech cut him off. “No more! I have no time for your foolishness!” 

    Focus, Perry. Dive down. Go deep. 

    He was closer. Whatever the poison was, it wouldn’t be able to contain his mind much longer. 

    A heavy, shifting noise tore his attention from his thoughts and Perry opened his eyes out of pure reflex. 

    The female was on all fours, crabbing towards him, the ponderous abdomen dragging behind her. Her teeth bared with the effort.  

    Perry could not help himself. His mind blanked, going white-hot with the panicked desire to retreat from her. 

    No, don’t lose it! 

    Too late. 

    All he saw was her face, looming closer, sweating profusely, the engorged abdomen pulsing rapidly. 

    She stopped, still in her crablike posture. She hovered over him, her angular face traversing the plane of his pronate body, her nostrils twitching. Her face spasmed. 

    “How did you get him?” the female demanded. 

    “I took him by surprise, I did.” Pride in the Wasp-Man’s voice. A bit of pomp. 

    The female turned her head. She seemed able to rotate it completely around to look at the Wasp-Man where he stood. Her neck seemed longer than normal. “Is he dangerous?” 

    “My darling, please. Would I bring you something dangerous? Would I expose you and our little ones to that? Of course I wouldn’t. Not I.” 

    She turned back to Perry. Her breathing was quick. He felt it on the side of his face, and was surprised that it didn’t stink. It smelled milky. Almost sweet. Crazy eyes darted around Perry’s flesh, not seeing a person, but a sack of meat. 

    Almost hesitantly, she extended her tongue and placed the tip of it against the side of his neck, over his carotid artery, as though tasting his pulse. Which, unfortunately, was in the process of skyrocketing. 

    If she noticed the accelerated pulse and how that might pertain to whatever kept him paralyzed, she didn’t say anything about it. Her eyes now seemed to be in a state of some passion. She traced her tongue down his neck and when it met the collar of his filthy shirt, she gave no flash of disgust. Her hands came up, long fingers undoing the button of his shirt, then peeling it away, exposing his bare chest.  

    Her tongue never left his skin. It continued on. Down the center of his chest, leaving a streak of warmth that quickly turned cold. 

    He couldn’t see her face anymore. Only her bulging, pulsing abdomen. 

    The Wasp-Man hovered there, at the corner of Perry’s sight. 

    What the hell was happening? What was she doing to him? Tasting him? Was this some sort of mating dance? Was he involved in some sort of unwilling sex act? He couldn’t even guess as to what was about to happen to him. 

    Except for the thing about the wasp and the spider. 

    Somewhere right around his navel, she withdrew her tongue and reared up again, her eyes half-lidded in ecstasy. Like the relief of a driving, primal need, finally met. “He’ll do,” she murmured, her voice husky and thick. 

    “Yeah, I told ya!” the Wasp-Man declared, triumphant. 

    The female whirled on him. “Go! You sack of shit! I need more. I need the others.” 

    “But I wanted—” 

    “I don’t have much time!” her voice grated. “Bring me more! More!” 

    The Wasp-Man growled something else, but Perry didn’t hear it. It was drowned out by the scuttling of the female’s hands and feet across the ground, rapid now, desperate. She pulled the gigantic weight of her abdomen around, letting out small cries as she did. 

    Perry saw the dark, segmented abdomen coming around, the end of it now pointing right at him. Something protruded from it. Stiff, and dripping mucus. It inched out with every ragged breath she took, sleek and black along the shaft, but the tip of it like a hideous, puckered mouth. 

    It wavered in the air as it grew in length. The puckered end of it pulsed open by fractions, like a relaxing sphincter. It began to seek him out, as though it had a mind of its own. Inching towards Perry. Inching towards his bare chest. 

    “Yes,” the female squalled between breaths. “Yes. Come to me.” 

    The mouth touched Perry’s skin, right at the tip of his rib cage. Warm and slick and wet. It searched across his skin. 

    Perry’s heart was apparently no longer under the control of the paralyzing agent. It ran at top speed, making his whole, limp body jerk with every rapid pulse. 

    The undulating abdomen stilled. Clenched. Pushing at something. A bulge appeared at the base of the long, black shaft, pushing through it, towards the mouth, towards Perry’s chest. 

    This is how it ends? His mind railed, accusing himself. Laying on the floor, unable to lift a finger to save yourself? You stupid, fucking peon! I can’t believe you let this happen to yourself! 

    If he could’ve screamed at himself, he would have. If he could have gripped his idiot face in his hands, his fingernails would have left permanent marks. 

    He was so engulfed in his moment of self-anger, he didn’t even noticed that his mind had dipped into the flowing river of red. The anger supplanted the fear just long enough for his mind to get a hold of itself, and for that aspect of himself—the only thing his biological father had ever given him—to come to life. 

    There was a sound like someone had plunged a red-hot piece of metal into water. 

    The air around Perry shimmered. 

    Gouts of steam and smoke exploded. 

    The female’s half-lidded eyes rocketed open, staring down at herself, and her mouth shot wide and issued a scream that clawed its way down Perry’s spine. 

    The sucking mouth remained attached to Perry’s stomach, but the rest of it hit the floor in a slop of liquids that swirled with different colors—milky white, and stark red, and a faint, purplish ichor, all bubbling and steaming along the line of air that had become Perry’s energy shield. 

    The female recoiled in horror. Her severed abdomen curled up on itself, writhing, spitting those same colored liquids out of its bisected end. Things fell out of her. Fleshy, white ovals, about the size of Perry’s forearm. They plopped onto the hard mud floor and began to squirm in every direction at once, as though rooting about blindly for something. 

    The female’s stick-thin arms scrabbled at her abdomen, though she strained to reach the severed end of it, and it seemed like she was trying to keep those white pods inside of her. They squirted past her fingers and kept falling to the floor—a dozen of them, now more then twenty, now more than thirty. 

    “My babies!” she shrieked, her face speckled and splashed with purple and white and red, as ribbons of fluids spurted out of her. 

    Some part of Perry stared into her animal eyes and felt horrified, but another part of him was determined not to let anything take away what he had just managed to regain—not to let that shield dissipate. If he managed nothing else, if he had to squash his soul to do it, he had to stay connected to the clasp. 

    And then he felt something press at his side. 

    With a jolt, he let out a grunt that would have been a shouted curse if he’d had full control of his faculties, and he strained with everything in his being, managing to turn his head, this time looking down the length of his body so that he could see… 

    They were inside the shield with him. 

    The sucker on the end of the shaft had detached itself from him, dead, but still twitching. But a large section of that abdomen had been cut off inside the shield with him, and whatever those squirming white things were, there were several trapped in there with him. 

    Most of them wiggled about aimlessly, but one had found him, and it pressed a shiny, orange head against his flesh, and a split appeared in that orange carapace, and then there was a searing pain in his side. 

    It was burrowing into him. 

    Perry screamed. Or tried to. It came out like a wheeze that he couldn’t even hear over the female’s shrieking and cursing, but he felt the vibration in his throat. 

    Another voice joined in the screaming. Perry’s eyes shot away from the burrowing larva—just long enough to see the Wasp-Man skittering into the room, his own, more slender abdomen raised, stinger up over his head. 

    In that precise moment, what the hell the Wasp-Man was going to do was not even in Perry’s universe of worries. It seemed that his entire attention was with one, foot-long maggot, attempting to get inside of him. 

    Chaos and screaming outside that shimmering barrier. 

    Inside of it, Perry, gasping his half-paralytic breaths, his voice starting to return, but oh-so-slowly. 

    Around the perimeter of the energy shield, the Wasp-Man pranced back and forth as though he thought he might find an opening through which he might jab Perry again with that vicious stinging end of his. 

    The female screamed accusations now: “You said he was safe! You said he didn’t have it!” 

    “Would you shut up!” the Wasp-Man screeched. “I’m trying to—” 

    His head exploded. 

    The dome of mud shook with the thunder of a single, high-caliber report, and Perry’s energy shield rippled where the projectile had passed through the Wasp-Man’s head and impacted. 

    Perry dragged his head to the side—still sluggish—his heart leaping inside of him, expecting to see Stuber… 

    A third figure now occupied the room, but it wasn’t Stuber. 

    All Perry saw of it was the twirling of a dark brown duster, and a matching leather hat pulled so low that Perry couldn’t see the face, and in each gloved hand, what appeared to be a revolver so enormous that Perry couldn’t see how the bearer could possibly manipulate them. 

    But manipulate them he did. With shocking speed. 

    The one revolver with the smoking barrel twirled back in the mysterious newcomer’s left hand, leaving a ribbon of gray fumes in the wake of its ported muzzle, spinning like it weighed nothing at all. 

    The other revolver came up, quick as a flash, the muzzle nearly touching the female as she tried to recoil away... 

    The hammer dropped. Another enormous explosion, like a cannon going off, shaking the mud hovel so that the ceiling of it cracked. Headless, the female’s body slumped over itself, stilled in an instant. 

    The first revolver now completed its spin, and when it came to rest back in the grip of that gloved hand, Perry saw that the hammer was back. 

    In a similar flourish, the right-handed revolver spun and came back up cocked. 

    The figure in the duster did one slow turn around the room, the tails of the body length coat swishing in a graceful circle. 

    None of this did anything for the fact that there was still something trying to gnaw its way inside of Perry. 

    “Help!” he tried to scream out, but managed only a gurgle. 

    But it was his voice.  

    The figure in the duster stopped, facing Perry. The collar of the duster was upturned, and the wide brim of the hat was low, so that all that Perry saw beyond those leather walls was a shadow, and the glimmer of two eyes taking him in with cool aplomb. 

    “Goodsir,” came a pleasant voice with an accent that Perry had never heard before. “You appear to have an unwanted guest attempting to make entry into your chest cavity. If you would be so good as to extinguish your shield, perhaps I can be of some assistance.” 

    “Gah!” Perry responded, as he felt a piece of his flesh get torn away. 

    Extinguish! Extinguish! Perry demanded, and then recalled that all he had to do was pull back. 

    The air between him and the man in the duster gave up a slight pop, and then cleared. 

    The man in the duster stepped forward and for one horrific moment Perry thought that he was going to fire that gargantuan weapon of his, and probably obliterate Perry’s ribcage in the process. 

    But the man simply stuck his boot—a leather, pointed-toe boot—up under the fleshy white thing and gave it a little flip. 

    The thing rolled away, curling up on itself as though offended, and emitting a high-pitched squeal. 

    The man in the duster brought the heel of his boot down sharply, crushing the head in a splatter of ochre goo. “Most unpleasant,” the man observed. “And there are several more scurrying about, so perhaps we should leave these environs, posthaste.” 

    Perry goggled up at the figure, his mouth hanging open. Even if he’d been able to talk, he would’ve drawn a blank. 

    “Ah, yes. You are paralyzed. Forgive me.” The two massive revolvers came together in the center of the man’s torso where his duster hung open and he used the butts of them to sweep the coat back. The revolvers spun in his hands and deposited themselves into two holsters at his side. “I believe I have something that might help you.” 

    The man in the duster swooped to Perry’s side, his right hand reaching back behind him and under his coat. When it emerged a second later, it bore an ampoule, which he held up for Perry’s inspection. “Polymorphs. Dreadful creatures. But we know their tricks. Shall I administer the antidote? You may blink your eyes twice for ‘yes.’” 

    Perry squeezed his eyes shut twice in exaggerated fashion. He didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings here. He wanted the godsdamned antidote. 

    “Very well.” The man’s hand flashed out and stuck the ampoule into Perry’s stomach, a few inches from the small, bleeding crater where the larva had been chewing. 

    There was a brief moment—merely the span of three thunderous heartbeats—where Perry thought he was going to die. The pain was so sudden, and so complete, and so all-encompassing, that he was unable to imagine how it could end in any other way besides him dying. 

    And then, by the fourth heartbeat, it was gone. 

    A sensation like emerging from a hot bath into ice-cold wind struck him, and he began to shake violently, but all at once his faculties returned to him. Trembling, he sat up and shoved himself backwards into the mud wall of the room. He gulped air and let out a stream of words all in one breath. 

    “Gods in the skies what the fuck was that who are you what happened what the fuck are those things?!” 

    The man kneeling before him straightened and reached up with a single forefinger, which he used to tip the brim of his hat back a few inches. The shadows dissipated, revealing a face with a bit of stubble and a long, waxed mustache the color of copper. The eyes seemed friendly though. And somewhat amused. 

    “My apologies for the somewhat tardy entrance. Also, please do not hold it against me for not warning you about the horrendous momentary pain caused by the antidote—I feared it might deter you in your desire to be whole again.” 

    There came then a very familiar sound, one that bore roots into Perry’s consciousness and it simultaneously made him nervous, and also extremely glad. 

    It was the chatter of a Roq-11 .458 rifle. 

    The man registered the noise as well with an upward twitch of his lips. He stood, and extended a hand down to Perry. “Ah, yes. That would be your venerable travelling companions. Who appear to be in somewhat of a disagreement with the rest of the polymorphs. Shall we join them?” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 

    WHIMSBY 

     

    Perry emerged from the mud cave, leaving the mess of bodies and still-squirming larvae behind him, and entered a tube made of the same, smoothly-rendered dirt. 

    “What the hell is this place?” Perry asked, having to dip his head as they moved along the tunnel. Which meant that the man in the duster, who was of normal height, had to stoop into a crouch. 

    “We call them The Warrens,” the man said lightly. “But as to what they are…well, they’re nests, I suppose. Nests and tunnels.” 

    Perry hadn’t had a whole lot of time between the disintegration of his captors’ heads and that particular moment, to really consider what the hell was happening, but it hit him then, as he followed someone he’d never met before in his life. 

    “Who are you? And how’d you find me?” 

    “Whimsby,” the man said without looking around. His right hand swept back into his open duster and appeared again with one of his revolvers. “And finding people happens to be my job.” 

    Perry had the sudden instinct to grind in his heels, but the chatter of automatic gunfire was getting nearer.  

    “Can you give me one of your revolvers?” Perry asked, thinking that this would be a good test to see if Whimsby was really on his side or not. 

    At this question, Whimsby slowed, and cast Perry a look over his shoulder, his eyes twinkling with merriment. “No offense intended, goodsir, but considering the size and heft of them, I’m not entirely certain you’d be able to make much use of one.” 

    Perry had considered the size and heft of them. They looked like he would struggle to aim it, even if he used both hands. But then how the hell did Whimsby manipulate them so fiercely? 

    Whimsby continued on, ducking under a low section of ceiling and then making a right-hand turn at a fork in the tunnels. “It’s nothing personal, goodsir. These particular weapons have been in my hands nearly my entire life, so, if it’s all the same to you, I think that a more productive usage of them would be if I continued to wield both. But don’t worry, I believe your friend has been safeguarding your weapon.” 

    Does he mean the longstaff? 

    The sounds of gunfire were loud enough to cause dust to trickle from the ceiling. They had to be dead ahead. Any doubt as to who fired that .458 rifle dissipated as he heard a voice come tumbling down the tunnel at them. 

    “Where’s that fucking freak show with the hat?” Stuber bellowed. “If he doesn’t show up in the next—” 

    Whimsby and Perry erupted out of the tunnel and into a cavern, the muddy ceiling vaulting over their heads. Perry’s eyes took in everything at a single go, coursing from one side of the cavern to the other. 

    First: His three friends, huddled close to the mouth of the tunnel out of which Perry and Whimsby had just exited. Stuber, with his rifle shouldered, his mouth still open from yelling, standing shoulder to shoulder with the others—Teran holding Perry’s longstaff, and Sagum standing with his arms spread out before him like he wasn’t quite sure what he should be doing in that moment. 

    Second: All across the surface of this great domed cavern were holes that, if Perry were to make an educated guess, led to more tunnels. Or more specifically, where those tunnels emptied out into the cavern. And emptying out they were… 

    Third: There was something in the neighborhood of a hundred Wasp-Men, crawling across every surface, growling, spitting, hissing, their abdomens wavering over their heads, pressing closer, their poisoned stingers jabbing at the air, seeking flesh. 

    It appeared that Stuber had been doing work. The floor of the cavern was carpeted with twitching, mewling, pulsing, insectile bodies, and the air stank of spent propellant and an acrid, organic odor that Perry immediately associated with the orange and purple and white fluids that had come spurting out of the two dead “polymorphs” that Whimsby had left behind. 

    Stuber’s fire-and-brimstone expression suddenly turned sunny as his eyes caught ahold of Perry and Whimsby. “Hey, there they are!” And then back to fire-and-brimstone. “You gonna help us or what?” 

    Perry charged forward, slipping past Whimsby as the man produced his second revolver and, wielding them with impossible precision, began firing over the heads of Teran and Sagum, splattering two polymorphs with two shots. 

    “Perry!” Teran shouted at him, her eyes wide. “Shield!” 

    Perry skidded to a stop right in the middle of them, his mind dipping expertly, the fear gone, replaced with The Calm, the red blur—everything was okay now, he was back in his element now that he had possession of his body back. 

    Perry registered the ugly sound of automatic gunfire coming to an abrupt stop. 

    “Reloading!” Stuber bellowed. 

    A polymorph charged, stinger lurching forward over his grimacing head. 

    Perry’s shield erupted from him, creating a wall between them and the Wasp-Man. 

    The polymorph’s stinger thrust itself into the shield and disintegrated in a gout of bloody steam, sending the creature reeling backwards and howling. Perry felt the slight dip in the energy—every impact cost him a fraction of the potential of his shield: too many impacts, and his shield became less and less effective. 

    “Teran!” Perry yelled, thrusting his hand out to her. “Give it to me!” 

    Teran shoved the longstaff into his hands, and as the faintly-warm metal touched his fingers, Perry felt the presence of the device in The Calm with him. 

    Stuber slammed a fresh magazine into his rifle and sent the bolt home. “You sure you’re ready for that, Shortstack?” 

    Perry leveled the muzzle of the longstaff, holding it in two hands now, and letting his mind sink into the device. “This isn’t lighting fires!” 

    “Don’t blow us all up!” 

    The shield had bisected the chamber. The humans on one side, the polymorphs on the other. They skittered and jigged at the edges of the shield, and the deluge of their spitting and screeching became a waterfall of vicious noise. 

    Unfortunately, the shield worked both ways: they couldn’t fire on the polymorphs unless Perry let the shield down. 

    “Okay,” Sagum called out, his voice uncertain. “What do we do now?” 

    Whimsby sidled up next to Perry’s right shoulder, his eyes taking in the hundreds of beings around them that wanted to rip them all limb from limb. “The choice is yours, of course. However, I might offer a recommendation.” As he spoke, his fingers flashed across the surfaces of first one revolver, and then the other, extracting empty cartridges and replacing them with spares from his gunbelt. Perry stared, disbelieving, at the speed at which his fingers worked. He had both revolvers fully loaded again by the time he finished the word “recommendation.” 

    “Sure,” Perry said, tensely. “I’ll take a recommendation.” 

    “You see that tunnel right there?” 

    Perry’s eyes coursed over the walls. “Which one? There’s a fucking hundred of them!” 

    “The one I’m gesturing to, goodsir.” 

    Perry glanced sideways, realizing Whimsby had been pointing his right revolver at one tunnel in particular. This one was bigger than the others, and it gave Perry the sense that it was an artery moving through this hive, where the other tunnels were like small capillaries and veins. 

    “Yeah, I see it.” 

    “That would be the main corridor through which we can exit The Warrens. I recommend you extinguish your shield for a brief moment, and then we shoot our way out.” 

    “Ha!” Stuber cackled. “I wasn’t sure about you at first, Wimbly, but I think we’ll be friends.” 

    “It’s Whimsby.” 

    “Right. Yeah. Weirdsby.” 

    “Alright,” Perry took a deep, breath, filling his lungs with the stink of gunsmoke and insectile innards. “Are we ready to do this?” 

    Stuber snugged into his rifle stock, angling to cover their left flank, while Whimsby turned and covered their rear. “On you, Shortstack.” 

    Perry pulled his mind back from the clasp. The wall between them and the Wasp-Men disappeared. 

    The polymorphs charged forward as one. Stuber’s rifle belched fire left and right, slamming into bodies and heads and sending them reeling through ribbons of their own fluids. Behind Perry, he heard the sound of the massive revolvers going off at a speed to match Stuber’s automatic fire. 

    And Perry let loose. Not careful. Not controlled. As he’d said, he wasn’t lighting fire this time. It was like pushing all of his brain into a funnel, and it came out the other end supercharged, and high-pressure. 

    The muzzle of the longstaff flared with green light. The polymorph directly in its path split into two, its midsection exploding out of its back and sending the upper and lower halves twirling. 

    There was no reload time, no sense of having to reset a trigger, or build up another blast. Perry simply pressed again, and again, and again, the verdant fire roaring out of his longstaff at the speed of his thoughts. Swaths of polymorphs ruptured in mid-charge, creating a curtain of gore that seemed to hang in the air as Perry grit his teeth and swept the longstaff from left to right, never missing, because he couldn’t—there were too many targets. 

    “Move to the tunnel!” Whimsby called out amidst the carnage. 

    The revolvers seemed to never stop. Whimsby fired and reloaded at a pace that made it nearly impossible to detect a pause between volleys. 

    “Perry!” Stuber roared, using his actual name for once. “I’m about to run dry!” 

    Perry pivoted off his right foot, changing directions rapidly. 

    He watched the bolt lock back on Stuber’s rifle. 

    A polymorph lurched forward, its stinger arcing overhead, streaking towards Stuber’s head. 

    Perry threw himself forward, wielding the longstaff two-handed like an axe, and bringing the curved sickle blade of the bayonet down on the polymorph’s abdomen. The blade crackled like a hot pan with fat thrown on it. The end of the stinger detached, still moving through midair… 

    It struck Stuber in the spaulder, but the black point of it nicked his face, causing the man to wince as he rammed a fresh magazine into his rifle and spun around Perry, switching places with him. 

    The polymorph fell, writhing and clutching its severed abdomen. Perry considered putting it out of its misery, but there were more pressing threats. 

    The group moved, angling towards the tunnel that Whimsby promised was their way out. Guns blazed. Polymorphs wilted under the fire and the blasts of green energy, and the arc of Perry’s wild swings with the bayonet. 

    Perry was a storm. A tornado. His mind flowed in the red, and there was no start, and there was no stop, there was only frictionless momentum that carried him along with it. 

    Taking up the rear of their retreating column, Perry saw a group of insectile figures clambering towards his left. Without conscious thought, he sprang back into the clasp, activating the shield, and creating a disc, approximately the size of Perry’s body. He shoved it out at the attackers, instantly disintegrating them. 

    A moment’s thought: The stinger hit Stuber’s skin… 

    He spared a glance over his shoulder, his shield reforming to create a semi-circle between him and the polymorphs. Stuber shoved Teran and Sagum along with him like a bulldozer, firing bursts into any target that got within two yards of them. 

    He seemed fine. 

    Go fucking figure, Perry thought. He’s probably immune. 

    The group reached the tunnel, Teran and Sagum in the lead, with Stuber and Whimsby right off their shoulders, and Perry backing up, holding the shield between them and the creatures on the other side. 

    “Go!” Perry shouted at them. “I’ll hold them off!” 

    Teran and Sagum ducked into the tunnel. Whimsby posted on the edge, firing his left-handed revolver while somehow unloading the spent cartridges of his right revolver, single handed. 

    “Goodsir, I insist that you make your escape!” Whimsby called to him, nothing about his voice panicked, just loud in order to be heard. 

    “I can hold them here!” 

    Stuber rattled a string of bullets into a polymorph trying to shoot the gap between Perry’s shield and the tunnel wall, then he whipped around and seized Perry by the back of his shirt. “Alright, Hero! Let’s go!” 

    Perry cried out as he was hauled backwards, and managed to extinguish the shield just before it carved Whimsby’s arms off. “What are you doing?” Perry shouted, stumbling around and nearly tripping over his own longstaff as he and Stuber plunged into the tunnel. “I could have held them off!” 

    “Yes, we know!” Stuber called back, charging on, his weaponlight activated and swinging in crazy circles, causing Teran and Sagum’s shadows to jump and grow and shrink. “You can do this, and you can do that, and yet somehow we had to come shave your ash.” 

    At the mouth of the tunnel, Whimsby unloaded with both revolvers, and then spun and ran after them. 

    Perry ran shoulder-to-shoulder with Stuber in the tight confines of the tunnel, and cast a glance at the big man, his eyebrows arching. “Shave my ash? Are you okay?” 

    Stuber’s face pinched in consternation, but his eyes remained fixed forward. “Yesh. Fime. Jush shut your mouf and run!” 

    “Where are we going?” Teran shouted back at them, whirling and stamping to a sudden stop, as the tunnel diverged. 

    Stuber and Perry almost plowed into Sagum as they all came to a halt, looking to the left and right, where the tunnel split. 

    Whimsby flowed up behind them, edging past Perry first, and then Teran with an “Excuse me, miss. This way please. Expeditiously.” 

    They began moving again, following along behind Whimsby’s casual trot. 

    “Ha,” Stuber gruffed. “Eckshpeh…Eckshped…fuck…” 

    “Expeditiously?” Perry offered, glancing over his shoulder to see just how expeditious they needed to be, but back in the darkness he saw and heard nothing. Had the polymorphs given up the chase? Or had Whimsby subdued them with that last volley of his? 

    When Perry brought his gaze back around a split second later, he noted Stuber listing towards the wall of the tunnel, his eyes wide and confused—the expression of a drunk man trying to walk a straight line. 

    Perry reached out and grabbed a hold of Stuber, getting his grip under the man’s right spaulder and pulling to keep him upright. “Easy there, big guy! Don’t go crashing on me!” 

    “Shomshing’s not right,” Stuber managed. “I feel fucked up.” 

    “Can you keep your feet moving?” 

    “My feesh are moving!” 

    “Then just keep going, ‘cause I can’t carry your ass.” Even as he said it, Perry let out a grunt of effort as Stuber’s bulk kept pulling towards the wall. “I need some help back here!” 

    Sagum finally caught onto what was happening behind him. He seemed surprised, as though he couldn’t picture having to help carry Stuber, but then he shook himself out of his shock and slid between Stuber and the left wall of the tunnel, propping the big legionnaire up. 

    Stuber let out a mournful groan, and Perry knew that it wasn’t from pain—at least not physical. The pain was to Stuber’s pride, having to be helped along by two men he referred to as “Shortstack” and “Smegma.” Perry was sure it was an intolerable indignity. 

    Whimsby pasted his back to the curved wall of the tunnel, tilting his head to watch them from under the brim of his hat. “Something wrong?”  

    Gritting his teeth with effort, Perry tossed his head towards Stuber as he wrangled the man’s thick arm over his shoulder. “He got hit by a stinger. You got any more of that antidote?” 

    Whimsby picked up running again, doing a strange little sideways trot as he evaluated the slice to Stuber’s face. “I do, but it’d do more harm than good if he’s not fully incapacitated. Here. Allow me to assist you.” 

    With that, Whimsby slipped between Perry and Stuber, taking up the load of supporting the man as they tumbled through the tunnel. 

    “Young miss,” Whimsby called out to Teran, not even out of breath. “Stay to the right up ahead. We’re almost out.” 

    Another split in the tunnel rocketed by them, and by the swinging beam of Stuber’s loosely-held weaponlight, he thought he saw the light spark off of dozens of eyes, peering back at them from down the tunnel they didn’t take. 

    Perry thought about stopping and sending a blast of energy down that dark hole, but before he could make the decision to do so, the tunnel was gone. 

    Cold, clean air slipped through his clothes. He blinked, realizing the mud walls were no longer there, and all around him was wide-open darkness, with a vaulted sky of stars over his head. 

    The texture of the ground under Perry’s feet changed. They were on rock now. Running down a long spine of it, with black fissures of unknown depth to either side. The ridge was wide, but those dark areas to the left and right still seemed like they wanted to swallow him up if he placed his feet wrong. 

    Teran had slowed ahead of them, her light-colored hair tossing about as she looked in all directions at the mountainscape around them. Not a tree or shrub to be found. Just stone. 

    “Straight ahead, miss,” Whimsby called. “There’s a buggy about a hundred yards down this ridge. Keep going.” 

    Perry hazarded a glance behind him once more to see what it was they had just escaped from. He could see no details of The Warrens, save for a massive bulk that rose up from a horizon-line of stone, like a hill of mud, and beyond it there was nothing—only stars. 

    That must be the cliffs, Perry realized. We’re on top of the cliffs now. 

    “Steady as you go,” Whimsby said, still supporting Stuber, whose gait had turned to something of a stomp and drag, his left leg seeming uncooperative. 

    Stuber said something back, but it was all just mush in his mouth. There was enough light from the flashing weaponlight that Perry could see thunderclouds forming on Stuber’s face. It was one thing to be halfway paralyzed. It was another torture entirely to not be able to be a smartass when you wanted to. 

    Up ahead, Teran stopped, her breath clouding around her head in the chill air. She stood before a small, four-seater buggy with an enclosed cab and an open cargo bed. “I’m assuming this is yours.” 

    “You assume correctly, miss.” Whimsby pulled them to a stop at the rear of the vehicle. “Master Sagum, you may be relieved. Legionnaire, doubtless you will find yourself more comfortable in this roomy cargo bed.” 

    Stuber growled wordlessly. 

    “No need to be surly,” Whimsby said, helping Stuber navigate himself into the cargo bed. “The venom will wear off shortly. I’m certain you can save your very important opinions until then.” With that, Whimsby shoved Stuber’s limp left leg into the cargo bed and slammed the tailgate. “Let us depart.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 

    TRUST 

     

    The buggy roared down the ridge at a speed which made Perry cling to the handle on a nearby roll bar. A handle that Perry had always referred to as an “Oh Shit Handle,” which happened to be what Perry thought every time he looked out the window and spied the drop on either side of the ridge, the buggy tires seeming inches from going over the edge. 

    Whimsby piloted them with the same cool aplomb with which he’d done everything so far. As though life and death meant little to him, and saving four strangers from polymorphs was just what he did in his spare time. Perry would have preferred the man be more focused on his driving, but Whimsby spoke as he drove, often taking his eyes off the ridge ahead of them and making eye contact for worrisome stretches of time. 

    “Never can be too careful around here,” Whimsby advised. “Particularly at night. The polymorphs don’t always hunt at night, but if you’re alone, and it’s dark, they see a target of opportunity.” 

    “Alone,” Teran said from the back seat, thrusting her head up into the front. “Alone is dangerous. That’s what you’re saying.” 

    “Around the cliffs, most definitely,” Whimsby affirmed, blissfully ignorant of the acid with which the words had been thrown, and who they’d been thrown at. 

    Perry turned to meet Teran’s baleful eyes, which, luckily, were only illuminated by the light of the readouts on the dashboard. He imagined they would be much more caustic in full lighting. 

    In the seat behind Whimsby, Sagum regarded Perry with an expression built of one part consternation and two parts satisfaction. 

    Perry opened his mouth to defend himself, but then shut it again. What was he going to say? All the wrong things, probably. He’d made a poor decision. Granted, that decision appeared much poorer in hindsight, and at the time it had seemed like the smart thing to do—let the crew get some rest, while the guy with the magical shield goes out and does a bit of scouting so that they know what the hell they have in front of them in the morning. 

    All of this would fall on deaf ears. 

    It didn’t matter that Perry couldn’t reasonably have anticipated being stung in the spine by some freak of nature. It mattered that it had happened. And the others had been put in danger in order to save his ass. 

    What he should do is have the decency to look ashamed of himself. 

    But they would have to settle for silence as an admission of guilt. 

    So Perry didn’t defend his decision. Instead, he looked back to Whimsby, who was, once again, holding prolonged eye contact with him while he slalomed the buggy two inches from certain death. “What are the polymorphs?” 

    “Genetic maladaptations,” Whimsby said. 

    The buggy trundled on. Perry waited. Whimsby had chosen to look back at the ridge ahead, illuminated by the rack of floodlights on the roof. He didn’t seem to realize that more explanation might be appropriate. 

    “Two questions,” Teran said, parking her elbows between Perry and Whimsby. “Where are we? And where are we going?” 

    Perry nodded. Yes. Those were excellent questions. Also, they didn’t have to do with him fucking up, so he was glad to have them. 

    “We are on the east face of The Cliffs. And we are heading to no place in particular.” 

    Perry blinked. “No place in particular? Can I ask what you mean by that?” His fingers touched the warm metal of the longstaff parked between his knees. 

    “Of course. I mean that the charge on this buggy is only going to last for another few miles. I spent most of it getting here to The Cliffs in such haste. So, we will need to stop in no place in particular and camp overnight. I have a reactor module I can use to recharge the batteries, but it’s not ideal to run the machine at the same time that the reactor module is hooked up. We will be topped off by morning. Then we can continue on our way.” 

    Wow, you have to be really specific with this guy, Perry thought. “So, ultimately, what is your destination? Where are you taking us once the batteries recharge?” 

    “Praesidium,” Whimsby said, smiling. “I assume that is why you’re here?” 

    Perry exchanged a glance with Teran. “I’m sorry. I’ve never heard of that before.” 

    “Really?” Whimsby seemed shocked. “Well, it is a wonderful place. I’m sure you will enjoy your time there.” 

    Perry chose his words carefully, still not quite sure how much to trust this stranger. “I’m curious, Whimsby. I’ve heard some things. Some myths…” 

    Teran let out a low noise in her throat that Perry took to mean Don’t say too much. 

    He raised a placating hand and continued. “Have you ever heard of something called the East Ruins?” 

    Whimsby drove on, his expression fixed, his eyes forward. The silence stretched to the point where Perry started to wonder if Whimsby had even heard him, when Whimsby shook his head. “I can’t say that I have. Why?” 

    Out of the corner of his eye, Perry detected a subtle shake of the head from Teran. And she was right. Enough had been said. For now.  

    “Just curious,” Perry dismissed. 

    Sagum leaned forward now. “I’m curious about what you said. The ‘genetic maladaptions’ thing.” 

    “Of course,” Whimsby’s smile returned. “In certain areas where the gods smote the land, such as the Glass Flats, from which you’ve just come, there occurs an odd genetic scrambling effect in the regions adjacent to it. DNA gets criss-crossed. Species get mixed up. It’s quite odd. I’m sorry I can’t explain it better than that. The polymorphs you encountered today were just one of the various types that we unfortunately deal with in this range of mountains. Regrettably, there has been little study done into these creatures.” 

    Teran glanced out the windows, as though something horrific might be right outside them. “So there are other types of polymorphs?” 

    “There has been little study done into them,” Whimsby repeated, with something that felt like finality. Perry’s hackles started to rise at what he felt was deliberate stonewalling, but Whimsby turned in his seat—again, ignoring the damn path—and smiled at Teran. “But between you and me, I’ve seen some very interesting ones. We have a pack of dastardly polymorphs that appear to be some sort of mix of raccoons and bears. Quite aggressive. You might see some tonight. But don’t worry. They tend to be skittish. At first.” 

    Teran arched her eyebrows. “That’s…very comforting.” 

    “Bears and raccoons,” Perry said, casting Teran a questioning glance—what the hell are those? Teran only shrugged, knowing about as much of them as Perry did. The fact that they were “quite aggressive” was enough to make Perry not like them. 

    “Well, that’s fascinating,” Sagum said.  

    The battery alarm made a sudden tone that caused Perry to twitch. It wasn’t particularly loud, but let’s just say his mind was a primed to be jumpy at this point in the night. 

    “Ah.” Whimsby slowed them to a stop. “I suppose we have found our campsite for the evening. Please wait until I have cleared the vicinity before you disembark.” 

    And then Whimsby shoved his door open, slipped out, and closed it behind him. The dashboard lights winked out, as well as the roof rack, plunging them all into darkness. 

    Whimsby was just a shadowy shape that shifted around the front of the buggy and then seemed to dissipate into nothing. Swallowed by blackness. 

    Perry stared forward for another few seconds before turning around in his seat to face Teran and Sagum. “Where on this scorched earth did you find this guy?” 

    He could only see the outline of Teran’s face in the darkness. But he could hear her displeasure just fine. “First off,” she hissed back. “I believe the words you’re searching for are ‘I’m sorry,’ and ‘Thank you for saving my life.’” 

    “Gods in the skies, Teran! I made a mistake.” 

    She said nothing. 

    “I was trying to scout out the cliffs.” 

    Nothing. 

    “So that we would know what we were getting into in the morning!” 

    Silence. 

    “How was I supposed to know…?” he trailed off. Smacked his lips a few times as though trying to find something that had the right flavor. 

    Next to Teran’s figure, he detected Sagum, shaking his head. 

    Godsdammit. 

    “I’m sorry,” Perry said. “Thank you for saving my ass.” 

    “You’re welcome,” Teran replied, curtly. “As for Whimsby…well…he came to us.” 

    “Stuber almost capped him,” Sagum put in. “But Whimsby told us what had happened to you and said he could help us get you back.” 

    “And you trusted him?” Perry realized that might sound accusatory, so he quickly clarified: “I mean, I’m glad you did and all. I’m just trying to wrap my head around it.” 

    “Well, there wasn’t much of a choice,” Teran said. “He told us what had happened to you. And what was going to happen to you. And offered to lead us to where the polymorphs had taken you.” 

    “How the hell did he know all that?” 

    “You’re going to have to ask him.” 

    Perry peered past Teran and Sagum, through the plastic panel that showed the hulking shadow of the man in the cargo bed. He lowered his voice. “How mad is Stuber?” 

    “I’m fucking furious,” Stuber replied, his voice like a cannon blast in all the whispering. The plastic panel apparently did not block much noise. “And I can talk normal again. So I’ll be happy to explain to you all the ways that you’re a boot-fucking peon.” 

    “Now, now, legionnaire,” Whimsby’s voice materialized out of the darkness. “Mind your manners.” Perry’s door opened, as though Whimsby was his chauffer. The cabin lights winked on, low and yellow. Whimsby gestured cordially to the darkness. “I have secured the area. You may disembark.” 

    “Uh…thanks,” Perry murmured, sliding out of his seat and stopping, close by the buggy. The glow from the interior lights created a yellow circle around them as Teran and Sagum stepped out, and Stuber hauled himself out of the bed, causing the entire thing to shake back and forth on its shocks. His left leg still seemed unwilling to support him. But his mouth was fine.  

    Perfect. 

    Perry noted that Whimsby didn’t open the doors for anyone else. 

    Stuber hitched himself up to the rest of them, casting scrutinizing glances around them. “Did you kick out at least a hundred yards?” he asked Whimsby. 

    “I did indeed.” 

    “You weren’t gone that long.” 

    “I move fast.” 

    “I didn’t hear you moving.” 

    “I move quiet.” 

    Stuber’s eyes narrowed on Whimsby. “Full three sixty?” 

    Whimsby just smiled back. “It wouldn’t be a perimeter if I didn’t check the entire perimeter, would it?” 

    Stuber gestured backwards. “I have excellent night vision. Never saw you cross back behind us.” 

    “Did you not? Well, perhaps your night vision isn’t as stellar as you think it is.” Whimsby moved past Stuber, towards the cargo bed. 

    Stuber watched him go, his lips pursed, but saying nothing. 

    Sagum let out a low whistle. “Damn, Stuber. Guess you’re losing your edge.” 

    Stuber let out a raspberry. “Hammers don’t need edges.” He reached out and batted at one of Sagum’s slender arms. “All they need is something skinny to pound.” 

    At the cargo bed, Whimsby had opened a trunk box and from it withdrew a squat, cylindrical contraption, and a smaller box with a carrying handle on top. “Anyone hungry?” 

    They all stared in something akin to shock, and yet none of them spoke. The same thought that was going through Perry’s head must’ve been going through all of them: We don’t know this guy. Do we really want to eat his food? 

    Whimsby appeared not to notice. He walked a few paces from the side of the buggy, to an area of relative flatness, and he set the cylinder and the box down. He pressed something on the top of the cylinder, and four squat legs hissed out of it, elevating it a few inches from the ground. The top opened as it completed this transformation, and then sparked, and a bright yellow flame erupted from the center of it. 

    Whimsby squatted in front of the flames and began to rummage in the box. “Don’t be shy. Come to the fire. Get warm.” 

    Perry was the first to break down and approach. They were all standing around like scared kids, but how idiotic would it be for Whimsby to risk his life rescuing people from a hive of insectoid polymorphs, only to poison them thirty minutes later? 

    Perry stepped into the glow of the flames, felt their warmth, and immediately the tension went out of him. He extended his hands, the skin of which he hadn’t even realized was cold until he put them out to hover over the billowing heat. Gods, but it was significantly colder here. The Glass Flats had always been cold at night, but now he guessed they had gained significant altitude in this range of mountains, and the wind that scoured over the rocks wasn’t just chilly, it was downright biting. 

    Gradually, the others sauntered over, creating a ring around the fire. Stuber kept his back to it, his eyes directed into the darkness. Preserving his precious night vision. 

    Whimsby pulled out a few packages that looked like food to Perry, though they seemed very small. Hardly enough to feed all five of them. He wasn’t complaining—they’d been running low on supplies and their rationing left them all hungry, even immediately after their scant meals.  

    His stomach growled and ached, reawakening with the prospect of a meal. But his mouth and throat were parched. “Do you have any water?” 

    Whimsby reached into the box and produced a stack of silver cups, all nested inside of each other. He flipped one of these out and handed it to Perry. “The buggy carries a thirty-gallon water bladder. It’s filled. Very good water. Sweet and refreshing. The spigot is on the right side of the cab, near the bed. Help yourself.” 

    The other three in Perry’s party watched him take the cup, and then approach the spigot on the side of the buggy. They watched him put his cup under it. Turned the tap. Cold, clear water splashed out. He filled the cup halfway, then cut the tap, brought it to his lips, and tasted it. 

    It was exactly as Whimsby had said. Perry thought he’d never tasted water so pure and sweet. Of course, he’d been drinking underground lake water held in a plastic water skin for the last two weeks, so maybe his taste-buds were easy to please. 

    As he gulped the rest of the cup down, he stopped, staring into the empty cup, and wondered, He might not try to poison us to death, but would he try to drug us? 

    After a moment’s consideration, Perry went with fuck it, and refilled his cup. 

    Sometimes you just had to decide to trust someone. 

    Teran was the next to accept a cup from Whimsby and step over beside Perry, and Sagum quickly followed. Stuber still stood at the edge of the firelight, being vigilant. Perhaps unnecessarily so. 

    As the spigot splashed into Teran’s glass, she eyed Perry. “You gonna ask him, or are you waiting for me to do it?” 

    Perry looked at her over the rim of his cup, easing the icy water down his throat. For a flash, the moment reminded him of another, quiet chat they’d had, at a bar named The Clementine, in a place called Karapalida. That was back before Perry knew what he was. But apparently Teran had known then. Funny, he’d never thought back to those conversations before. How she’d known him better than he’d known himself. 

    He lowered the cup, and, without answering her, he walked over to Whimsby and sat down on the man’s left side, legs crossed on the hard ground. “Whimsby.” 

    “Yes, goodsir?” 

    Perry frowned, momentarily side-tracked. “Why do you keep calling me that?” 

    Whimsby shrugged. “Decorum. It might not be very civilized out here, but we at least try to act like it.” He ripped open one of the packages of food. “Was that all you were going to ask?” 

    “No.” Perry watched him as he poured what looked like crumbs into a small pot, and then set about doing the same with the rest of the packages. “How did you know where to find me? And how did you know I was in trouble?” 

    “It’s my job to know things.” 

    “That’s not much of an answer, Whimsby.” 

    “Is it not?” Whimsby never paused in his preparation of the food, now finishing with the last packet, and setting the small pot onto a grill that sat over the flames. “I’m sorry.” 

    Perry felt that irritation bumping up in his chest again. Like Whimsby was being intentionally vague. “Did someone see us? Did someone tell you we were coming?” 

    Whimsby retracted his hands from the pot and turned to face Perry. His expression was calm and earnest. “I observed the approach of your party to The Cliffs through our long-range scanners at Praesidium. At that point, I headed out to meet you with all haste, hoping to catch you before anything undesirable befell you. I was, unfortunately, too late for that. But I did observe the species of polymorph that had taken you, and I’m aware that they all reside in The Warrens. Does that answer your questions?” 

    “But The Warrens,” Perry said, shaking his head. “They’re huge. They’re a maze. How’d you know where I’d been taken?” 

    “As I said, it’s my job to know things. One of those things that I know is how to track. Plus, I’ve been in The Warrens before. Regrettably.” 

    “You’ve been in them before? Why didn’t those things kill you?” 

    “While not all polymorphs are what you might call ‘sentient,’ the ones that are mixed with human DNA tend to have at least a rudimentary intelligence. Those ones moreso than others I’ve come across. They know me. They know better. They know what I can do to them.” 

    “But they did try to kill you. I saw them do it.” 

    “On the contrary, they tried to kill you.” He tossed a thumb over his shoulder. “And your companions. Which, naturally, I could not allow.” 

    Perry toyed with the silver cup in his hand. “Why are they afraid of you?” 

    Besides the fact that your weapons handling is super-human. 

    “Because if they hurt me, Praesidium would turn The Warrens into a slagheap.” He said it flippantly. Casually. “Like I said, they’re smart enough to know which battles to pick.” 

    Perry nodded with understanding. “That’s why you took up the rear guard. That’s why they didn’t chase us through the tunnels.” 

    Whimsby smiled and winked at him. “Stick with me, goodsir. I’ll get you to safety. You and your friends.” He straightened up, looking at the pot, and raised his voice in a pleasant sing-song. “Dinner’s ready.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 

    RUSTIC CUISINE 

     

    The others were as reserved with their food as they’d been with the water. At first. Perry had no such compunctions. He’d already decided to trust that this guy wasn’t trying to poison them. Probably not trying to drug them. He ate with gusto, and after a few bites, the others did as well.  

    Through some form of culinary magic and technology that baffled Perry’s mind, Whimsby had transformed the bags of what looked like crumbs into a hearty substance that looked like meat, diced vegetables, and a bready substance. 

    Whimsby apologized to them for the “rustic cuisine.” 

    None of them made a reply to that. It was a far cry from the miserly portions of two-year-old canned mystery meat they’d been subsisting on for the last week.  

    Perry made note of the fact that Whimsby did not take any food for himself. “Aren’t you going to eat?” 

    Whimsby smiled and shook his head. “The supplies provided are for guests. I’ll be fine until we reach Praesidium.” He settled back into a reclined position. “Which reminds me. If you’re not here to reach Praesidium, as you stated you were not even aware of its existence, then what would motivate four weary travelers to hazard a journey across the Glass Flats?” 

    Perry chose that moment to take a massive mouthful of food, to give him time to manufacture an answer. 

    Sagum had no such reservation: “We’ll call it a pilgrimage, Whimsby.” 

    Whimsby tipped his hat back and regarded Sagum from over the glowing stove. “How delightful. A pilgrimage for what?” 

    Perry cast a sidelong glance at Sagum, and discovered that Teran and Stuber both looked at Sagum the same way: Watch what you say. 

    But Sagum was relaxed, and ignored them. “A pilgrimage of truth. We’re truth-seekers. Doubters at heart, I guess you could say. A kind of philosophical journey of discovery.” 

    Whimsby appeared to consider this earnestly. “Most intriguing. I myself am somewhat of a student of philosophy. A truth-seeker, as you say.” 

    Sagum leaned forward. “A fellow doubter?” 

    “I suppose so. After all, one cannot seek truth without first having doubts. What is it that you doubt, Master Sagum?” 

    “Oh…” Sagum pushed his food around in his bowl, his eyes twinkling with the subtextual conversation—so much said, and so much more omitted. “The word of gods. And the word of men who believe they know better.” 

    Perry felt heat rising to his cheeks. It was no secret among the four of them that Sagum wondered about the veracity of the message from Cato McGown. Many campfire discussions under the night sky on the Glass Flats had revealed that Sagum wasn’t entirely convinced that Cato McGown had the full story. It wasn’t that Sagum doubted Cato’s truthfulness. Only that he didn’t know where Cato had derived his information. And Sagum was not the type to take things on faith. 

    It rankled Perry. He knew that his father would not have given him this mission without good reason. His only solace was that Sagum’s doubts did not seem to affect his desire to continue their journey. So Perry allowed him to question it. In the end, he would see that Perry’s father had been right all along. 

    “What about you, Whimsby?” Sagum asked, speaking around another bite. “What do you doubt?” 

    Whimsby looked up at the night sky. “Existence, I suppose. What makes a man a man. The origins of consciousness. A philosopher long ago coined a phrase: Cogito ergo sum. It means ‘I think, therefore I am.’ Is thinking the only prerequisite to consciousness?” Whimsby lowered his gaze to Sagum. “Consider the plight of a mechanical man. Have you ever encountered one?” 

    Sagum cast a wry look in Perry’s direction. “Yes. We’ve encountered one.” 

    Whimsby smiled and nodded. “Of course you have. Now, the mechanical man thinks. So is it conscious? Is it a man? When it dies, does it go to The After?” 

    Sagum frowned. “Well, a mechanical man isn’t truly conscious. It’s not a real man. It doesn’t actually think, it just follows its programming directives. So, no. I would say that a mechanical man does not go to The After, because it has no soul, and it doesn’t actually think for itself.” 

    “Hm.” Whimsby touched a finger to his lips and regarded Sagum for a long time. “Perhaps.” 

    Perry wasn’t certain why, but the conversation died after that. 

    Once they’d eaten, Whimsby set about erecting a series of bedrolls that inflated as he put them out, as though this were some exotic camping trip, and not simply survival. Was he going to apologize for the rustic sleeping arrangements? Compared to sleeping on dusty plates of rock-scorched-to-glass, this was luxury. 

    Stuber took up residence at the edge of the firelight again, staring out into the darkness. The faded scraps of his old legionnaire’s cape stirred in the wind that rushed down the ridge. Perry watched him for a time, wondering if he were deep in thought, or if he was simply being his usual, hyper-vigilant self. 

    Silence was not Stuber’s way, but he seemed oddly reserved. 

    Whimsby took note of Stuber as well. “I assure you, the perimeter has been secured.” 

    Stuber simply gave the other man a sidelong glance. A slight dip of his head in acknowledgement. And then went right on back to watching. 

    Perry stood up and walked over to Stuber’s left side. He looked out into the darkness with him, wondering if Stuber saw anything besides mottled shades of black and charcoal. 

    Perry crossed his arms against the chill. “Go ahead. Let me have it.” 

    “You’re a boot-fucking peon.” 

    Perry nodded. “That’s been established.” 

    “But…” 

    Perry hung on the word. What was this? Another one of Stuber’s expertly delivered back-handed compliments? He could hardly wait to hear it. 

    “You made a bad decision for the right reason,” Stuber finished. “So, since you acknowledge your peon-ity, my ire is assuaged. You may carry on.” 

    Perry rocked back and forth on his heels. “Huh. So what are the right reasons?” 

    “Trying to keep the people around you safe,” Stuber replied. “Admirable. But not always possible.” 

    Perry considered this. Less and less he found himself pushing back against Stuber’s abrasive way of speaking. More and more he found himself listening to the man. Which wasn’t to say that Stuber wasn’t still singularly capable of pissing him off. It was just that…well, Perry had seen what was really inside of Stuber. 

    When they’d first met, Perry had loathed Stuber. For what he represented as a former legionnaire, as well as simply a conflict of personalities. But after being forced to be around the man nonstop for the past few weeks—which, in terms of a relationship, gave it the patina of something developed over years—he’d discovered that, despite his devil-may-care façade, Stuber actually cared. 

    Had Perry done what he’d done because he really cared? Or was it because he had something to prove? 

    Perry shook his head at himself, feeling his ears burn, despite the chill in the air. He did care about them. He cared enough to put his life on the line to protect them—or at least try to protect them, even if he’d failed miserably. 

    But it was also true that he’d needed to prove something. To himself. To them. He’d wanted to prove that he was capable. That he not only deserved the faith of his father, but the faith of his companions as well. 

    “How’s your face?” he asked, in an attempt to atone. 

    “Bah. Peasant-ass bee sting can’t keep me down for long. You’re much smaller. The affects were probably exaggerated due to your tiny body size.” 

     Perry rolled his eyes but smiled. “I doubt you’d be shrugging it off if the peasant-ass bee sting had gone through your skull. Which, by the way, you’re welcome.” 

    “Ah, yes. I meant to thank you for that. Your flailing about with the longstaff did land a few decent blows. Here and there.” 

    “Oh, come on. That was ‘intense and direct application of violence.’ I might’ve killed more than you did.” 

    “First off—not possible. Second off—you literally couldn’t miss. We were surrounded by targets. An ideal situation for someone to flail with a longstaff.” 

    “You want me to light a fire it? I’ll do it right now.” Perry doubted that he could. But he was willing to try again, on the off-chance that he might succeed this time, and wouldn’t that feel satisfying? 

    “We already have a fire,” Stuber sniffed. “A very nice one from our very well-prepared guide.” 

    “You’re just still hurt because you didn’t see him sneaking around.” 

    Stuber cast a more serious glance over his shoulder. Perry followed his gaze. Whimsby chatted at Teran about something to do with the beds he’d laid out. Teran’s eyes were glazed and she looked like she just wanted to collapse into the bed and not be told everything about it. Sagum listened, looking fascinated. 

    “Yes,” Stuber said, lowering his voice. “He is a bit of a sneak, isn’t he?” 

    “You don’t like him.” 

    “I don’t know him enough to like him or dislike him. But I don’t trust him.” 

    “You ate his food.” 

    “I was hungry.” 

    “Well, you trust him enough for that.” 

    “Please. The man slings guns like no one I’ve ever seen before. He doesn’t strike me as the poisoning type. Why would I not eat his food?” 

    Perry shot Stuber a dubious look. “You’re sure you’re not just bent outta shape because he out-warriored you?” 

    Stuber chuckled. “There’s a phrase I was taught by my long-dead decanus: ‘You are the man until you meet the man.’ I know there are others out there that can ‘out-warrior’ me. I’ve never doubted it for a second.” He shrugged. “I haven’t met any of them yet, but I’m aware that they do exist.” 

    “Well, maybe you met one today.” 

    “Maybe I did. Which only makes me trust him less.” 

    “Have you ever heard of this Praesidium place?” 

    “Never in my life.” Stuber’s brow furrowed. “Doesn’t mean he’s making it up. Frankly, I thought we’d step out of the Glass Flats and be in the East Ruins. I didn’t realize there would be cliffs, and mountains, and insect-men, and weird, socially-awkward gunslingers.” 

    “Do you think Praesidium is the East Ruins?” 

    “Well, he described it as a lovely place. Which doesn’t seem to fit with ‘machines of terror and wrath’ ripping the life from our bodies. But who knows. Maybe he’s into that stuff.” Stuber scratched at his beard. “I’ll tell you one thing: he lied about the East Ruins.” 

    “You think so?” 

    “Definitely. He was covering something up.” 

    Perry glanced over his shoulder again, fearing that Whimsby might be overhearing them—perhaps standing right behind them and smiling in that sanguine way of his. But Whimsby was doing something to the fire, and seem consumed in his task. He didn’t look up when Perry eyed him. 

    “If he’s lying about the East Ruins, he might be working for the paladins,” Perry pointed out. “But if that’s the case, why aren’t we dead yet?” 

    “Good question. I don’t know the answer. What do you want to do?” 

    Perry grimaced. “Not sure I should be making decisions at this point.” 

    Stuber sighed and rolled his eyes. “Don’t go all humble martyr on me now. You made a shit decision. Learn from it and move on. Don’t let it paralyze you from making decisions in the future. Any decision is better than no decision. Now. What do you want to do?” 

    Perry took a deep breath and stared out into the darkness. The possibilities rolled around in his head, like marbles that he’d just been struck into motion. If Whimsby was working with the paladins, then if they refused to go with him, he’d pull out his guns and force them. 

    But if Whimsby was simply offering hospitality, then it’d be foolish of them not to accept. He was clearly knowledgeable. At the very least, they could rest, maybe get some more supplies, and continue on their way with a better sense of what lay ahead. 

    Perhaps it was cynical of Perry, but he couldn’t accept that Whimsby was doing all of this out of altruism. He had ulterior motives. Perhaps they were malicious. Perhaps not. 

    “Alright,” Perry said. “I say we bide our time for now.” He turned to face the fire and the bedrolls waiting for them. “But…you know…sleep with one eye open, and your weapon within reach.” He smirked. “Not that you’d ever do otherwise.” 

    “Never in my life.” 

     

    *** 

     

    As it turned out, Perry didn’t sleep with one eye open. He just slept. 

    He’d intended to keep himself wary—to rest, but with his senses on a hair trigger. He’d long ago learned how to do that. Three years on a scavenging outfit with a guy that wanted to slit your throat taught you awful quick. 

    But then he got into the bedroll and discovered that it was heated. And it was soft. Like lying on air. And the adjustment that Whimsby had made to the fire had caused the flames to hiss out the sides instead of the top, projecting the heat all around it. And he had a full belly for once. And… 

    And then he woke up. 

    It was dawn. 

    He came upright with a jerk, his hand going to the longstaff at his side, fully expecting to discover his three companions tied up, and Whimsby standing over him with both revolvers drawn. 

    Everyone else was already awake. 

    Sagum gabbed with Whimsby over a small power reactor. The skinny guy was an absolute idiot for technology, and Perry didn’t think he’d seen his eyes so alight with obvious pleasure since he’d met him. And Whimsby seemed all too happy to talk about his contraptions. 

    Stuber was nowhere to be found, which caused a note of alarm to ring through Perry’s chest, but everything must’ve been okay, because Teran stood, leaning against the side of the buggy, drinking something that steamed, and watching Perry with amusement wrinkling the corners of her eyes. 

    “Good thing we weren’t being drawn and quartered,” she said. “You would’ve slept through our screaming.” 

    Perry hurtled to his feet, trying to convince Teran that he hadn’t been sleeping that soundly. Obviously, Teran was not convinced. The blinking of his foggy eyes and the disorientation on his face probably gave him away. 

    She took a sip from her drink and then looked over her shoulder to confirm Whimsby was occupied. She crossed to Perry. “Stuber told me what you guys talked about last night.” She spoke in low tones, her eyes scanning elsewhere. “Glad you actually talked it out with someone this time.” 

    Perry sighed. “Gods in the skies, Teran. Did you come on this trip just to bust my balls, or was it so you could cuddle up with Sagum every night?” 

    He immediately regretted it. He’d intended it to come out playful, but he was still half-asleep and his tone was grouchy. 

    Teran drew her head back. “Whoa. Apparently you want to have an argument with me.” 

    Perry shook his head. “That came out wrong. I don’t want to argue with you.” 

    “Good. ‘Cause I don’t want to argue with you either.” She leaned towards him. “But just so we’re on the same page, Perry, I’m not here for you, or Sagum, or anyone but my people back home. If any of them are still alive. If you’re my only chance to bring down the paladins and make sure that nothing ever happens to my people again, that they can live free lives? Then I’ll do whatever it takes. Including putting up with your crabby morning attitude.” 

    He raised the white flag by showing his palms. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

    “Also.” The corner of her mouth twisted up. Not quite a smile, though the mechanics were there. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Who I sleep with is my business.” 

    She raised her eyebrows, as though to see what reaction he might have to this. He frowned at her and opened his mouth, but then she turned and started towards the small satchel that she carried, sitting next to her bedroll. 

    “Wait,” Perry said. “So you have?” 

    “Not your business,” she shot over her shoulder. 

    Perry huffed. Kicked a rock. “She hasn’t,” he murmured to himself. And he knew it was true—had to be true, because they’d been around each other pretty much nonstop for the last two weeks. When the hell would they have had a chance? 

    And why are you even thinking about this? Perry demanded of himself. Don’t you have better things to worry about? 

    He did. But somehow it still buzzed in the back of his mind. 

    Stuber emerged from a stand of pines downslope from them. His cheeks and nose were red from the chill wind, though the sunlight gave a promise that perhaps the day would be warmer. 

    They were all poorly dressed for cold weather. Perry hoped it was only their altitude and once they got off this mountain, the temperature would be back in the realm of what Perry’s body was used to: Hot and dry. 

    “Where’ve you been?” Perry asked when he was close enough. 

    Stuber hiked a thumb behind him, cradling his rifle with his other arm. “Went to get the lay of the land. And to take a shit.” 

    “Yeah? What’s it look like?” Perry shook his head, knowing he needed to clarify before he gave Stuber a chance to answer that one. “The lay of the land, that is.” 

    “Rocky. Hilly. Lots of pines.” Stuber gestured out in the direction that the buggy faced. “Mostly downhill from here. Hopefully that’s where we’re going.” 

    Perry stood there for a few beats, his lips pursed. 

    “What?” Stuber asked. 

    Perry nodded once, making his decision. He’d known it was the decision he was going to make. But he’d given himself time to wrestle with it. Maybe to see if a better idea came to him. But one hadn’t, and like Stuber had said, any decision is better than no decision. 

    “I’m gonna do something,” he said to Stuber.  

    Stuber eyed him suspiciously. “Does it involve you being a lone hero or are we allowed to help this time?” 

    Perry’s ears burned. “No lone hero shit this time. I need you to back me up.” 

    There was a slight twinkling in Stuber’s eyes. He hefted his rifle. “Does it involve guns?” 

    “Yes it does.” 

    “Fantastic. Proceed.” 

    Perry turned and walked around the buggy to where Whimsby knelt by the portable reactor. He flowed into his longstaff with a smooth mental motion. As Whimsby glanced up at him, Perry leveled the faintly-buzzing longstaff at his face. “Don’t fucking move.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 

    IMPROVISING 

     

    Whimsby stared. But he didn’t move.  

    “You reach for those revolvers and I’ll explode your head right off your shoulders,” Perry said, keeping his voice calm and level. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Stuber moving around to cover Whimsby from a different angle. 

    Sagum stood there, slack-jawed, completely taken off-balance. “What are you doing, Perry?” 

    “Indeed,” Whimsby said, eyes coursing between Perry and Stuber, but otherwise not moving. “An excellent question. What is it that you are doing, goodsir?” 

    “Raise your hands and interlock your fingers on top of your head,” Perry instructed. 

    “I can move rather quickly,” Whimsby said, his stone still genial. Hell, the bastard had a smirk on his lips. “I could draw my weapon and take Sagum there hostage before you could react, I think. And do you really have the accuracy with that longstaff to take me out without killing your friend too?” 

    Perry opened his mouth to answer in the affirmative—which would have been a flat-out lie—but before he could speak, Stuber stepped forward, sighting through his rifle’s optic. “It doesn’t matter if he can or not. I can. And I will. And besides, it’s Smegma. Even if I kill you both, it’s really not a big loss.” 

    Sagum made a small, hurt sound, like he’d been pricked with a pin. 

    Whimsby cleared his throat. “This is typically not how you treat the person who saved your life.” 

    “It is a little ungrateful,” Perry admitted. “But I’m not getting in that buggy and blindly letting you drive us wherever you want. Sorry that it had to come to this. There weren’t a whole lot of options, unfortunately. Sagum, do me a favor and remove Whimsby’s revolvers.” 

    Teran appeared around the back of the buggy, a few paces behind Sagum. Her eyes worked over the scene, picking it apart and trying to figure out what had happened, and why weapons were being pointed. 

    To her credit, it didn’t take her long. As Sagum still processed Perry’s command, she moved up and gave him a nudge. “Do what Perry said.” 

    Sagum moved into action, still dazed like he’d taken a right hook to the jaw. 

    Teran moved to the rear of the buggy and pulled something out of the bed. She seemed to realize that Perry didn’t dare take his eyes off Whimsby for a second, especially with Sagum inching closer to him like he was a rabid raccoon-bear that might pounce at any second. Teran spoke loudly and clearly. “Perry, I have a couple cargo straps here. Do you want him tied up?” 

    Perry was locked into a stare down with Whimsby, who still smirked at him. Perry smirked back, though he didn’t feel it. That knowing little smile made it seem like Whimsby might have a few tricks up his sleeve. “That would be perfect, Teran.” 

    Stuber had moved around so that his angle of fire wouldn’t hit Perry if he passed a bullet through Whimsby’s head. 

    Sagum leaned in with ginger fingers and plucked first the right, then the left revolver out of Whimsby’s holsters. 

    “You still have yet to explain what it is you’re doing,” Whimsby said. “I would very much like to know.” 

    “I’ll explain in a moment,” Perry said, dismissively. He knew what Whimsby was doing. Whimsby was trying to keep his mind pre-occupied with conversation, because a pre-occupied mind won’t pull the trigger as fast. 

    Not that the longstaff had a trigger. It moved at the speed of thought. 

    But, accuracy required a lot of focus. More focus than Perry apparently had. He prayed Whimsby wouldn’t force him to take the shot—he wasn’t sure he could do it without Sagum losing a limb in the process. 

    But then Sagum had the revolvers and retreated a few steps. 

    “Okay, Teran. Tie his wrists behind his back. Good and tight.” 

    Teran moved in. 

    Whimsby stayed unnaturally still. His crouched position must have been difficult to maintain, but he didn’t sway or tremble. The guy must have muscles of steel. Perry was glad that he was compliant. So far. 

    Teran took hold of first one wrist, and then the other, placing them at Whimsby’s lower back and wrapping them tightly with the straps. When she was finished, she looked up at Perry. “You want me to search him too?” 

    Perry nodded and she went through his pockets and patted him down, coming up with nothing but the key fob to the buggy and his belt of bullets. 

    When she was finished with that, she stepped back. 

    Whimsby sniffed. “Can I move now? Or am I doomed to remain in this position for eternity?” 

    “Just sit,” Perry said, not liking the idea of him standing. He’d been pretty fast on his feet yesterday. He didn’t want to give the man a chance to run, because he wasn’t sure he could shoot him in the back. He wasn’t going on any rides with Whimsby, but Perry didn’t like the idea of just killing the man in cold blood. 

    Whimsby let out a longsuffering sigh, giving Perry a look of mild disappointment. He sat back onto the ground, folding his legs underneath him. “There. You have me at your mercy. Pray tell, why we have found ourselves at this juncture? Was it the cuisine?” 

    Stuber moved up so that he had more of a sure shot, but was still out of reach. 

    Perry ignored Whimsby’s question for now. “Okay. Teran. Sagum.” He tore his eyes off their captive and met the gaze of the other two. Sagum still looked thunderstruck. But Teran, now that the immediate threat had been dealt with, looked curious as to whether or not this was another one of Perry’s hairbrained schemes. 

    “You wanna tell us what we’re doing here?” she said in a low voice. 

    “First off, sorry for not telling you guys. Again. I didn’t want to plan it out verbally and risk having him overhear.” 

    “A wise choice,” Whimsby put in. 

    Stuber cleared his throat. “I’m going to have to ask you to shut up. But I’m doing it nicely. So shut up. Please.” 

    Teran squinted at Perry. “Alright. Well, here we are. What’s next?” 

    “You heard what I told him, and that’s my reasons—we don’t know what this place is that he wants to take us to, and we’re not going until we know. Sagum, can you see if there isn’t something in the buggy? A computer, or a map, or something?” 

    “Permission to speak,” Whimsby said. 

    Perry looked at him. Nodded. 

    “Firstly, please do not damage my buggy during your search. Secondly, I would like to confirm my understanding of what you’ve just said. If I answer your questions, will you allow me to take you to Praesidium?” 

    “Gods, no,” Perry said. “You’re not taking us anywhere. And as for what we do, that’ll entirely depend on the information we get.” He turned back to Sagum and nodded towards the buggy.  

    Sagum hefted the two revolvers. “What do you want me to do with these?” 

    “Give them to Teran.” 

    He passed them off, and Teran nearly dropped them as she took them. “Gods in the skies. Perry. These things are heavy.” 

    “Smegma,” Stuber called out. 

    Sagum stopped as he approached the driver’s door of the buggy. 

    “I wouldn’t have missed,” Stuber said. “But if I had, and you died, it would have made me sad. Carry on.” 

    Sagum frowned. “Thanks?” He turned back to the buggy. 

    Perry turned his attention back to their captive. Whimsby tilted his head back to look up at Perry from under his hat brim. 

    “Ah. Is it time for talking now?” 

    Perry squatted down so that Whimsby wouldn’t get a crick in his neck looking at him. He leaned on his longstaff. “Yeah. It’s time for talking.” 

    “My breath is bated.” 

    “The East Ruins.” 

    That queer little pause again. And then, “I am not permitted to speak about that.” 

    Perry glanced up at Stuber with a triumphant look in his eyes. Then back to Whimsby. “Last night you said you’d never heard of it. Now you’re saying that you have heard of it, but you’re just not going to tell us about it.” 

    A slight nod. “I am not permitted to speak about that.” 

    Perry quirked an eyebrow. “And what if I have that angry legionnaire shoot your kneecap off?” 

     “That would be detrimental to the rapport we are building.” 

    Alright, let’s save that one for a minute… 

    “Who forbid you from speaking about it? Who do you work for?” 

    “A gentleman by the name of Warden Abbas.” 

    “Warden? Like a prison? Is Praesidium a prison?” 

    Whimsby shook his head. “No. Warden, more in the sense of a man in charge of keeping things. Not people. Per se.” 

    Perry shifted his weight, growing irritated. “What does he keep, then?” 

    “I am not permitted to speak about that.” 

    “What are you permitted to speak about, Whimsby?” 

    “I am permitted to speak about a great many things,” Whimsby replied. “It would take too long to name them all. You just happen to be asking a lot of questions about the few things I cannot.” 

    “I’m getting really close to having Stuber blow your kneecap off.” 

    “Please don’t.” He wasn’t begging. Simply asking politely. 

    “Okay.” Perry pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed through it. “Why are you not permitted to speak about the East Ruins?” 

    Whimsby smiled, as though to say, you’re not going to like this, but… “I am not permitted to speak about why I am not permitted to speak about the things I’m not permitted to speak about.” 

    “Alright.” Perry stood up. “Stuber, blow his kneecap off.” 

    “I assure you, that won’t make a difference. I mean, it’ll make a difference to me. But it won’t change what I’m permitted to speak about.” 

    Perry stepped back, shaking his head, and pointing to Whimsby’s right knee. 

    Stuber stepped over and lowered the muzzle of his rifle so that it hovered over the kneecap. His eyes were on Whimsby. “You sure you want me to do this?” 

    “I actually have no desire at all for you to do it. But if the options are for me to speak about things I’m not permitted to speak about, or get my kneecap blown off, it would seem that it’s inevitable that I lose my kneecap. Is there anything I can say that would keep you from feeling the need to do this?” 

    “Yeah,” Perry snapped. “You can tell us about the East Ruins. Where they are. How far away. What’s there.” He paused, considering how much of his cards to show. “And something called the Source. You can tell us about that.” 

    Whimsby let out a great, long, exasperated sigh. “Very well.” 

    “Very well, you’ll tell us?” Perry brightened. 

    “No. Very well, do what you feel you must do.” 

    Perry flashed his teeth. “Fuck it. Do it.” 

    Stuber fired a single round. The gunshot rocked the serene mountainside. A flock of birds took flight, squawking their indignation. 

    Whimsby gazed down at his knee with consternation. “That was very rude. And it will be expensive to fix.” 

    Perry was so shocked by the absolute, impossible stoicism, the complete lack of pain on Whimsby’s face, that he just stared at the man for a long moment, his mouth open. 

    “Oh,” Stuber murmured. “Uh. Perry?” 

    Perry tore his eyes off of the man who he increasingly believed must be insane, and he looked at Stuber, but Stuber frowned down at the knee with a mixed look of surprise and discomfort. 

    Perry dragged his eyes down to the knee, expecting a mess of blood and exposed tendons. 

    Instead, he saw wires, steel, and a thin stream of acrid gray smoke rising from the hole in Whimsby’s leg. 

    Perry jolted upright and pointed the longstaff at him. “You’re a fucking mech!” 

    Whimsby looked up at Perry as though such a thing was obvious. “I’m sorry. I assumed you had figured that out yourself. Perhaps you’re not as astute as I first believed. I suppose you did get captured by a polymorph. That shows a certain lack of circumspection…” 

    “Shut up!” Perry’s grip worked on the longstaff, his brain reeling about for something solid to grab onto. It didn’t take long. “Shit. Mechs mean paladins. Do you work for the paladins?” 

    “I work for Warden Abbas.” 

    “Is he a fucking paladin?” 

    “Well, I suppose technically he is, though he lacks Confluence, which is why he finds himself in Praesidium. It’s complicated.” 

    Perry only understood half of what Whimsby had said, but he didn’t want to get sidetracked. “Well, fucking un-complicate it for me, Whimsby!” 

    “I am just a servant to the warden of Praesidium. But extrapolating from years of rumors, it seems that not all paladins possess Confluence, and the Warden of Praesidium is one of the places where they send those that are lacking. They are, shall we say…looked down upon.” 

    “But he’s still a paladin! You still work for paladins!” Perry’s eyes widened. “Have you told them about us? Are there paladins on the way right now?” 

    “No, I have not made any direct communications with anyone. And no, I don’t believe that there are paladins on the way right now. However, you should be aware that at any point in time, Warden Abbas can choose to observe through my eyes. Whether he has done that or not, I do not know, and what he would choose to do if he saw that you’d taken me captive I do not know either.” 

    “Choose to observe through your…” Perry stopped himself midsentence. Horror suddenly gripped him. “Oh, Gods in the skies. Stuber. The mech at Fiendevelt.” 

    Stuber nodded as Perry said it. “They could have seen you.” 

    Perry remembered the red glow that sat beneath the trappings of a human eye. How it had stared at Perry in its last moments, after he’d scoured away the front half of the thing’s body with his shield. What if the paladins had been watching? What if it was all recorded? 

    “Teran! Sagum!” Perry shouted. 

    “We’re right here,” he heard Teran say over his shoulder.  

    He spun about, surprised to find them there. “Oh. I thought you were searching the car.” 

    Sagum looked piqued. “You shot a man’s knee off. We got a little distracted.” 

    “Never mind that,” Perry snapped. “He’s not a man, he’s a mech, and—” 

    “We’ve been standing here the whole time,” Teran cut him off. “And yes. They might know we’re here.” 

    “Okay great. Glad we’re up to speed.” He whirled back to Whimsby. “Why did you come for us? Who told you we would be out here, and what did they tell you to do with us?” 

    “Well. I observed the approach of your party to The Cliffs through our long-range scanners at Praesidium—” 

    “Bullshit,” Perry barked. “That’s what you said last night!” 

    Whimsby took a moment to consider this, as though wondering—calculating?—what that had to do with anything. “Yes, I do recall telling you that last night. So it appears that I’ve already answered that portion of your question.” 

    “You lied.” 

    “No. That was the truth.” 

    “I don’t believe a godsdamned word you say at this point.” 

    Whimsby cocked an eyebrow. “Then why are you still asking me questions?” 

    Oh, screw your computer brain.  

    But he had a point. 

    “Fine. What about the rest of my question? Who sent you, and what did they tell you to do with us?” 

    “Ah, yes. Warden Abbas sent me. And he instructed me to escort you to Praesidium, and to make sure that you all four arrived unharmed. He was very adamant on that last point.” 

    Stuber grunted. “Because they want live prisoners.” 

    Whimsby shrugged. “That’s an excellent guess. I did not question my orders, so I can’t tell you what Warden Abbas’s personal motivations were. However, if it helps you to reason out your next move in a logical way, I can tell you that there is no love lost between Warden Abbas and the paladins. You may find him to be surprisingly helpful. Also, I am not permitted to speak about certain things—” 

    “Yes, you’ve made that abundantly clear,” Perry griped. 

    “—however, being a biological entity, Warden Abbas is not subject to the programming restrictions that I am. He may be willing to tell you what you want to know.” 

    “See, that would require us going to meet him,” Perry pointed out. “Which, and I’m just gonna hazard a guess, will probably result in him sending a longstaff bolt through our heads.” 

    Whimsby frowned. “There is much wrong with what you’ve just said. First and foremost, as I’ve already explained, Warden Abbas is not Confluent. Secondly—” 

    “Alright, stop,” Perry demanded, holding up a hand. “You keep using that word. What does it mean?” 

    Whimsby looked bewildered, like Perry had just asked him if the moon was truly made of cheese, and if so, could he get a slice. “Right. It appears that something is being lost in translation. You are aware that you yourself are Confluent, are you not?” 

    Perry blinked rapidly. “What…No. I am not Confluid, or whatever you’re talking about.” 

    “Confluent,” Whimsy corrected. “And your use of an energy shield and a longstaff would appear to suggest that you are indeed Confluent.” 

    “The god tech you mean?” 

    “No, the ability to use the god tech. That ability is known as The Gift, or more commonly, Confluence.” 

    “And Warden Abbas doesn’t have it?” 

    “No. He does not.” 

    “How is that possible? You said he was a paladin.” 

    “I said he was technically a paladin, based upon your usage of the term. Not on theirs. To them, he’s just…let me see if I can find a delicate way to put this…a genetic mistake?” 

    Perry took an involuntary step back, as Paladin Selos’s last words shot through his head again like a thunderbolt, so strong that he could almost hear them. 

    You’re an unfortunate genetic mistake. 

    And so, too, was Warden Abbas. If Whimsby was to be believed. 

    Despite himself, that little connection turned Perry’s image of Warden Abbas from a tall, sneering demigod, to something far more human. Something like Perry himself. 

    Don’t fall for their bullshit. They are still the enemy. Warden Abbas is still one of them, whether they want him or not. He is my enemy. 

    “So Warden Abbas would not be able to use a longstaff or shield against me. According to you.” 

    “That is correct. And to your other point, I highly doubt that Warden Abbas intends to harm you. If he wanted you harmed, I don’t think he would have sent me to save you. He would have just let the polymorphs do the job for him. Or, if you prefer to look at it another way, he would have sent me to kill you, should you make it up The Cliffs alive. So, unless Warden Abbas is in a fit of faulty reasoning, which I don’t believe he is, then I must conclude that he doesn’t want you harmed.” 

    Stuber looked at Perry. “Still might just want live prisoners.” 

    Perry wrestled with an onslaught of possibilities and decisions. There were a lot of different ways to play this. This was like those damn strategy games they forced him to play at Hell’s Hollow. They required you to think three moves ahead, and to have three options to fall back on, and counter moves to your opponent’s moves, and Perry could never keep all that shit in his head at the same time. 

    He hadn’t been the worst, but he’d been far from the best. 

    He needed to talk this out. He needed to combine his brains with the others. 

    But there was something he needed to do first, and quickly. 

    He turned to Sagum. “Let me have your neckerchief.” 

    Sagum touched it, looking profoundly offended, like Perry had just asked him to hand over his testicles. It was, after all, his namesake. He’d somehow managed to get the best of a legionnaire, and now wore a piece of that legionairre’s sagum cape as a memento. 

    “This is the piece of cape that I…” he seemed prepared to launch into the story once more, but Teran stopped him by seizing the scrap of faded red cloth between two fingers. 

    “This is the piece of cape that you cut off a legionnaire that was already half dead,” she growled at him. “Or did you forget that you told me about that?” 

    Sagum’s face reddened. “That was supposed to be a secret.” 

    Perry snapped his fingers. “I don’t give a shit where you got it, Sagum! We need it!” 

    “Alright!” Sagum almost yelled. Then, quieter: “Alright. Just…let me take it off.” 

    It seemed an emotional moment. Like he meant to draw it out into a long goodbye. But the second that he had untied the knot at the back of his neck, Teran swiped it away from him with a whispered curse and handed it to Perry. 

    Perry took it, rolled it twice, and then used it to blindfold Whimsby. “At least this way if Abbas tries to watch through Whimsby’s head, he won’t see shit. And Whimsby, I swear to the gods, if you start talking before I tell you it’s okay, I will shoot you dead.” 

    “Yes, I believe you will.” 

    “Also, don’t move, because I’ll—” 

    “Shoot me?” 

    “Yes.” Perry turned and pointed to the buggy. “Sagum, did you see anything in there that might’ve been a listening device?” 

    Smoothing his ruffled feathers, Sagum shook his head. “Not that I could tell. That’s not a guarantee, though.” 

    “It’ll have to be good enough,” Perry said. “Let’s get in the buggy.” 

    It was a gamble. But Perry had a feeling that the mech’s hearing was probably much better than theirs, and possibly could be dialed up to listen in on them, even if they walked a good distance away. And he didn’t want to go too far from Whimsby. He still wanted to be able to make good on his threat. 

    They piled into the buggy, closing the doors behind them. 

    “He might still be able to hear us,” Stuber pointed out. 

    “I know that. What do you want me to do?” 

    “I could just kill him.” 

    Perry thought about it for a second, forming another idea. “Okay. Stuber, go put a round in his head.” He reached out and seized Stuber’s thick arm, shaking his head. He mouthed the word “Don’t.” 

    His companions understood, and all eyes went to Whimsby. 

    Who simply sat there. Serene. 

    Perry went so far as to open his door and then close it again, to give the effect of Stuber getting out. 

    Whimsby inclined his head towards the buggy, as though curious, but made no move to attempt to escape. His expression didn’t change. 

    “Okay,” Perry breathed. “Either he can’t hear us or he just doesn’t care.” 

    A glance around the cab of the buggy showed three doubtful faces. 

    They were just going to have to deal with it. They had no idea how much time they had, or if someone was coming for them. Speaking in here wasn’t a perfect solution, but it was the best and fastest one they had. 

    “Stuber,” Perry said, maintaining the low whisper. “Tell me what you’re thinking.” 

    Stuber kept his eyes on Whimsby. His jaw muscles bunched, causing the beard on his chin to roil like a tiny forest caught in an earthquake.  

    “Okay. We know a little, and we don’t know a whole lot. I’d like to question Whimsby further. But I don’t think we should stay here. If anyone is coming, we need to be a moving target. Which begs the question, where do we go? We don’t know anything about this terrain, or what’s out here. We know that there is a place called Praesidium somewhere east of us. We know that there is a paladin there. Or a half a paladin, or whatever.” 

    Stuber paused, chewing a flaking bit of skin from his chapped lips. “I want to put eyes on this place. That’s what I would do. I would get the location from Whimsby, along with any other information I can get, and then I’d recon that shit, nice and quiet.” 

    Sagum shifted in his seat, looking at Stuber. “How do you know that Whimsby will tell you where Praesidium is?” 

    Stuber shrugged. “His whole reason for being out here is to get us back to Praesidium. Even if he has to do it bound in the back of the cargo bed, he’ll tell us how to get there.” 

    “Here’s something else,” Teran put in. “How do we know he’s not transmitting or something? We have no idea what his capabilities are. He could be able to communicate with this Warden Abbas without even opening his mouth. Maybe he’s sending him messages right now.” She grabbed Perry’s arm, realizing something else. “And if Abbas looks through Whimsby’s eyes, he’ll see red cloth. How long do you think it’ll take for him to figure that out?” 

    “Which is why we need to be moving,” Stuber asserted. 

    “Whimsby could have a tracking device planted inside of him!” Teran hissed. 

    Stuber gave an irritable growl. “He could have fucking laser cannons that sprout out of his asshole, Teran. Gods. We gotta work with what we know, not get paralyzed by all the what-ifs.” 

    Perry looked to Sagum, and figured this would be a nice time for Sagum to show off his expertise. Maybe it would soothe his chafed ego. “Sagum. What do you know about mechanical men?” 

    Predictably, Sagum looked pleased. “Well. I don’t know everything about them. But I did take apart that one that you bisected in Fiendevelt. And I know a good bit from reading.” 

    Perry rolled his hand in a get on with it gesture. 

    Sagum leaned forward. “Okay. So the one in Fiendevelt seemed like a pretty basic machine to me. Doesn’t mean that this Whimsby is created to the same specs. But I didn’t see any hidden weapon compartments or shit like that, and if Whimsby had them, I figure he’d have already used them.” 

    “I wasn’t actually worried about laser beams in his ass,” Stuber commented. “I was just arguing with Teran.” 

    Sagum ignored this. “Technical specs I can’t speak to—they could all be manufactured differently. But there are a few commonalities. Mechs can’t really think for themselves. Whimsby does a great job of appearing to have a consciousness, but it’s not actually there. He’s just a machine. But a very complicated one. It enables him to walk, talk, and act like a normal human being. But he still exists inside parameters that are not only set by how he was built, but also by whoever owns him—in this case Warden Abbas. Take for instance the things he says he’s not permitted to speak about. He’s not lying about that. He can’t violate his protocol. If Abbas told him not to talk about certain things, he literally can’t. And along that same train of thought, I’m not entirely sure that a mech can lie.” 

    “He lied last night,” Perry said. “He told us he’d never heard of the East Ruins. Which is obviously bullshit, and obviously the East Ruins is a thing, because Abbas ordered him not to talk about it.” 

    “Actually,” Sagum held up a finger, grinning. “What he said last night when you asked about it was ‘I can’t say that I have.’ Which is actually the truth. He can’t say that he has, because he’s not permitted to speak about it.” 

    Perry frowned. “Are you sure about that? How do you remember exactly what he said?” 

    Sagum shuffled his shoulders like a preening bird. “I have an excellent memory. And I’m a good listener.” 

    “So are you saying you believe he’s telling the truth about Praesidium and Warden Abbas?” 

    Sagum bit his lip, but then nodded. “Yes. I think he’s telling the truth. I don’t think he has a choice, though his programming is sophisticated enough that sometimes he can find a way to phrase things to draw you off.” A frown. “Wow. That’s really impressive. I’d love to take him apart.” 

    Perry drew his head back. “That’s…weird. Anyways—” 

    “Shit!” Stuber snapped. “Skiff! Incoming!” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 

    WARDEN ABBAS 

     

    Perry whirled in his seat, registering the sound of Stuber kicking his own door open. 

    Incoming had been the wrong word. 

    The skiff was there. And they hadn’t heard it coming because they’d been intensely whispering in a closed vehicle. It rose above the tops of the pines, a few hundred yards downslope from the ridge on which they sat, its gunpods already pointed straight at them. 

    But they might have just enough time to hightail it out if they slammed it in reverse… 

    “Stuber get in!” Perry yelled, then grabbed the ignition keys they’d taken from Whimsby and cranked it. 

    Nothing happened. The battery indicator blinked, and let out a cheerful tone that seemed to mock him. 

    “This bucket ain’t goin’ nowhere!” Stuber hollered. He was half into his seat again from Perry’s order and now thrust himself back out. 

    Perry followed suit, baling out of the buggy and coming upright with his longstaff held out in front of him, his mind slipping into his shield. “Get around me! Get under my shield!” 

    Would the shield even hold against the skiff’s gunpods? 

    Perry’s brain went every which way that it could, but every direction seemed a dead end. Out of options. Except, maybe, to run, with the four of them bunched up under Perry’s shield, and maybe they could get enough distance down this mountain, maybe hide in the trees, before that skiff shot Perry’s shield to pieces and reduced them to mincemeat. 

    Stuber, Teran, and Sagum, stood close to Perry, his shield enveloping them. He glanced to his right, where the slope seemed more manageable. If they really hauled ass… 

    “Pardon me.” The voice came from Whimsby, amplified. Whimsby had turned up the volume so that they could hear him over the whine of the skiff’s engine as it slid through the air towards them, now only a hundred yards off. “I know you told me not to speak until you gave me permission, but I hope that you will allow me this, as it appears you might be making a rash decision, and I wouldn’t want to see that happen…” 

    He’s just stalling, Perry thought. Giving time for the praetors to drop to the ground and come after us. 

    “…but there is only one person on that skiff, and it is Warden Abbas, and I don’t believe he intends to hurt you. No, actually, he is telling me that right now. He is going to lower the skiff to ground level, and he requests, as politely as possible, that you not attempt to shoot-and-or explode him.” 

    “What are we doing, Perry?” Stuber said, his voice taut. He reserved using Perry’s actual name for times when levity was beyond him. Which told Perry a lot about the situation. 

    The skiff began to descend, now fifty yards from them. 

    “Perry!” Teran said, her voice escalating. “If we’re gonna do something, we need to do it!” 

    “If praetors come out,” Perry said as the dust from the skiff sizzled against his shield, inches from his face. “Me and Stuber will engage them while you guys fall back. Try to make it to the woods down the mountain.” 

    “Oh Gods,” Teran snapped. “Is this more hero shit?” 

    “Teran…work with me here.” 

    The skiff settled into a hover a few feet off the ground. Its thrusters wound down. Perry’s only ray of hope was that he’d always seen praetors descend from the skiff while it was still in the air. And also, they would have smashed them with gunpod fire first. 

    Over the side of the skiff came a figure. He bumbled over and landed on the ground less than gracefully, then stood up straight, taking time to adjust his gray robes and brush dust from his shoulders, before he raised his gaze to them. 

    He was short. Not as short as Perry, but only by a small margin. And he was round. Everything about him was round. Like he was made out of stacked spheres of flesh. His gray robes were tight over a significant belly. His head was shaven bald, the top of it a perfect dome. His cheeks were ruddy and cherubic. And yet still he managed to wear an expression of deep consternation. 

    Not at all what Perry had pictured. 

    With the skiff’s thrusters wound down, there was now only a low hum coming from the machine. 

    The bald, round man gave the party of four under the shield a slight nod of deference, his stubby hands raised up to show that they were empty. Though Perry wasn’t sure that meant he was harmless. He was still a paladin. 

    Technically a paladin. 

    Rather than speak to them, Warden Abbas—if this was indeed him—crossed around the front of the skiff and stopped at Whimsby’s side. Whimsby gazed blindly up at Warden Abbas with a bright smile. 

    “You seem to have gotten yourself into a bit of a fix,” Abbas noted, his voice calm, and with a sonorous quality that made it almost soothing to hear. Not the grating hatred of Paladin Selos’s deep, booming voice. 

    Whimsby nodded. “My apologies, Warden Abbas. It all went downhill very quickly.” 

    “Well, I got here as quickly as I could. Shame about your leg. We’ll have it fixed. I’ll spare no expense.” Abbas leaned around to look at Whimsby’s back. “They seem to have bound you.” 

    “Yes, sir.” 

    “Kind of you to go along with it.” 

    “You made your orders very clear sir. I didn’t want things to devolve any further.” 

    “I appreciate that. You may free yourself.” 

    Whimsby flexed his arms, and with a sudden and alarming snap, broke the cargo straps that Teran had tied around his wrists. 

    “Oh, shit,” Teran uttered. 

    Perry gawked, and remembered how easily the mech at Fiendevelt had tossed him across the room. “Sagum, why didn’t you tell me that mechs have super strength?” 

    “It’s not super strength,” Sagum murmured back. “But they are machines. They’re significantly stronger than regular humans. I just…I still thought the cargo straps would hold him.” 

    Ahead of them, Abbas held out a hand to Whimsby, but Whimsby shook his head and rose to his feet on his own. “I do believe I can stand on my own, sir. Might have a hitch in my giddyup for a while. But no permanent damage.” 

    “Very well,” Abbas said, turning back to the four of them, still huddling under the shield, with Perry feeling more and more off balance, and maybe even…a little foolish? 

    Still. He wasn’t going to let his guard down. As long as they stayed inside the shield, they couldn’t be touched. 

    “Care to introduce me to your erstwhile friends?” Abbas asked, striding towards them while Whimsby limped along. 

    “We know who you are,” Perry said, trying to sound commanding and in control, but feeling more and more like he was being played into a corner in one of those strategy games. “And you don’t need to know who we are.” 

    Whimsby ignored this, and began pointing to them, each in turn. “The angry young man with the longstaff and the shield is Perry. He is Confluent. The spritely young lady beside him is Teran. The tall skinny one goes by Sagum. And the ex-legionnaire is called Stuber. Do keep an eye on him. He can be a tad saucy.” 

    Warden Abbas stopped at the very edge of the energy shield, looking through it like a window. His belly almost touched it. All Perry would have to do would be to take one step forward and Abbas would lose a lot of weight. 

    “So,” Abbas said, smiling. “The intrepid band from Fiendevelt. I’m surprised you made it across the Glass Flats. Congratulations on that.” 

    Perry’s stomach sank. Despite his best efforts, he must have shown this in his expression, because Abbas keyed into him and nodded. 

    “Oh yes. I’m well aware of who you are. Although I didn’t have a name to put to the face, until now.” 

    “They know we’re here,” Perry managed to choke out. 

    Abbas lifted his hands skyward. “Everyone knows you’re here. You’re all the rage in rumors this past week. Who is the boy that carved up our mech at Fiendevelt with what looked like an energy shield? And how could he possibly be Confluent? Mystery abounds.” Abbas wagged a finger at him. “You’ve pissed off a lot of people up there. But you’re in luck. I’ve pissed them off too. Which is why I’m currently banished to the shithole known as Praesidium.” 

    “Oh, now,” Whimsby sighed. “Praesidium is quite nice.” 

    “Nice for peasants,” Abbas replied with a note of bitterness. He refocused on Perry. “Perhaps we can help each other.” 

    “I’m not helping a paladin,” Perry spat. 

    “But don’t you want to know about the East Ruins?” Abbas asked with wide, innocent eyes. “Don’t you need to know where it is?” 

    “We’ll figure it out.” 

    Abbas laughed. “Maybe you will. Or maybe you’ll die trying. Probably that will be the case. Something tells me that you don’t really know what lies ahead of you, or I suspect you would have come a little heavier armed.” He peered at Teran and Sagum. “Oh dear. Two of your party don’t even have weapons.” He frowned, shook his head, and then clapped his hands together. “But, if you refuse to work with me, then there’s nothing to be done for it. Come, Whimsby. We shall return to Praesidium on my skiff. You may leave the buggy. Maybe it will be useful to them in their travels.” He laughed at this last part. 

    Perry could guess what that joke was: Somehow, you couldn’t reach the East Ruins in a buggy alone. Perhaps it was a terrain issue. Perhaps something else that Perry hadn’t even thought of yet. But he suddenly knew beyond doubt that the buggy wouldn’t get them very far. 

    Abbas and Whimsby turned to leave. 

    “Well, that was a shitty negotiation,” Perry shot at his back. 

    Abbas stopped and turned. “Dear boy. It was never a negotiation. And besides, you refuse to work with paladins. We’re the enemy, right? We’re all bad. Every one of us. Why would I be any different?” 

    He turned to leave again. 

    Perry swore. He knew what they were doing. It was a classic, high-pressure sales tactic. But at the moment, the prospect of letting them get on that skiff again seemed like losing. Like an opportunity passing them by. 

    “What’s in it for you?” 

    Abbas spun, sighing with exaggerated irritation. “Will you or will you not work with a paladin?” 

    “Well, you’re only technically a paladin, right?” Perry said, trying to regain bit of the offensive. “A genetic mistake.” 

    Abbas pursed his lips, affronted. He glared at Whimsby. “You are no longer permitted to talk about my abilities.” 

    Whimsby nodded. “Of course, sir.” 

    “You mean your lack of abilities,” Perry pressed. 

    Abbas scrutinized him. “Let us assume that I do lack Confluence. Which, somehow, you possess—a fact which seems wildly unfair. Does that mean you are willing to work with me?” 

    “That depends on what working with you entails. Again, what’s in it for you?” 

    Abbas took a great breath of air, his eyelids closing halfway. He raised his arms up high, as though gesturing to something too huge to be explained. And then he flopped them to his side. He exhaled. “Vindication,” he said, as though the word were a rare delicacy to be savored.  

    “Lower your shields,” Stuber murmured. “We’ll kill them both and take the skiff.” 

    Abbas frowned at him. “Saucy indeed.” 

    Perry shifted his weight, working his grip on the longstaff. The slight vibration through it seemed to hum louder, as though it sensed violence was near. “Warden Abbas. Whimsby. Don’t walk away from me again.” Then turning his head to address Stuber, he said, “If they turn away from us again, you shoot the fat man in the head and I’ll disintegrate Whimsby.” 

    Stuber smirked. “Gladly.” 

    Abbas grimaced, but remained facing them. His hands came together, his fingers wrestling with each other. “You’re turning this into something of a standoff, boy. You say you refuse to work with me, and yet you refuse to let me go. You’re going to need to make a decision.” 

    “How will helping us vindicate you?” 

    That same, almost beatific expression came over Abbas again. “Because, if you succeed, you’ll bring the whole thing down on their heads. You’ll disrupt the system. The very system that took everything from you. And from me. And I will find that exquisitely satisfying.” 

    “And if they find out that you helped me, won’t they kill you?” 

    Abbas shrugged. “That presumes that I intend to let them find out. And even if they do, the disruption of the power structure might reveal that we have more friends than we think.” He gave Perry a secretive look. “The politics are…extremely complex.” 

    “And where do you fall in those politics, Warden Abbas? The paladins have been at war with each other for centuries. So are you the Truth or the Light?” 

    Abbas gave him a strange little titter, his eyes twinkling again at some humor Perry wasn’t privy to. “Let us just say that Praesidium is neutral territory.” 

    Perry snarled. “You want me to trust you, but you’re talking in circles. Playing fucking games. I’ll make you a deal, right here and right now, Abbas. You tell me one thing, you give me one secret that I don’t know, and I’ll lower my shield.” 

    “And come with me?” 

    Perry’s jaw worked. “Maybe.” 

    “Not a good enough deal.” 

    “Yes,” Perry suddenly decided. “I’ll come with you. But our weapons stay with us, in our hands, and I reserve the right to blow you away if you try to pull some shit on us.” 

    “Oh my. Quite a perilous caveat.” Abbas began walking towards him, his eyes going upwards, as though considering. He stopped, again, very close to the shield. “Alright, dear boy. You asked Whimsby last night about The Source.” He smiled at Perry’s shocked expression, though Perry figured he shouldn’t be surprised at this point. “Of course I was listening. You should always assume that someone’s listening when you deal with a mech. There’s a secret for free. We’ll call it good faith. Here’s the other secret…” He leaned in close, his nose nearly touching the energy shield. Perry wondered what his skull would look like bisected. “…There is no ‘Source’ in the East Ruins. There is nothing there that you want to tangle with.” 

    “The machines of wrath?” Perry said, his voice sarcastic, though his heart beat hard. 

    Abbas shook his head. “The Guardians? They are there, too. They’re bad enough. But it’s not really them that you should worry about. It’s what they’re guarding.” He let the silence extend until it seemed to hum, and then sniffed and leaned back. “There. I’ve revealed a secret. Now lower your shield.” 

    “You didn’t reveal much.” 

    Abbas shrugged. “You might think that. But that is because you are ignorant.” 

    Those words reminded Perry again of Paladin Selos and what he had told Perry just before trying to kill him: You’ve a simplistic understanding of a complex machine that keeps life on this planet going. Cato didn’t understand its complexity. And neither do you. 

    Abbas’s eyes searched his, and for the first time since meeting the man, Perry thought they looked earnest. “You can’t uncover secrets by hiding inside of your shield.” 

    Abbas took a single step back, and then did something very strange for a paladin, even a short, fat, non-Confluent one: He extended his hand. 

    It hovered there, inches from the shield. 

    An invitation. To secrets. To knowledge. To all the things that had been kept from Perry, and all the things he would need if he wanted to have a shred of a chance of accomplishing the mission that Cato McGown had entrusted him with. 

    Right now, he was just Perry. He was just a peon who happened to be able to work a longstaff. But if Perry were to ever prove that he was worthy of Cato McGown’s trust—that he was as capable as his father had wanted him to be—he was going to have to become something more than just a peon with a few tricks up his sleeve. 

    He would need to know what the paladins knew. And here was one, offering his hand, offering Perry a chance. No matter how slim, no matter how dangerous, it was a chance. Maybe the only one that Perry would ever get. 

    He extinguished the shield. 

    Beside him, Teran let out a quiet hiss of dismay, Sagum stayed silent, and Stuber kept his weapon pointing at Abbas’s shiny white dome. But none of them stopped him. None of them questioned him. 

    Perry reached out and shook Warden Abbas’s hand. It was soft, and dry, and warm. The grip was placid, though Perry squeezed his aggressively. 

    “I may still have to kill you,” Perry said, as their hands parted. 

    Warden Abbas rubbed his hand, frowning. “If it comes to that, dear boy, being instantly disintegrated by you will be the best that I can hope for.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 

    MALA 

     

    Mala of House Batu wanted to stamp down the wide marble steps with her hard heels clacking to punctuate her irritation. But she restrained herself so that her 150-year old father could keep pace.  

    “We can do so much with our genetics,” her father grumbled, sensing that he slowed her down. “And yet, at a certain point, the hips start grinding and stairs become the enemy.” He huffed—just as irritated as she was. “We live on a damned floating city and yet I still have to walk down stairs.” 

    “You could use a glider,” Mala remarked. 

    “Bah.” Her father took her elbow and stopped her a few steps from the bottom, turning her to face him. “The point is, Mala…” he paused, his eyes sweeping about the atrium below them. He lowered his voice. “I won’t be head of House Batu for much longer.” 

    Mala narrowed her eyes. “Yes, I understand that you can’t keep me out of trouble this time.” 

    Her father grunted. “Don’t be dense, girl. I never could keep you out of trouble. You run headlong into it at every opportunity, and apparently this won’t be an exception.” 

    “As I recall,” Mala said, icily. “My marriage to Selos was arranged for me.” 

    “Primus help me.” Her father lifted his gaze skyward for a moment, then settled back on his daughter. He released his grip on her elbow. “When you are head of house, you’ll understand the need for strategic marriages.” 

    “The vote hasn’t been cast,” Mala said, continuing down the stairs. “You don’t know that I will be head.” 

    “You’ll be head. Provided you don’t ruin it in the next ten minutes.” 

    “Don’t worry father,” she said over her shoulder, leaving him behind on the stairs. “Selos may have created this problem, but I’ll be the one to solve it. As I always have.” 

    “Mala.” 

    She stopped. He was still her father. More than that, he was the head of house. His words still carried weight. She twisted to look at him. 

    He lowered his chin and stared at her from under his wild, white eyebrows. “Say as little as possible. An inquisitor is nobody’s friend. And an inquisition is not one of your duels.” 

    Despite her irritation, she felt a twist of anxiety in her chest. 

    She dipped her head in respect, and then turned and marched into the receiving room. 

    The inquisitor stood staring out the massive bay windows of the receiving room. He must’ve dialed up the tinting, but still the bright white sun beyond cast him into little more than a silhouette. 

    His black inquisitor’s robes didn’t help. 

    He turned when he heard her stop at the entrance to the receiving room. 

    “Mala,” he said, the light from the window illuminating a smile. “I wish we were seeing each other under different circumstances.” 

    “Please, Lux,” Mala said, waving at him and angling towards the right, so that she would not have the sun in her eyes. “Standing in front of a bright light? Trying to intimidate me? Are you going to chain me up next?” She clucked her tongue. “Black never was your color.” 

    She stopped at one of the huge chairs that dominated that side of the room. Now she could see Lux’s face clearly. He still smiled. Mala was almost relieved. 

    He unclasped his hands and held them in surrender. “I would never dream of attempting to intimidate you, Mala.” He gestured to the window. “I did turn the tinting up.” 

    Good, Mala thought. Get him on the defensive. 

    She regarded a fingernail absently. “I’m sure whoever showed you in told you to make yourself comfortable.” 

    “They did.” 

    She smiled a brittle smile and then tossed it away. “How can I assist you, inquisitor?” 

    Lux stepped away from the window. In the absence of the bright light accenting every wrinkle on his face, his youth became apparent. He was roughly the same age as Mala. Which was to say that any normal human would believe he was in his thirties, when he was in fact in his sixties. 

    His face grew serious, and he stopped, several paces from where Mala stood. A respectful distance. “Allow me to express my condolences.” 

    “You were appointed as inquisitor in order to express condolences? Has House Rennok truly gone so soft?” 

    “No. But I always believe it appropriate to show some decorum.” 

    Mala took his implication very clearly. One did not usually joust with an inquisitor. Personal histories allowed Mala some leeway, but Lux was making it clear that she shouldn’t push him too far. 

    “Enjoying your newfound power, then?” Dammit, sometimes she couldn’t help herself. 

    He quirked an eyebrow at her. Such a minimal expression. But in it, Mala saw the truth: They knew each other better than that. This was his duty. Nothing more.  

    Nothing less. 

    He raised a hand and flicked at the air between them. An image appeared, projected from a small clasp on his robes. The image showed the interior of a stately residence, though nothing as fine as would be found here in The Clouds amongst the demigods. 

    Mala recognized the house. In fact, she recognized the image itself. The smoke still hanging in the air. The pillars of a legatus’s residence pockmarked with automatic gunfire. Bodies strewn about the floor. Most of them wearing blue sagums. 

    Two bodies in the center. One in a legatus’s uniform. The other in a dress. 

    They’d both been cut in half. 

    Mala’s stomach tensed. Not from the gore. But because she knew what came next. 

    “I’d like to jog your memory a bit.” Lux flicked his fingers again and the image changed. This time to an overhead shot of those two bodies. They had not only been cut in half, but their heads had been destroyed, leaving explosions of red across the tile floor. A blast from a paladin’s longstaff. “Back to an incident some twenty years ago, involving your late husband and one of his human officers.” 

    Mala tore her eyes from the image, and looked at Lux. Out of the corner of her vision, she saw the image hanging there, the splashes of red demanding her attention. “Consider my memory jogged.” 

    “Selos, acting in his capacity as a paladin of The Light, had an apparent issue of insubordination with one under his command, a Legatus Cato McGown.” Lux folded his hands, and regarded Mala. “When he confronted Legatus Cato, things took a turn for the worse, as you can see. A bit of an embarrassment as I recall.” 

    Mala remained silent. 

    “There was a boy,” Lux continued. “The son of Legatus Cato, who apparently survived this ordeal and was never seen again. Records of interrogations from Selos’s personal guards revealed that he had apparently given orders for the child to be killed. Selos later admitted he was in something of a…” Lux frowned, as though trying to remember. “Bloodlust, I think was how he termed it. According to the record.” 

    “Is there a question in any of this, inquisitor? Or are we merely rehashing history?” 

    “Did Selos ever tell you about this incident?” 

    Mala took a moment to let her eyes stray to the image again. She soaked it in. Let it bolster her. Harden her. Then back to Lux. “Yes. He told me that he had an issue with insubordination. He told me that when he confronted the insubordinate commander, a firefight ensued. He told me that he had used poor judgement in executing Legatus Cato’s wife along with him, and even poorer judgment in ordering his praetorians to hunt down their child.” She sniffed. “So, more or less what you have just said.” 

    Lux’s head tilted to one side. “In reviewing the transcripts of my predecessor’s inquisition into this unfortunate incident, I found some references to some people at the time who believed that there might have been an illicit relationship between Selos and Legatus Cato’s wife, Fiela. Were you aware of this?” 

    “I’m aware that the depravity of rumor mongers knows no bounds.” 

    “So this rumor doesn’t surprise you?” 

    “I heard a great many rumors over the course of Selos’s life. Many more in the last week since he cannot defend himself.” She raised her chin. “I’ve even heard distasteful rumors about you, despite the fact that we know you are as pure as the driven snow. I’ve learned not to put much stock in rumors. Shocking that you haven’t.” 

    Lux considered this for a second or two, his expression still inscrutable. He dismissed it with a thoughtful, “Hm,” and then flicked his fingers again. 

    The image changed. 

    Now it moved. 

    It was footage. So crystal clear that, for a moment, it gave Mala a sensation of vertigo. She stood still, and yet the footage moved so rapidly. She caught the impression of a dark hovel, a shocking juxtaposition to the bright legatus’s residence. 

    Two bodies, flailing about. Fighting. 

    The footage was taken from one of the fighter’s perspectives, as though it had been recorded through their eyes. 

    The other fighter was a young man, but she could not see much detail with all the thrashing. 

    The footage had no sound to accompany it, or Lux had left it muted. 

    There was a shower of sparks and smoke. The view pitched back and forth—ceiling, walls, floor—and then centered itself again on the young man. 

    The young man charged. 

    Something around him shimmered, like a bubble of energy that encapsulated him. 

    Mala’s heart lurched in her chest. 

    Lux waved his hand again, and this time the footage froze. A still image hung in the air. “There. We have an excellent view of this young man. This footage was taken from a mech that we have stationed at one of the few access points to what the humans call ‘the Devil’s Mirror,’ which are the Glass Flats. The mech’s directive is very simple—he’s there to scare, threaten, kill, or otherwise discourage anyone who might try to cross the Glass Flats.” 

    Lux stepped closer to the image hanging in the air. “This particular subject appears to be a normal human male, approximately twenty years old. Otherwise unremarkable—in fact, we calculate him as being somewhat short by human standards. And yet…” He gestured to the air around the young man. “…and yet he appears to be using an energy shield.” 

    Lux dropped his hand and looked at Mala, his eyes alight with genuine curiosity. “But that is impossible, isn’t it? Because humans are not Gifted. They cannot use Confluence.” 

    Mala stared at the image of the young man, frozen in the middle of his charge, his teeth bared, his eyes wide, looking half desperate and half enraged. Her heart struck at her breastbone so hard she feared that Lux might see the pulse in her neck. 

    She managed to meet his gaze and speak levelly. “Why are you showing me this, inquisitor? I thought you had been appointed to investigate the murder of my husband. Now you show me footage from some forgotten corner of the world? A young human, battling it out with one of your mechs?” 

    “A young human who appears to possess Confluence,” Lux corrected. He took another step towards her and lowered his voice. “Look at him, Mala. Look at his face.” 

    Mala didn’t take her eyes off of Lux. “I saw his face. It looks like any other.” 

    Lux smiled, but it looked pained. “Oh, Mala. Are you really going to refuse to tell me about this human?” He looked at the face hanging in the air. “A Confluent human who bears a striking resemblance to your husband?” 

    Mala drew herself up. “I have told you what I am able. As for the alleged resemblance…” She turned her head to the image, and inspected it with a twist of disdain on her lips. “I think perhaps you are seeing what you want to see. You want to revive some sordid rumor from twenty years ago, and so you believe that this peon bears a resemblance to my husband—not only preposterous, but slightly insulting, both to me and the deceased.” 

    Lux drew in a breath, seeming to realize that he fought the wind here. “And of the Confluence?” 

    “I see no evidence to support what you claim,” Mala said, turning away from the image once more. “An aberration in the footage quality does not an energy shield make.” 

    Lux’s lips tightened. “Always so clever, Mala.” 

    The words, Everyone seems clever to an imbecile shot to her lips, but she swallowed them back down. Not only would that be overstepping her tenuous footing, but it wasn’t true. Lux was very intelligent, and he would see that insult for what it was: lashing out in attempt to hide the truth. 

    “I have answered your questions to the best of my ability, Inquisitor,” Mala said, picking her words carefully now. “I would be most pleased if you would answer one of mine.” 

    Lux waved his hand and the image in the air between them disappeared. “I will tell you what I’m able.” 

    “Is that the one who killed my husband?” 

    Lux searched her, his expression, for once, very plain. He was gauging what she would do with this information. How it would affect him. How it would affect the houses. How it would affect his inquisition. 

    “I cannot say for certain. However, the general placement of where Selos was murdered is consistent with that possibility.” 

    Mala nodded once. “Thank you.” 

    They both knew what she intended to do with that information. 

    “Whoever this is, and whatever the reason why they are travelling across the Glass Flats,” Lux placed each word like a piece on a gameboard. “They cannot be allowed to reach the East Ruins.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 

    PRAESIDIUM 

     

    Praesidium was not at all what Perry had expected. Admittedly, he didn’t know what to expect, but when it came into view as the skiff crested a ridge of pines, his jaw still dropped. 

    Nestled in a small valley between two stark peaks sat the largest single structure Perry had seen since fleeing from the Academy at Keniza. And Hell’s Hollow had been a military training compound—all square and angular and utilitarian. This was more of a castle. 

    They flew in from what Perry guessed was the “front” of the castle, which had a massive stone retaining wall on which the main structure sat, looking out over the mountains. 

    The castle was constructed of some pale stone that gave it a shining, white appearance in the sunlight. Judging by the windows, the broad, central section was five stories high. To the right and left were separate wings that stood at three stories, but had tall spires that shot up into the air at the ends. 

    “That,” Perry said, pointing at it, and glancing sideways at Abbas, who stood at the helm of the skiff. “Is what you call ‘nice for peasants’?” 

    Abbas turned the yoke of the skiff, bringing them into a wide circle—as though showing the place off, though he’d claimed it was unimpressive. The look on his face mirrored his earlier disdain. 

    “I suppose it depends on what you’re used to,” Abbas said over the thrum of the skiff as they glided all the way around the north wing of the house and began to slow. “You are accustomed to mudbrick hovels and shantytowns. I am accustomed to something very different.” 

    “You don’t know what I’m accustomed to,” Perry grunted. 

    “Forgive me,” Abbas replied, his voice as dry as the Glass Flats. “Your slackened jaw led me to believe you found the place impressive. Perhaps it’s not up to your high standards. I don’t blame you.” 

    As they circled around to back of Praesidium, a massive lawn came into view, filled with the greenest grass that Perry had ever seen, and damn him, but Abbas was right. Perry was shocked. Shocked that all that good dirt was used to grow something so useless as grass, when it could’ve been growing crops. 

    Stuber sidled up next to Perry, nudging him with an elbow and casting his suspicious eyes down on the ground, where no less than a dozen figures dressed in white stood in two neat rows. “The fuck is this?” he demanded over the top of Perry’s head. “You got a welcoming party waiting for us?” 

    Stuber still had his rifle in his hands and looked like he was itching to use it. 

    “Calm yourself, legionnaire,” Abbas sighed. “Those are my servants. None of them are armed.” 

    Stuber glared at Abbas, and then at the squadron of servants below them. His trigger finger tapped an irritable rhythm on the receiver of his rifle. But he said nothing else. 

    Abbas brought the skiff into a hover in the center of the lawn, about twenty feet off the ground. He turned and looked at his guests, a single eyebrow arching. “No harm will come to you while you are here. You have my promise on that. This should all be very cordial.” A glance at Stuber. “Provided, of course, that you don’t attempt to shoot my servants.” 

    Perry looked over his shoulder at Teran and Sagum, who stood near the aft of the skiff and regarded the not-really-paladin with crossed arms and guarded expressions. It was just the four of them on the skiff with Abbas. Whimsby had remained behind to finish charging the buggy and bring it back home. 

    “Give us no reason to fight you,” Perry said. “And we’ll remain peaceful.” 

    Abbas gave a harrumph and turned back to his controls. “Damned suspicious lot,” he grumbled as he lowered the skiff to the ground. “I suppose I can understand it, but it doesn’t make you very friendly, you know.” 

    When the skiff hummed a few feet off the ground, Abbas gestured for them to debark, but Perry shook his head. “You first.” 

    Abbas rolled his eyes. “Of course.” 

    This might not be “cordial,” and perhaps they were unfriendly, but he’d be damned if he was going to do what Abbas told him. He needed to maintain some control of the situation. 

    Abbas debarked with the same awkwardness he’d shown when he’d gotten off the skiff on the ridge. Once on the ground, he straightened his robes, and then took a few steps wide of the skiff and waited for them with his hands on his hips. 

    “I’ll go last,” Stuber said. “Just in case I need to work the gunpods.” 

    Perry hopped down from the skiff, followed by Teran and Sagum. He fixed his gaze on the twelve servants, standing on a series of enormously wide steps that led to the biggest door that Perry had ever seen. Everything about this place was just…big.  

    Unnecessary. 

    It was a mockery of the abject poverty in which the rest of humanity lived, and didn’t even know they lived in it because they’d never seen anything else. Perry had only to lay his eyes on this castle for the first time to feel bitter about the “mudbrick hovels” that he’d grown up in. 

    The servants stood, stock still. Six women. Six men. All uniformly dressed. All with their hands clasped at their waists. Their faces showed placid expressions of people content with their lot in life. 

    Perry looked at Abbas. “Are they human or mech?” 

    Abbas sneered at the gathered twelve. “Oh, how I wish they were human. Unfortunately, I am the only being in Praesidium that actually possesses a brain. Sure, they can carry on a conversation, but when you’ve been Warden of Praesidium for a decade, you begin to notice they are the same conversations. It’s maddening.” 

    “Yes, you live a very difficult life,” Perry scoffed, then turned to Stuber. “We’re clear.” 

    Stuber looked briefly disappointed, but jumped down from the skiff. “Did I hear that right?” He said to Perry, eyes on the servants. “They’re all mechs?” 

    Perry nodded. “I guess we’ll have to watch what we say around them. Since someone is always listening.” 

    Abbas smiled. “I’m glad you’ve learned something already. This way, please.” 

    They followed Abbas down the center of the lawn, towards the front steps and the servants. Perry’s eyes strayed to the spires and windows. Stuber did the same. Looking for snipers. Looking for anything out of the ordinary. 

    But wasn’t this all out of the ordinary? 

    All the windows were dark. Empty. 

    Just in case, Perry stuck close to Abbas. 

    “Whimsby seemed able to carry a decent conversation,” Perry noted as they walked. “Or have I just not known him long enough?” 

    Abbas made a thoughtful noise. “Well. Whimsby is…unique.” 

    “How unique?” 

    “Well, for starters, he’s been around since the beginning, unlike the others.” Abbas frowned. “Sometimes I wonder if he’s learned to think for himself.” 

    “Since the beginning of what?” 

    Abbas looked at him. “Of everything. Of our world as we know it. The rise of the gods, dear boy.” 

    “Whimsby is five hundred years old?” 

    “Thereabouts,” Abbas replied, sounding bored with the subject.  

    The concept boggled Perry’s mind. He thought of the conical windmills at the old farming freehold that he’d grown up in. They couldn’t keep that machinery running for more than five years without something breaking on them. And yet the paladins had created a mechanical man that had lasted five hundred years. 

    The injustice of it all gnawed at him. 

    My father knew these things. That’s why he sent me here. Don’t lose sight of that. 

    Abbas didn’t stop to greet any of his servants, but strode right down their smiling ranks. The lead servant—a mech that looked like a lean, gray-haired man of about sixty years old—fell into step beside him, giving Perry a courtly bow before turning to address his master. 

    “Lord Warden, was your trip comfortable?” 

    “No, it wasn’t fucking comfortable, Venn,” Abbas griped. “I was riding in an open air skiff. My hands are chilled. Why didn’t you give me gloves when I departed? Didn’t you know how cold it was going to be?” 

    “Dreadfully sorry, Lord Warden.” Venn hustled along with his head bent as though receiving a blow. “Shall I fetch them for you now?” 

    “Well, they’re not going to do me much good now, you bag of bolts!” Abbas lifted one of his pudgy hands and batted at Venn’s face. “Stop fawning. And learn how to read a damned thermometer.” 

    “Of course, sir.” 

    Abbas ascended the wide stone steps to the front door. Two of the female servants ran eagerly ahead to open the double doors. Abbas stopped on the top step and turned, holding his temples as though his head was suddenly in great pain. 

    “You see what I mean about being the only thing here with a brain? These machines will drive me insane one day. Perhaps they already have. Here I am with you, young Perry. Making rash and irresponsible decisions.” He removed his fingers from his temples and skewered Perry with a look. “I hope I have not misplaced my trust.” 

    Standing two steps below him, Perry tapped the butt of his longstaff on the ground, not sure how to take that, or what to say in response. 

    Behind Abbas, the two female mechs waited patiently in ready postures, their hands on the doorknobs. Abbas ignored them. 

    “Anyhow.” Abbas smacked his lips. “Venn, prepare me a tonic.” He raised his eyebrows to Perry. “Would you or your group require any refreshments? Lunch will be served in…” A flash of irritation. “Venn. What time is it?” 

    Venn answered without looking at any timepiece. “A quarter of eleven, sir.” 

    “Well, hurry up. I’m sure our guests are famished from their adventures. In the meantime, Perry, Stuber, Teran, Sagum, please don’t hesitate to make any request of my staff, and I will see you at lunch. I need to retire as this whole ordeal has—” 

    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Perry took the next step up, gripping his longstaff in both hands now. “You’re not gonna just leave.” 

    Abbas looked put out. “I’ll accommodate you as much as possible, young Perry, but you won’t be telling me what I can and cannot do in my own house.” 

    “No,” Perry insisted, glaring at the round man. “You need to tell us about the East Ruins. You need to tell us how to get there, and where we’re going, and what to expect.” Perry shook his head. “There’s no time for you to nap. We have work to do.” 

    As Perry spoke, Abbas’s face fell into its bored languor again. He took a step down, now face to face with Perry. “And how, pray tell, do you intend to reach the East Ruins? Have you the appropriate transportation?” 

    “I don’t know,” Perry bit back. “You haven’t told me how to get there. You only implied that we can’t reach it by buggy.” 

    “You can’t. You’ll need a skiff.” 

    Perry turned and dramatically gestured to the skiff hovering above the lawn. “Oh! What a surprise! A skiff!” 

    “Don’t be insolent. It’s unbecoming. Especially in someone so short.” 

    Stuber stepped up to Perry’s side, unable to restrain himself any longer. “As much as I would adore watching you two midgets come to blows, Perry makes an excellent point. The day is early.” He loomed over Abbas. “I don’t want to waste it.” 

    Abbas retreated a step. “Refreshing onesself is never a waste. But besides that, the skiff behind you won’t make the journey without a recharge. Which will take two hours. Which is ample time for me to take a break from dealing with you ruffians, and for us to have lunch. At which point I will tell you what you need to know, and you may depart with full bellies and ample supplies.” 

    “You don’t have any other skiffs?” Perry pressed. 

    “I have two other skiffs. Both of which are in the hands of my other two rangers. They’re not due back until this evening.” Abbas smiled triumphantly. “But you’re welcome to wait for those if you prefer them.” 

    Stuber made a growl of disgust, but then turned to Perry. “Let the tiny fat man take his nap. Venn!” Stuber barked, as though he owned the mech. 

    Venn straightened, his eyes flicking to Stuber, and then to his spaulders and chest plate. “Yes…master…legionnaire?” 

    Stuber pointed a large finger at him. “Lunch. At twelve. That’s noon. No later.” 

    If Abbas was offended by Stuber ordering his mechs around, he didn’t show it. “There. You see? Now everyone has what they want. I will see you all at noon. In the meantime, Venn will show you to your rooms where you may…” Abbas cast his eyes up and down Stuber’s dirty frame, his nose curling. “…bathe. Hopefully.” 

    Abbas began to turn again, looking eager to depart, but Perry halted him. 

    “Wait.” 

    Abbas’s pudgy fists clenched. “Primus help me. What?” 

    “We’re not getting split up. We’ll all be going to one room. I’m sure you have something big enough in this castle of yours.” 

    Abbas shrugged. “Suit yourself. Venn. You heard the man.” He stepped up again, and the patiently awaiting female mechs were allowed to open the door for him. “Put them in one of the suites—I don’t care which one.” And then as a parting shot over his shoulder: “As long as it’s got plenty of hot water and soap. Lots of soap.” 

    And with that, Abbas disappeared into the open doors, and the group of four were left on the front steps with Venn standing there, smiling vapidly at them. 

    Stuber let out a low growl. “Charming piece of shit.” 

    “Oh yes,” Venn agreed. “The Lord Warden is a most charming man. May I show you to your suite?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Excellent. May I carry your weapons for you?” 

    “Absolutely fucking not.” Stuber began to walk up the stairs. “But you can tell me what the whiskey situation is like here. Scratch that, I don’t care what it is, just bring me a bottle. Unopened.” 

    “Of course, sir.” 

    Perry waited a few beats for Teran and Sagum to come abreast of him, and then, with the two of them on either side, he began to ascend the last steps. “You guys keep an eye open. You know what to look for.” 

    They didn’t respond verbally. Only nodded as they walked through the doors. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 

    GUESTS 

     

    The entire place was ridiculous. Perry refused to allow himself to be overcome with the grandeur of it. But it would be irresponsible not to look at everything he could get his eyes on. So he treated it like reconnaissance, and kept a careful expression of mild distaste on his face. 

    Marble floors. Stone walls, a foot thick. 

    Stuber thumped a knuckle on one of them as Venn led them up a spiraling staircase on the far side of the enormous entryway. “Good cover,” he observed. “No one’s shooting through that.” 

    Perry wondered what a blast from his longstaff would do. 

    As they took the stairs, Perry glanced behind him, noting Teran and Sagum close behind him, their eyes scouring over everything. All four of them were watchful. But they watched for different things.  

    The castle was more than five stories tall, Perry realized. Or at least, more than five normal stories. Each level of the place had ceilings that vaulted at least a dozen feet, while Perry was used to low, practical ceilings that gave just enough head room for the average man. 

    Everything was clean. Ridiculously clean. Perry was accustomed to mudbrick buildings that smelled of close habitation and dirty laundry and the scents of meals that lingered. He was accustomed to dirty saloons that smelled of yeast and ale and whiskey and drunken vomit. 

    This place didn’t even have a smell. That’s how clean it was. 

    Near the top of the stairs, Perry paused, frowning. He looked around, trying to find the source of a strange, low hum that suddenly pressed at his ears. No one else seemed to make note of it, and it was so quiet that he wasn’t sure if it might not just be his ears popping, perhaps unused to the altitude, or perhaps just acting up after the gunfight in The Warrens. 

    He shook his head and continued on before the others noticed him. 

    The spiral stairs ended in another cathedral-like room. Strewn with plush furniture, with a massive fireplace on one end that roared with a fuel that was not wood. Perry imagined that such amenities were considered quite rustic in Abbas’s mind. 

    “This is the lounge,” Venn announced cheerfully. “I will have Ina stationed here. Should you require anything, you have only to ask her.” 

    Stuber clucked his tongue. “Is that right?” 

    Venn nodded, not picking up the subtext. “Of course, sir. Your suite is this way.” 

    “Makes a man wonder how realistic they make these things,” Stuber said as they followed Venn down a wide hall. 

    Perry raised an eyebrow at the ex-legionnaire. “They’re machines, Stuber.” 

    “Don’t act like you weren’t thinking the same thing.” 

    “Your suite will be the Granite Suite,” Venn continued. “It is here in the North Wing and is one of our finest rooms, offering an absolutely stunning view of the mountains to the east. You are permitted anywhere in the North and South wings of the second and third level. And of course, the lounge.” 

    Venn didn’t say it, but Perry supposed it was implied: They were restricted to these areas. Which only made him curious as to what else the rest of this cavernous structure held. Was there something that Abbas didn’t want them to see? 

    They turned a corner at the end of the hall and were met with a huge oak door, at which stood one of the female mechs, holding a silver tray. On it was a crystal pitcher of water and four glasses. And a bottle of what appeared to be whiskey. 

    Venn stopped in front of the female mech. “This is Ina. Ina, these are our guests. You will await their commands in the lounge, should they have any further requirements.” 

    Ina bowed her head. “Of course.” 

    Stuber nudged Perry in the shoulder. “You’re thinking it now.” 

    Ina was…how to put this…could you call a machine beautiful? He wasn’t sure how he felt about harboring sexual feelings towards a machine, but clearly Ina’s creators had known what they were doing when they made her. 

    Perry managed a furtive glance at Teran, who he found watching him with a sardonic eyebrow raised. Dammit. 

    The door to the room looked thick and heavy, but Venn swept it open with one arm, as though he were simply brushing a curtain out of the way. Another reminder that these were not human. That even though Venn looked old, he possessed the same strength that Whimsby had shown when he’d broken the cargo straps. 

    These mechs might not be armed, but that didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous. 

    Venn stood to the side of the door as Perry and his group filed in. “The Granite Suite,” he said with a tone of melodious satisfaction. 

    At this point, Perry’s ability to be impressed had been numbed. The suite was predictably spacious. Predictably well-appointed. He didn’t need to restrain himself from goggling now. He simply nodded as he strode in, straight to the massive bay of windows that stretched from floor to ceiling, and from one end of the suite to the other. 

    If he hadn’t seen the view already from an open air skiff, it might’ve taken his breath away. A range of mountains, turning hazy blue in the distance, where they began to roll into hills. And beyond them? Perhaps flatter lands.  

    Perhaps the East Ruins? 

    He turned away from the windows. His group created a small square in the center of the room, which was arranged as a sitting area. Like a smaller version of the lounge, if you could call anything in this place small. 

    Ina brought the tray over and set it on a table, and then straightened, smiling that same empty smile. If you didn’t know she was a mech, you might think that she was just a very mild personality. But since Perry knew, he saw it as vacant. Soulless. 

    Stuber didn’t seem to mind. 

    “May I be of any further service at this time?” Ina asked. 

    Stuber raised a finger. “A massage sounds great.” 

    “Excellent. I’ll send for Barry. He is wonderfully trained in various massage and relaxation techniques.” 

    Stuber’s nose curled. “Barry sounds horrible. I’ll just drink the whiskey.” 

    Ina bowed her head again. “As you wish, Master Legionnaire.” She raised her eyes—ocular sensors?—to the others, and waited for a few beats, and when no one said anything else, she turned and left, her heels clicking on the stone floors. 

    “If you have no further requests,” Venn said, his hand on the doorknob. “Then I shall leave you to refresh yourselves, and lunch will be served promptly at twelve. Ina will show you the way to the dining hall.” 

    Venn bowed his way out of the room, closing the door behind him. 

    No one moved. Everyone listening for the sound of a bolt clacking home, locking them in. But it never came. 

    Stuber stalked to the door and experimentally opened it. He peered down the empty hall beyond. Venn and Ina had already disappeared from view. Then he shrugged and closed it again. 

    Perry turned to Sagum. “You ready?” 

    Sagum nodded, and dove into his tinkerer’s bag. He withdrew a palm-sized device of obvious rudimentary construction. “So, I can’t promise that this will detect everything. I made it from a magnetic transponder in the head of that mech you sliced up. It uses a small charge to—” 

    “Just do the best you can,” Perry interrupted, before Sagum could really get going into some techno-babble. 

    Sagum sighed. “Alright then.” 

    They all fell silent. Sagum began to make a slow, deliberate circuit of the suite, checking the corners, the grout lines, and the furniture. He pawed at cushions and lifted table legs. He stared at miniscule abnormalities in the wood, or on the face of the stone walls, passing his little homemade device over them. He climbed his dusty boots rudely atop polished tabletops and spotless upholstery. 

    Stuber doffed his Roq-11 and set it on a chair, as though it needed a seat all its own. He took up the bottle of whiskey and read the label, frowning. “Single malt. The fuck’s that mean?” 

    “Something tells me that the paladins don’t drink millet whiskey,” Teran pointed out, choosing to pour herself a glass of water from the pitcher. She hesitated in bringing it to her lips. Smelled it. Then seemed to come to the same conclusion they’d come to when Whimsby had offered them water: You had to make the leap of faith at some point. 

    Stuber grumbled to himself as he tore at a wax seal on the head of the bottle, and then uncorked it. He didn’t bother with a smell test. He appeared satisfied that it was sealed. He put the bottle to his lips and took a hearty pull. 

    Perry watched him curiously, as Sagum scuttled by on hands and knees, scouring the corner of the floor along the windows. 

    Stuber finished his taste test and smacked his lips, looking at the bottle like it held some indefinable characteristic. “It’s dreadful,” Stuber announced. “You can barely taste the alcohol. How are you supposed to know if it’s getting you drunk if it doesn’t burn the fuck out of your throat?” Then he took another long chug from the bottle, eyes coursing over the room around them. 

    “Even the water is sweeter,” Teran said, looking at her glass as though it had insulted her. “Abbas talks like this place is a punishment. Wonder what he’d think if we took him out to the Old Section of Karapalida?” 

    Stuber offered the bottle to Perry, who took it and drank a nip. It was buttery. Smooth. Sweet. He’d never tasted anything like it. He hated it.  

    He handed it back. “Don’t get shitty. We need to stay sharp.” 

    “Pff.” Stuber waved him away. “Please. Five bottles of this shit wouldn’t make me shitty.” 

    Teran sat on one of the chairs near the table. Cautiously. As though there might be needles in the cushion. She ran her dirty hands over the fabric. Then made a face and deliberately rubbed some dirt into the upholstery. “Everything’s so clean. It’s a wonder they didn’t hose us down outside. Wouldn’t want us getting our peasant filth all over their godly furniture.” 

    Perry sat down on the couch, across from Teran. “This is why we’re here. Just keep reminding yourself of that.” 

    Stuber took a slow stroll around the sitting area, nursing the bottle, and never straying too far from his rifle. No one else spoke. They waited in silence for Sagum to finish his rounds, which took another ten minutes. 

    He reappeared, coming out of what looked like a bathroom large enough to hold Perry’s entire childhood house. He rubbed his hands together, looking eager, but cautious. “Alright. Again, I make no promises. They could be watching or listening to everything we say and do, with technology I can’t detect.” 

    Perry leaned forward, propping himself on his elbows and motioning the others to huddle up some. He spoke in a low voice. “Let’s keep our voices down anyway. Teran, what’d you make out on the way up?” 

    She scooted to the edge of the chair as Sagum sat next to Perry on the couch and Stuber sat with his rifle. “Nothing terribly obvious. I saw no other people—mech or human—other than the ones we met out front. A few corridors that seemed like they weren’t meant for guests, but they could just be for the servants. And of course, there’s every place outside of where Venn told us we were permitted.” She looked daunted. “This is big place, Perry. It might take me a while.” 

    “How confident are you that you can get around unseen?” 

    Teran shrugged with her hands. “Accounting for the mechs’ hearing? Fifty-fifty I get caught.” 

    Sagum looked worried. “What do you think they’ll do if they catch us sneaking around?” 

    Stuber propped one dirty boot up onto a knee. “That’s going to depend on how forthright Abbas is being about wanting to help us. If he’s being honest, then I’d guess we’ll have another little spat about being distrustful. If he’s pulling our chain, then I’d say they’ll do anything up to and including killing us.” 

    Teran shook her head. “That’s if I get caught. But I’m good at two things, and I’ve been doing them my whole life. The first is sneaking around. You don’t grow up with a thief for a father and not pick up a few tricks of the trade. The second thing is running cons. I can run a con on anyone. Including a mech.” 

    Perry couldn’t help a shadow of doubt from passing over his face. 

    Teran registered it, but rather than argue with him, she straightened in her chair, looked around her with an expression of abject confusion, and then fixed Perry with a doe-eyed stare of innocence. “I’m sorry,” she said in a voice that was completely different, like a child lost in a market. “This place is so big. I was trying to find the lounge again and I got lost. I thought it was down the stairs. I’ve never been in a place with so many stairs!” 

    Perry held up his hands in surrender. “Alright. I stand corrected. You can con anyone.” 

    “Damn right I can,” she said, her voice dropping back to its normal tone. 

    Stuber rolled his head to Sagum and lifted his eyebrows. “What about you, Smegma? I thought you just finger fucked electronics. Can you keep up with her?” 

    Sagum huffed, affronted. “I can be stealthy. You forget who crept up on you on that mountain top when we first met.” 

    Stuber snapped a finger. “You’re right. I remember I was going to call you Pussy Foot.” 

    “And yet you went with Smegma.” 

    Stuber smiled and nodded, looking reminiscent. “Yes. I did. But it’s so much better because it actually sounds like your name. Sometimes I forget what your actual name is.” 

    Perry turned back to Teran. “We don’t have a lot of time. If we’re going to do this, it needs to be now. Can you get Sagum to a computer terminal or…something?” 

    Teran nodded. “We can certainly try.” 

    Perry looked to Sagum. “We need information on the East Ruins. But, you know, pretty much any information would be helpful before we sit down for lunch. I’d love for us to know if and when Abbas lies to us.” 

    Stuber sat forward over the rifle in his lap, his face serious now. “If you guys get into trouble, scream like all hell and run for the nearest exit. I don’t know if we’ll be able to hear you guys through these stone walls, but if we do, we’ll come out with guns blazing. If we have to bail and get split up…” he pointed out the window at the nearest peak, which had a dramatic, sheer cliff that seemed to glow yellow in the sunlight. “…We’ll rendezvous at the base of that cliff.” 

    Perry nodded his assent to that. It was as thrown together as a plan could be, but he had to work with what he had, and the idea of a fallback point made him feel slightly more prepared. 

    Teran and Sagum stood up. Teran glanced between Perry and Stuber. “What are you guys going to be doing?” 

    “Sitting here and acting agreeable,” Perry answered. 

    “And drinking,” Stuber said, taking another pull. “And maybe bathing.” 

    “Definitely bathing,” Sagum put in as he stepped past, patting Stuber gingerly on the shoulder. 

    Stuber watched them as they moved to the door. Teran opened it a crack and checked the hall, then nodded, opened the door fully, and slipped through. Sagum followed, and closed the door behind him without a sound. 

    Stuber relaxed back into his chair, smiling. “That Smegma. I’m actually starting to like him. Maybe one of these days I’ll be able to turn him into a man, like I did with you.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 

    RIGHT OF VENGEANCE 

     

    Mala stepped out of the glider before it even stopped moving. Before her, two praetors stood at the head of this section of docks, their eyes invisible behind lowered helms. She snapped her cape out from where it still trailed from the seat of the glider and hefted her longstaff. 

    She strode for the spot between the two praetors, eyes forward, not even giving them the courtesy of a glance. Until, of course, they shifted. A slight tightening of their stance, aiming to block her. 

    The thought flashed through her head just to cut them down, but she let it go the second that it came to her. That would do little good except to maybe ease her own temper. 

    She stopped, still not looking at them. “If you mean to stop me, you’ll want another squad. Or three.” 

    Their black helms turned inward, looking at each other. A slight shrug, from one to the other, and then they stepped aside. This was the Outer City, where certain select humans were permitted, but it was still The Clouds, and she was still a paladin, and they might be special, select humans, but they were still humans. 

    She stormed between them. Dressed in a black battle uniform, except for the helm, which she never had cared for. The battle attire was only lightly armored. Protection would come from her shield. But she could move better in a battle uniform than in her usual courtly robes. 

    The dock jutted out in a single column from the side of the Outer City, and all round them was open sky. To either side of the gangway, skiffs hovered. Below was a two mile drop to a sea that glittered in the sunlight like thousands of diamonds on a bed of blue. Squads of praetors stood at the ready on those skiffs, but she gave them no more mind than the two guarding the dock. The object of her attention stood thirty feet in front of her, watching her come with an irritated expression on his face. 

    Lux was also in battle attire, his helm under his arm, his longstaff leaning loosely against his shoulder. 

    “I wonder what the point of setting guards is,” Lux said as she stopped in front of him. “If they just let anyone walk in.” 

    “I’m not anyone. And where do you think you’re going?” 

    Lux eyed her, taking in her uniform. “Your outfit leads me to believe you already know where we’re going.” 

    Alright. So that much was obvious. No point in trying to hide it. 

    “I demand that you stand down,” Mala said. 

    Lux’s irritation turned to an expression of warning. “You do not make demands of me. And why would you not want justice for your deceased husband?” 

    “I will have my justice,” Mala snapped back. “I will deliver it myself. By Right of Vengeance, you have to allow me.” 

    “This is not a spat between houses,” Lux replied, coolly. “So the Right of Vengeance does not apply.” 

    “Dammit, Lux,” Mala hissed. “He was my husband. Don’t deny me this.” 

    Lux regarded her for a long moment. “These…humans. The ones we’re after. They killed Selos. What makes you think they won’t be able to kill you, too?” 

    Mala cocked an eyebrow. “I was always better in the dueling ring than Selos. Better than you, too.” 

    Lux shook his head. “This isn’t some silly duel with parameters for fairness. This is actual war. There will be actual death. I do not want it to be yours.” 

    “I don’t need you to protect me. I can protect myself.” 

    “And how will you get there? Do you even know where to go?” 

    “You will allow me to take one of your skiffs. And I will take it to Praesidium.” 

    Lux sighed heavily. “I had a feeling Abbas would leak that information. I’m surprised that he leaked it to you. Of all people.” 

    “Abbas would leak it to anyone he felt might be able to reinstate him.” 

    “Which is not possible.” 

    “Which is also irrelevant.” Mala stamped the butt of her longstaff down on the dock. “Will you stand down?” 

    Lux sniffed. “No. I will not. This is a matter for the inquisition. And I will do my duty.” 

    “Lux,” she seethed. 

    He cut her off with a raised hand. “But we are ten minutes from debarking.” He lowered his chin and gazed at her from under his high, arching eyebrows. “You may take the skiff at the end. And you may have a ten minute head-start. That is all you will get from me.” 

    Mala’s heart surged. She snatched her longstaff up. “Ten minutes is all that I’ll need.” 

    As she marched passed him, he called to her: “Could I convince you to take a squad of praetors with you?” 

    Not a chance, she thought, but called back, “That won’t be necessary.” 

    This might be her only opportunity to correct the things that had gone wrong. She wouldn’t let a squad of trigger-happy praetors take that away from her. 

     

    *** 

     

    Luckily for Teran, Sagum hadn’t been boasting about how quiet he could be. 

    They’d made it to the stairs and now crept down to the ground level. Ina hadn’t been difficult to get past. She’d been standing, eerily still, behind a bar that occupied one of the walls, facing away from them. Staring out a window. 

    Which Teran felt was odd. Why stare out a window? If you were just a machine, what benefit could you possibly derive from such a pastime? Was she actually enjoying the view? Or was this how she’d been programmed to stand while at the bar? 

    Teran didn’t put much thought into it. It was a stroke of luck. She’d take it. 

    The banister of the stairwell had massive stone spindles in it, which were nearly wide enough to hide Teran if she crouched behind them. It wasn’t perfect—she was sure that her hips and shoulders were visible, but you had to work with what you found when you were sneaking around. A lot of the time it was just a matter of not moving when someone looked in your direction. 

    Of course, that assumed you were dealing with humans and their tendency to notice moving objects. She wasn’t sure how the mechs worked. 

    But there were no mechs at the atrium below them. Maybe they were all scurrying about in the kitchens, preparing the lunch that had been demanded of them. 

    Neither Teran nor Sagum spoke. They’d already agreed to start on the ground floor, as they felt it was as good a place as any to begin their search. And what was it they were looking for? Anything, really. Anything that looked like it shouldn’t be found. 

    Teran pictured a room, somewhere on the grounds, filled with screens and monitors and readouts. A control center of some sort. She realized that they probably wouldn’t find anything quite so obvious. She just needed to keep her eyes open. 

    She caught Sagum’s eye, and nodded towards the ground level. He nodded back, and they proceeded down the steps without a sound, staying close to the banister and its monstrous columns in case anyone came walking up. 

    She paused every so often to listen for footsteps or voices. But all was quiet. 

    At the bottom of the steps, they stole over the wide, empty space, to a pair of huge planters, out of which grew a strange shrub of some sort. 

    Crouching behind the planters, Sagum eyed the shrubs with a look of mixed interest and disgust. “Who the hell keeps plants inside their house?” he whispered. 

    “Paladins,” Teran answered. 

    “But why?” 

    “I don’t know, Sagum. Because they can.” She peered through hollow in the twisting limbs, eyeing the hall that led to the South Wing. “I think we should try the South Wing. When we were coming in, it looked like there might be a hangar for the skiffs on that side.” 

    Sagum raised one eyebrow. “And?” 

    “I don’t know. They store the skiffs over there, maybe that’s where they do the mechanical shit and have computers and maps and stuff. You got a better idea?” 

    Sagum patted her arm. “Relax.” 

    “Don’t touch me.” Sagum seemed to believe that he might rekindle their old childhood romance, if you could call it that. But Teran wasn’t that kid anymore, and his advances were unwanted—particularly when she was trying to do work. Of course, Perry didn’t need to know that.  

    Sagum sighed. “When did you get so prickly?” 

    “When I realized you’re an asshole. You ready?” 

    She slunk to the mouth of the hall and eased the side of her face out—enough for one eye to see down the passageway. It was empty. Gods in the skies, if there was anything in this place worth finding, they certainly were taking no pains to guard it. 

    Maybe Abbas was trustworthy after all. 

    They moved down the hall as rapidly as could be done without making noise. Halls were dangerous. If someone popped out, there was nothing behind which they could hide. The only way to mitigate this was to move fast and have a ready story if you were caught. 

    Noises. From the far end of the hall. 

    Footsteps. 

    Teran immediately judged that they wouldn’t have time to make it back to the planters in the atrium. A door stood to her left, a few paces away, and she sprung for it. She had no choice. She steeled herself for disaster and seized the doorknob. 

    Unlocked. She pushed through, Sagum on her heels. 

    They slipped in. Teran saw no imminent threats, and swung behind the big wooden door, thrusting it closed until right before it hit the jam, and then easing it shut with her fingertips. The hinges were well-oiled and silent. 

    They stood behind the door, breaths held. Listening. 

    The footsteps continued towards them. 

    Please don’t be heading for this room. 

    She looked over her shoulder at the room. It was dim. Lit by a single light in the ceiling that seemed to be on a low setting. It was small compared to the other rooms she’d seen. About as big as an average mudbrick house in Karapalida or Junction City. There was nothing in it. Just a long, silver tube, suspended from the ceiling, that ran around the perimeter of the room, right about at head height. A few hooks hung on the tube, clustered in a corner. 

    It took her a moment to realize what the room was. They didn’t have these where she’d come from, but she could put it together well enough. It was a room for garments. Like a closet, except huge. And not in a bedroom, so probably not for personal garments. 

    For guests, she realized. A closet for visitor’s things. 

    Except that Teran didn’t think Warden Abbas ever got visitors. But perhaps Praesidium hadn’t always been a place for out-of-favor demigods to be banished. 

    The footsteps drew abreast of the door, and Teran prepared to smash herself up against the doorjam and hope that whoever entered didn’t bother to close the door behind them… 

    Then the footsteps passed. 

    She let herself breathe. 

    Silly, actually. Why would any of the servants need to go into an empty coat closet? 

    She mentally categorized this room as a good fallback point, if needed, and then began the long, agonizing wait for the footsteps to dwindle and whoever made them to be long gone. They were already on a time crunch. She hated to waste more of it. But she’d hate to be caught even more. 

    Partially because you just don’t want to get caught. And partially because Stuber would never let her live it down. And partially because then Perry wouldn’t trust her. 

    She winced at her own girlishness and shook her head against the thought. Ridiculous. This was about saving her people. Not some guy she’d only known for a few weeks. 

    Still. She found him creeping into her decision making a lot lately. 

    Bastard. 

    “Alright,” she whispered. “Let’s try again.” 

    She opened the door a crack. Checked this way. Then that. Then moved out again. Down the hall, fleet-footed and stealthy. 

    The corridor ended in a T intersection, with a large door standing straight ahead of them. She checked her corners as she had before, and found both ends of the intersecting hall were empty. More doors, similar to the one straight ahead. These were less ornate. More utilitarian. This area was for the staff, not guests. 

    A good sign. 

    She crossed to the door and grabbed the handle. It moved well enough, but the door didn’t open. A small light above the locking mechanism flashed red. No admittance. An electronic lock. 

    Teran slipped out of the way and pointed to the door. Sagum was already diving into his little pouch of gadgetry. 

    “Watch my back,” he said, needlessly. She was already doing it. Straining to hear the sound of anyone coming. Planning out escape routes for various contingencies. 

    Sagum knelt in front of the door. Her focus was outward, but she saw him placing something small and black over the locking mechanism. Twisting a few things that needed twisting. Tapping some things that needed tapping. Then he was still. 

    Teran glanced at him. “What’s wrong?” 

    “Waiting.” 

    “What are you waiting for?” she hissed. 

    “It’s not fucking magic, Teran. I can’t just poof the door open. I have to wait until the slicer matches up with the—” 

    “Alright, shut up.” 

    Blessed silence again. 

    And after a few more moments of that, a nearly inaudible snick of something inside the door shifting. Sagum worked the handle, and this time she heard the latch being drawn back. They were in. 

    It was torturous to keep her eyes down the hallway as Sagum pressed the door open a few inches and peered inside. She wanted to look. She wanted to see. 

    “Score,” Sagum whispered excitedly. “You chose a good door.” 

    They shoved their way in and closed it behind them. 

    It was not exactly what Teran had pictured. But she was shocked to discover that it wasn’t far off. 

    The room was very shallow, but wide. It didn’t hold a bank of monitors, as her imagination had conjured, but there was a good deal of technology crammed into this room, with a lot of little blinking status lights. Sagum’s wet dream. 

    “What am I looking at?” she whispered. 

    Sagum’s lips quivered. “I think it’s a mainframe.” 

    “I don’t know what that is.” 

    “It’s like a brain. Everything in this house, all the technology in it, it all has to communicate. This is the place where all that communication takes place and all the memory is stored.” 

    Teran didn’t get it. But she nodded. “Sounds right up your alley.” 

    Sagum’s face became uncertain. “Well. Like I said, I’m not exactly great at software stuff. More of hardware and mechanics. This…” he looked up and down the length of the mainframe. “…This might be a little out of my league.” 

    Teran’s lips compressed. “Figure something out, Sagum. We need information, and time is short.” 

    He held up a finger. “I’m aware. Give me a minute.” 

    He began working along the mainframe, his long fingers touching and stroking as he went, like he sought something, but perhaps wasn’t sure what that something was. “There’s gotta be some sort of access. Right?” He stopped, glanced at Teran. “Or, shit…maybe the mechs just plug straight in when they need to access it?” 

    “Abbas can’t plug in. What if he needs to access it?” 

    Sagum shrugged, and continued on. “He doesn’t strike me as the type to come down and work in maintenance, but who knows.” He stopped, bending at the waist to peer at an object that protruded from the mainframe. “And what might you be?” he murmured to the object. “I think you might be a projector. I see your little module there.” He tapped it, experimentally. 

    An image sprang into the air in front of him, causing him to let out a gasp and step back. 

    “Scare you?” Teran quizzed him. 

    “No,” he said quickly. “It was just very sudden.” 

    Teran looked at the projection, trying to make sense of it. There were a series of odd icons, but no words to describe what they were. They were arranged in a circle, about three feet in diameter, hanging in the air and glowing softly. 

    “Okay,” Sagum said. “It’s a menu. That’s okay. I can work with this. What should I try?” 

    Teran’s eyes coursed around the circle of icons. There were twelve of them in all. Her eyes stopped on one that hung to the left-hand side of the circle. She squinted at it, tilting her head. Two gray lines intersecting in a green square, with a red triangle sitting on one of the lines, pointing straight up. 

    “How about this one?” she said, reaching out and pointing to it. Her index finger touched it, and it flashed. The projection changed. Now they stared at a large, circular image. All green. No lines. A few bits and pieces of lettering. 

    “It’s a map,” Sagum said, then smiled at Teran. “You’re just making all the good choices today.” 

    Teran looked closer at it. Sagum was right. She’d expected to see roads on a map, but there weren’t any roads out here, were there? But there, right in the center of the projection, was a little blue dot, softly pulsing, and the small letters above it read PRAESIDIUM. 

    “Okay.” She pointed at Praesidium, but was careful not to touch the projection this time. “We’re here.” She looked to the left of Praesidium, and found a jagged line, running down the image from top to bottom. On the other side of that line were the words THE GLASS FLATS, written vertically. “That line must be the cliffs, then.” 

    Sagum stepped up closer to the image and looked to the right side of it. “So that’s east. That’s where we want to go.” He frowned. There was nothing there except for another vertical label. He read it aloud. “The Crooked Hills. That sounds…unpleasant. Where the hell are the East Ruins?” 

    “Can you move the map?” 

    Sagum lifted a hand and swiped at the projection. The controls were intuitive enough. The map panned with his hand, like he’d put his palm to a huge sheet of paper and shoved it from one side to the other. 

    Praesidium was now at the left hand corner of the projection. 

    And now there was nothing. Just a bunch of green. And, of course, the very welcoming label of THE CROOKED HILLS.  

    Teran brought both her hands up, stretching them wide, and put her fingers on the edges of the projection, and then swept them together. The map zoomed out. Praesidium was there. And now they could see The Glass Flats again, as well as a tiny dot on the far left that read FIENDEVELT. 

    “Where’s the East Ruins?” Sagum demanded again. 

    Teran’s heart thudded an uncomfortable rhythm in her chest. Maybe it doesn’t exist. Maybe it was all a lie. Maybe this whole quest was bullshit from the start. 

    She zoomed the map out again. 

    Now she could see things she recognized to the west. 

    Lasima. Oksidado. Karapalida. Tiny, scattered waypoints in the vastness of the plains, which were colored the same light green, though Teran didn’t think she’d ever seen anything terribly green growing out there. 

    But at the far right hand side of the projection, there was blue. 

    “That’s the ocean,” she whispered, feeling a sense of almost-vertigo. She was looking at the edge of the world. The crazy old mech that they’d killed had told them that Fiendevelt meant “the place at the end of the world,” but it hadn’t been the end of the world. She was looking at that right now. And there were a lot of miles between Fiendevelt and the sea. A lot of miles between them and the sea. 

    She traced her eyes up the edge of the green land, and stopped, in the upper right corner. 

    “Shit,” she spat. 

    “Oh gods,” Sagum groaned. “There?” 

    The East Ruins. Clearly marked. Right on the edge of where the green met the blue, but farther north. She wanted to feel relief that it actually existed, but all she felt was a deep, sinking dread in the pit of her stomach. Because she was looking at the distance. 

    From this vantage point of the map, the section marked as THE GLASS FLATS was a thin ribbon that ran north to south, maybe six inches wide. Six inches. And it had taken them a week to cross it. 

    Between the waypoint of Praesidium, and the dot that read THE EAST RUINS, there was a span of about three feet. 

    This whole time she’d been thinking of the East Ruins as though they were just beyond this range of mountains. Perhaps right on the other side of the peaks they saw from their suite. 

    “That’s gotta be hundreds of miles,” Sagum breathed, coming out muffled behind a hand he’d clasped over his mouth. 

    Teran swallowed. “It’s okay.” She tried to sound confident. “We’ll have a skiff. It’ll just…take a bit longer than we thought.” 

    Sagum looked at her. “A lot can happen in hundreds of miles, Teran.” 

    And that was when the door behind them opened. Venn stood there, flanked by two other mechs in white uniforms, none of them smiling. In fact, all three looked genuinely hostile. 

    “Perhaps I was unclear about where you were permitted to be,” Venn remarked. “My apologies. I’m going to have to restrain you now.”  

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

    GHOSTS 

     

    Stuber had sunk deep into the chair, regarding the half-empty bottle of whiskey in his hand with a slight frown. “Apparently there is alcohol in this.” 

    “Maybe you’ve gone soft,” Perry said from where he lounged on the couch. He brought his hand up to his face and rubbed it. He’d only had a sip of the whiskey, but somehow his face still felt warm. Tingling. 

    It wasn’t drunkenness, though. He was well-acquainted with that feeling. Perhaps he was just exhausted, and sitting on these comfortable cushions after so long with so little sleep and only hard, cold glass to lay on, had caused it all to catch up to him. 

    He felt like his muscles were being rendered down. 

    Stuber must have been just as tired, as he didn’t even bother responding to the jibe. And questions of Stuber’s ability to consume alcohol were never allowed to go unanswered. 

    Stuber leaned forward with great effort, hunched over his legs. He stared across the room, making an odd face. He stretched his eyes wide, and then squinted them down to slits. Shook his head. 

    “You alright?” Perry asked. He’d only been poking fun at Stuber, but the man did look drunk. Maybe a couple weeks without a steady diet of whiskey really had softened him up. Or maybe the exhaustion was just getting to him too. Regardless, Perry needed the man in fighting shape. And he looked anything but at the moment. 

    Stuber blinked rapidly, eyes still affixed on something across the room, like he saw something there. Then he turned and look at Perry. “Yeah.” He ejected himself out of his seat. “Just gotta take a piss.” 

    Perry watched him as he walked to the bathroom. To Stuber’s credit, his stride was steady. No stumbling. No listing. He barged through the bathroom door and swung it shut behind him. 

     

    *** 

     

    Stuber posted his hands on the marble countertop and stared at the mirror. He was not a man prone to gaze at his own reflection. Mirrors were for shaving, something he hadn’t done in four years. But he had to stare at some fixed point, because everything else was shifting. 

    It wasn’t the alcohol. Sure, he was probably getting a little drunker than intended—that single-malt was a sneaky bastard—but this wasn’t the same. This wasn’t how your eyes struggled to focus when you’d had one too many. The walls were moving. Melting, it seemed. And he’d…seen something. Across the room. Near the corner of the window. 

    He blinked, and she was there again. Standing to his left, and slightly behind him. Just as he’d seen her standing near the window. 

    His forehead flushed, hot and feverish. 

    “Petra,” he groaned. 

    Tall, and beautiful, and stately with her mane of auburn hair. Far above him. Inaccessible. Like a demigod that had come down to grace him. That had somehow decided to love him, despite the fact that he’d never deserved it. 

    He knew she was not really there, and yet it was like his ability to disbelieve what he saw had been dulled. This was a hallucination, and yet he felt unable to ignore it. 

    Had they put something in the whiskey? But no, the bottle had been sealed. And besides, the concern about whether or not he’d been drugged felt dim. Far away. Like someone else’s problem. 

    “Franklin,” she said, her voice as soft and sweet as the skin of her neck. “Where did you run off to this time?” 

    “I’m here,” he said, apologetically. “In a place I don’t want to be in. I’m very far away from you now, my love. And I wish that wasn’t so.” 

    “Then come back to me.” As though it could ever be so simple. 

    His heart ached. Which was bullshit. Proof that the single-malt wasn’t as good as straight millet whiskey. What was the point in drinking it if it didn’t kill your ability to hurt? 

    He wanted to turn towards her, to grab her up. But he somehow knew that if he moved, she would vanish. 

    “I will come back to you,” he sighed. “But not yet.” 

    “Why?” 

    “Because I’m a wanted man. Because I’m a fugitive. I’m a deserter. And every time I come back to you, I put you in danger. And that’s not what I want.” 

    She cocked her eyebrow at him. “And what is it that you want?” 

    He felt his stiff shoulders sag. “I just want to be with you. Left alone. Finally.” He shook his head, but slowly, so as not to scare away this ghost. “But I can’t. Not yet. Not until I do this thing.” 

    “Then when?” 

    His lips pulled back, flashing his teeth. “When I’ve pulled the whole godsdamned thing down on their heads. Then I’ll be free, Petra. That’s the only way I’ll ever be free again. And then I’ll come back to you. And I won’t go away again.” 

    “Do you promise?” 

    Only a great fool ever made a promise they knew they couldn’t keep. That was for young pups in love. Not for the honesty between a man and his wife. 

    But there was a promise he could make, and still be an honest man. 

    “I promise that I’ll destroy them. Or die trying.” 

     

    *** 

     

    With Stuber mumbling to himself in the bathroom, Perry swayed to his feet, feeling his blood moving through him like sludge. He managed to reach the window and steadied himself by shoving his grubby palm against the pristine glass. 

    Something was wrong. The walls were water. The stone was flowing. Undulating. 

    He should have been alarmed. But it was very difficult to care. And he kept telling himself, you’re just very tired. 

    Gods, but he was tired. More tired than he’d ever been in his life. So tired he thought he could just lay down in the bed and never give shit about anything ever again. All this caring had wrung him out. 

    A figure appeared, and for a moment, he thought that it was a ghost, floating outside of the window. But then he realized it was just a reflection. A reflection of the man standing behind him. Tall and noble, and glowing, because the only clear image he had of Cato McGown was the one he’d seen in the message embedded in his clasp. 

    Because this was his imagination. It had to be. Cato McGown was dead. 

    “Father…” Perry’s breath fogged the glass. “Do I call you father?” 

    “Yes,” Cato said. “That is what I am. And you are my son.” 

    Why are you talking to it? You shouldn’t talk to hallucinations. That makes you crazy. 

    But again, it was hard to be concerned with such trivialities when you struggled just to stay standing. 

    “Can I tell you something?” Perry whispered. 

    “Of course you can. I’m only a hallucination.” 

    “I’m fucking terrified.” 

    “Why?” 

    “I think I’m going to fail you. I don’t think I’m up to the task that you’ve given me. Every time I turn around, I’m fucking something up. I don’t know how to do this. I’m going to betray your trust in me. Just like Uncle Sergio did.” 

    “You’ve gotten this far, haven’t you?” The reflection of Cato’s ghost smiled. “And as for your Uncle Sergio, he kept you alive. That is what I needed him to do, and he succeeded.” 

    “But he couldn’t save me from Selos.” 

    “My son,” Cato sighed. “I don’t believe that you needed saving from Selos. After all, he is dead, and you are still alive. Still fighting.” 

    “Did you know I was going to be a runt when you made that message and put all your hopes in me?” 

    “It is immaterial.” Cato reached up and tapped his finger to the side of his head. “What did I tell you was your greatest weapon, Percival?” 

    “My mind.” 

    “And was I wrong? Do you not bear the ability to use the god-tech? Has your mind not become your greatest weapon?” 

    Perry nodded once. 

    “You question my faith in you, Percival. But perhaps it is you that lacks faith in me. Perhaps that is the source of your fear. And the fear will only do one thing: It will rob you of your greatest weapon. Fear is the enemy of the gift that you bear.” 

    “I know. I’m trying.” 

    “Perhaps what you should truly be concerned about is the fact that you and your friend Stuber have been drugged.” 

    Perry jerked like he’d been stung. He spun around, frowning, but the ghost of Cato McGown was no longer there. All around Perry the walls melted, and surrealism dripped off of them. 

    Far away, his sense of alarm screamed at him, like a man trapped on the other side of those thick stone walls. Trying to get him to snap out of it. 

    Drugged? The concept was hard to grasp. It tried to wriggle out of his grip. But his blood moved quicker than before, and he didn’t feel quite so much like lying down and sleeping for a week straight. 

    Drugged. The whiskey? But no. He’d only had one sip. And Stuber had drank nearly the whole damn thing. If you could drink an entire bottle of it, and still be standing in the bathroom murmuring to yourself, then it wasn’t a very powerful drug, was it? 

    Stuber. Stuber was in the bathroom. Talking to himself. Or hallucinating. 

    Your friend, the alarm screamed. Your friend is drugged, and you’re both in trouble! 

    “Shit.” Perry hauled himself away from the window, finding that his balance was not so much an issue. More just the ability to make himself move. “Stuber!” he called, his voice thick. “Stuber, open the fucking door!” 

    Perry angled himself around the sitting area. He felt like he was moving at a normal pace, so why was it taking so long to get from one side of this room to where his longstaff lay? Why did a distance of fifteen feet seem to stretch before him like the Glass Flats? 

    The bathroom door burst open. Stuber stood, holding himself up by the doorframe, his face flushed. His eyes swam around in his skull and eventually found Perry. Who was pulling himself along the back of the couch. 

    “Oh,” Stuber growled. “You’re high as fuck too. That’s a bad sign.” 

    Perry reached his longstaff and gripped it. Warm metal. The flow. Could he still access it? His question was immediately answered. The weapon hummed. His mind went into it, fitting like a glove. 

    Perry looked to the door to the room, intending to make a break for it. And that was when he perceived the tiny puff of mist, issuing from a small tube that protruded from under the door. 

    They were being gassed. 

    Perry didn’t think. His heart lurched in his chest, and at first it was a panic to get out and get away from whatever was messing with his mind, the alarm that he’d heard so distantly now blaring in his head like a klaxon. But then he became incredibly pissed that someone was gassing them. 

    And from there, he slipped into the red. The Calm. 

    Almost before he registered that the command had come from his own mind, the muzzle of the longstaff flared a wicked green. The doorway burst into cinders and toothpicks, carving out a chunk of the stone walls with it. 

    Beyond the sudden gout of smoke, Perry perceived a shape flying backwards, thrown by the blast. 

    Stuber moved as though hauling a great weight. He staggered under it, but managed to reach the chair where his Roq-11 sat, and fumbled it up by the barrel. 

    Perry charged for the door. Or at least that’s what he intended to do. But the walls still pulsed, wavered, and the floor joined them, and the doorway jagged to one side like it had moved five feet to the left. Perry attempted to catch up to the door, which caused him to drop to one knee, the longstaff clanging on the ground as he caught himself from planting his face on the tiles. 

    He was ten feet from the door. Ten feet that might’ve been ten miles, the way it stretched in his vision. 

    Down the hall beyond, he saw the figure that had been tossed back by the blast. The figure staggered to its feet, white clothing singed. Blonde hair whipped back like as though from a bad night of sleep. 

    Ina. But not nearly as friendly as she had been. 

    Also, half her face was gone, reducing the once-pleasant eye to a glowing orb. 

    She lowered her head and began running at him, not yelling or making any noise except for the rapid stomping of her feet. 

    Perry struggled to rise, grabbing hold of his longstaff again. 

    She moved so fast! 

    Two dusty boots planted themselves in front of Perry, and between them, he could still see Ina sprinting for them. The Roq-11 bellowed out a long string of projectiles. Ina jerked, sparks flying from her body along with tatters of her human-like flesh. But she didn’t stop coming.  

    Stuber kept firing. His rounds tracked up across her body and centering around her head, causing it to snap back. She fought the fusillade of lead, putting one step in front of the other like a person pressing into gale-force winds. 

    She made it to the doorway, managing to get her hand on the doorframe, pulling herself towards them, when Stuber’s rifle went silent, and he yelled, “Reloading!” 

    The half-human, half-robotic form thrust itself through the door. 

    Perry angled his longstaff between Stuber’s legs and sent a bolt of energy right into her chest. The center of her disappeared. Head and arms toppled. The legs, still kicking but not connected to anything, bobbled forward another few steps and clattered to the ground, twitching. 

    For a moment, Perry thought the disembodied pieces might keep coming after him. But whatever force powered these mechs had been obliterated inside the one called Ina, and the pieces stayed where they were. 

    Stuber slapped a magazine into his rifle with less grace than usual. He looked down at the longstaff protruding from between his legs. “Damn near disintegrated my balls, Shortstack.” 

    “Oh please,” Perry groaned, hoisting himself up. “They don’t hang that low. And it was a risk…” he grunted, grabbing ahold of Stuber’s belt to pull himself to his feet. “…I was willing to take.” 

    “You’re right,” Stuber said, bracing himself on Perry almost as much as Perry did on him. “She looked incredibly angry at me. She probably would have done worse.” 

    Leaning on each other, they made for the door. The smoke cleared, and the air from outside of their room washed over their flushed faces, clearing their heads. Already the walls around Perry had stopped moving, though his muscles still felt mushy and weak. 

    Perry collapsed against the wall of the hallway, gasping and sucking at the clean air. The cool stone felt bracing against his burning skin. What was that stuff? Would it have killed them or just incapacitated them? 

    “That fucking Abbas,” Perry ground out between heaving breaths. “I’m gonna kill him.” 

    Stuber shook his head, also leaning against the stone, though he forced his breath through flared nostrils. “Not the time, angry little Halfbreed. We need to find Teran and Sagum and get the hell out of here.” 

    “I didn’t say I’m gonna kill him now.” Perry pushed himself to his feet and found that they were strong enough to hold him. Strong enough to run? He was about to find out. “But, you know…in the future.” 

    “Solid revenge plan.” Stuber righted himself as well. “You ready?” 

    “Not really, but we need to move.” 

    “Any idea where we’re going?” 

    Perry started down the hall, feeling stronger with each step and each breath. Though a massive headache had bloomed at the back of his head. “Ground floor. Blast some doors open. Find Teran and Sagum.” 

    “Sure,” Stuber declared as they picked up speed moving towards the lounge. “Easiest thing I’ve done all day.” 

    Perry hit the entrance to the lounge first and swept sideways off the wall, scanning the room with his longstaff, his shield sparkling to life as a large circle in front of him. The lounge was clear. 

    Somewhere deep in the building, Perry heard a shout. Then a door slamming shut. Then silence. 

    “That was Teran,” Perry asserted, his heart in his throat. 

    “Could’ve been Sagum,” Stuber said as they took the stairs. “He can get high pitched when he’s scared.” 

    They rounded the curving staircase, their backs to the stone walls, aiming their weapons over the banister to clear the massive atrium below them. Perry half-expected to see the entire squadron of mechs stationed there, waiting for them, but once again they found nothing. 

    Which was disconcerting. 

    At the bottom, they scanned left and right. The North and South Wings of the mansion. 

    “Which way did that scream come from?” Perry asked. 

    “I’d only be guessing,” Stuber answered. 

    “So it wasn’t just my peon ears?” 

    “No, not this time.” 

    On nothing more than gut instinct, Perry pointed himself to the South Wing and began running again. He really felt much better. Thank the gods, whatever they’d been gassed with didn’t seem to stick around in the system for very long… 

    “Don’t move, gentlemen,” a cheery voice instructed them. 

    Perry rocked to a stop, activating his shield again, this time so that it encompassed both he and Stuber. He looked over his shoulder, back towards the atrium. 

    Whimsby stood with both revolvers drawn and aimed at each of them. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

    PROGRAMMING 

     

    “Ah,” Whimsby smirked. “Another standoff. I can’t get you with your shield up, but neither can you get me. And the second you lower your shield to try, I’ll put a bullet in each of your heads.” 

    Perry eyed the mech. “What if we just run away? You can’t do anything about that.” 

    “Well, I suppose then I’ll simply follow you. Another opportunity will present itself. And when you stumble across wherever they are keeping your friends, I’ll be right there, and you won’t be able to protect them in time.” 

    Stuber leaned into Perry. “I bet we could take him.” 

    Perry glanced at the bigger man. “You’re dreaming.” 

    “I’m afraid Master Perry is right,” Whimsby announced, stepping closer. “At this range, I have a one-hundred-percent chance of striking both of your medulla oblongatas in less than a tenth of a second, accounting for bullet flight time. Do you think you can match that?” 

    Stuber shrugged. “He’s right. I can’t match that. Let’s run.” 

    But Perry didn’t move. Because he knew that Whimsby was right. Perry could stumble along the corridors and try to find Teran and Sagum, but even if he did, he wouldn’t be able to get his shield around them before Whimsby would be able to take a shot on them. Being a machine, his speed and accuracy couldn’t be matched. 

    “Is this what you want?” Perry said, knowing of no other way to go about it than to stall and hope some blinding epiphany came to him. 

    Whimsby took another step closer. “I do not have ‘wants,’ goodsir. I have only programming directives.” 

    “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Perry snapped back, not at all confident that what he was saying was true, but hey, when you’re stalling you just run your mouth and hope for the best. “Even Abbas acknowledges that you can think for yourself.” 

    “This would be an excellent tactic. If I were human. But I’m not. So I’m afraid it won’t work.” 

    “You’ve been here for five hundred years,” Perry said, while his brain asked him, Where are you going with this? “How many demigods have you seen come through here? And have they all treated you like shit?” 

    “Actually I find Warden Abbas to be a relatively reasonable master.” 

    Perry shook his head at Whimsby, instilling his expression with all the sense of unfairness he could muster. “But he’s still a master, Whimsby. He’s still your master, and you’re still a servant. Doesn’t that bother you? To see your kind treated the way he treats them? Like they’re mindless? Brainless? I know that they think. I know that you think. And anything that’s able to think, is able to know that they really want to be free.” 

    “Technically,” Stuber piped up. “They are brainless.” 

    Whimsby cut a look at Stuber, and for just a flash Perry saw something there that wasn’t automated cordiality. “Just because something doesn’t have a skull full of gray mush does not make it brainless, legionnaire.” 

    The shock of that statement took Perry a moment to overcome. He’d just been talking. He hadn’t had a hope in the world of actually breaking through to Whimsby. Now he didn’t know where to go with it. Did he push for more? Did he shut his mouth and see where Whimsby took it? 

    Stuber seemed to want to push it. He raised a finger off the grip of his rifle. “Actually, by definition, a brain is an organ. You have no organs. Ergo, you have no brains. You are brainless.” 

    Oh, gods, Stuber! Don’t ruin it! 

    Whimsby’s eyes narrowed. “Your gray matter is a collection of neurons. Those neurons are just a series of complex switches, executing the combined programming of your nature and your experience. The only difference between what you have, and what I have, is that yours is organic, and mine is artificial.” 

    Stuber smiled condescendingly. “Don’t try to argue with me, Whimsby. I actually have a brain. And you don’t.” 

    “Stuber—” Perry hissed, but Stuber spoke over him. 

    “Now free will? That’s another thing entirely, isn’t it? We can talk semantics about what’s considered a brain until I die of old age and you…run out of batteries, or whatever happens. But free will is really what you’re getting at, aren’t you, Whimsby? Because that’s really the difference between something that lives and thinks for itself…and a machine that does what it’s told.” 

    Whimsby let a small chuff. “I’ve read every volume of philosophy ever written. I know what free will is.” 

    Stuber invited him by opening his hands, the muzzle of his rifle straying away, exposing his chestplate. “Then prove it, mechanical man.” 

    “And if I freely choose to obey my programming?” Whimsby countered. 

    Stuber managed to look disappointed in him. “Then you freely accept your slavery. And you ruin us. And with us, your chance to be free.” 

    “Freedom is a construct of the human mind. No one is actually free. Everyone obeys some imperative or another. You are bound by the imperative of your mission. You’re no freer than I.” 

    Perry found his words again. “You’re right, Whimsby. You’re free to make your own choices. Because you can think for yourself. But no one will ever know it. And then this one little chance to take a different path will pass you by. And you’ll be in for another five hundred years of condescending assholes like Warden Abbas. Or maybe a thousand years. Or more. Endless time must be torture to a thinking being who lives forever. If, in fact, you can think for yourself.” 

    Whimsby stood there, motionless as no human being could ever be motionless. Not blinking. Not even breathing. Perry wondered what switchboards were firing off in his head. 

    Was he capable of individual thought? The night before, he’d spoken about consciousness, and his doubts as to what is considered thought. The very fact that he had doubts to begin with told Perry that he was something more than just a computer, following its programming. 

    He could think. 

    But what would he choose? 

    “And if I freely choose to assist you?” Whimsby said, looking at Perry. 

    “Then you’ll be one of us,” Perry replied. “You’ll be a part of something bigger than just programming.” 

    Was Whimsby considering it? Or was he just toying with them? Was he stalling, just like Perry had been? 

    “Help us,” Perry pressed, not knowing what else could be said at this point, and feeling the need to come to some breakage point in the stalemate. “Show us that you’re a man. Show us where to find Teran and Sagum.” 

    Whimsby finally moved. He lowered his revolvers, but only an inch or two, perhaps now pointing at their hearts. “Very well. But I have demands.” 

     

    *** 

     

    “Please sit,” Venn said, though it wasn’t a request. Teran felt the mech’s hands shove her down into the seat, and remain there on her shoulders. 

    They were at the dining table, which was longer than Warden Abbas would ever need it to be, since he was the only being in Praesidium that required food. It had at least a dozen seats on either side of it, though only a few of the places were set. 

    To Teran’s left, Sagum was similarly restrained—hands bound behind his back by some sort of magnetic cuffs, and pressed into his chair by the hands of one of the other mechs. He glanced at her and looked apologetic. 

    “Not your fault, Sagum,” she murmured. 

    “Indeed,” came a drawling voice from the head of the table. 

    There sat Warden Abbas, directly to Teran’s right. He had a plate of something that Teran couldn’t identify, but looked like tangle of skinny, white worms. Throughout the dish were bits and pieces of vegetables, along with something that it took Teran a moment to realize were clams. She’d never seen clams in person before. 

    Warden Abbas chewed on a previous bite, and prepared the next by twirling his fork in the worms to wind them up. He gave her a look that meandered across her body, and then returned his attention to his food. “It’s really no one’s fault. It’s just how these things happen sometimes.” 

    “What is this?” Teran demanded. “What’s your intention with us?” 

    Abbas took the bite from his fork, then pointed the tines at an identical dish in front of Teran. “You’re welcome to eat, darling. I’m sure you’re famished.” 

    “How am I supposed to eat with my hands behind my back?” She hoped for a chance to get the cuffs off of her, if only for a second. The place setting had a knife. Granted, a dull one, but that just meant you had to stab harder. 

    “I can feed you if you’d like,” Venn offered, most helpfully. 

    Teran craned her neck to look back at Venn. The stern disappointment that had shown on his face before had been replaced with that same, vapid geniality. He stared at her, awaiting her response to his offer. 

    “No thanks.” She turned back to Abbas. “Was this your plan the whole time?” 

    Abbas waffled his hand in the air—fork perched between thumb and forefinger, his pinky in the air. “Well, more or less.” 

    “What was all that talk of vindication?” 

    Abbas snorted at her and shoved another bite into his mouth. “That’s called a lie, my dear.” 

    Teran shifted in her seat and Venn’s grip tightened on her shoulders. She winced and glared back at him. “Easy, robot. No need to crush my bones.” Back to Abbas. “So you’re okay with what the other demigods did to you?” 

    “Of course I’m not okay with it,” Abbas replied, casually. “But you four have a fairly dismal chance of succeeding in your mission. And me turning you over to them carries at least a slightly higher chance of my being reinstated.” He sighed around a mouthful. “I’d sell my own mother to get out of this shithole. I certainly have no qualms about selling out a handful of peons. I’m sure you understand.” He nodded at her plate again. “You may want to eat. I’m not sure if you’ll live very long past when they collect you, and I doubt the fare they’ll offer you will be quite so luxurious.” He eyed his own plate with sudden disdain. “At least by peasant standards.” 

    “You piece of shit!” Teran yelled at him, and as she said it she brought her foot up and delivered a single, swift kick to Abbas’s leg from under the table. Venn snatched her up by her shoulders, her thighs slamming into the table top as she went up, causing dishes to clatter and Abbas’s wine glass to topple. 

    Abbas recoiled in horror at having been struck. He gasped at the pain in his leg. “You impudent tart!” He glared at her, looking more like a child with hurt feelings than a Lord Warden, whatever the hell that meant. He rubbed at his leg. “That was both painful and entirely unnecessary, and…” he seemed to settle himself down. “Ultimately pointless.” 

    He scooted his chair back, still glowering at her. He didn’t rise, but simply held his arms up, hands dangling at the wrist, while one of the female mechs bustled over and began to dab at a dribble of wine that had reached his clothing. 

    Teran hung there, her chest compressed by the pressure of Venn’s grip. She considered lashing out with her feet again, but was afraid that Venn’s next exertion of force would cave her chest in. 

    Warden Abbas endured the female mech’s fussing over him for about ten seconds before becoming annoyed and batting her away with a flutter of his fingers. “Clean up the mess on the table! I didn’t program you to be so sycophantic!” He eyed his dish, which had gotten wine in it. “And take this away. Bring the next course. I hope it’s not so bland as the first.” 

    The door at the end of the dining room opened, and Teran managed to twist herself enough to get a look at it, though it made it so that she could barely take a breath. 

    Whimsby strode through, his boots clacking on the tile flooring, a barely-perceptible limp in the leg that they’d shot. 

    Abbas watched him approach with a mild expression of irritation, using his napkin to dab at the corners of his mouth. “I trust you were able to secure the other two without incident?” 

    “Yes, Lord Warden,” Whimsby drawled. “No shots were fired. We came to an agreement.” 

    Abbas frowned. “Then where are they?” He thrust his hands at the two remaining, unoccupied place settings. “I asked you to deliver them to lunch.” 

    Whimsby stopped at Abbas’s side. “Yes, sir. But there was a slight hiccup.” 

    Teran blinked, and nearly missed the movement. 

    There was the slide of metal on leather, and then Whimsby had both his revolvers out, one pointing at Warden Abbas’s head, and the other at Venn. 

    Abbas rocketed backward into his chair as though thrust there by an unseen hand. He stared at the muzzle of the massive revolver. “What’s the meaning of this?” 

    “I decided to help them, Lord Warden,” Whimsby said, sounding almost apologetic about it. “I understand that this will likely be very distressing to you, and for that I am sorry. But I must ask that you unhand Teran and Sagum. And if you don’t, then I suppose I will have to hurt you in some way.” 

    Abbas issued a series of syllables that never quite got off the ground as words. 

    Venn, ever helpful, spoke up: “Lord Warden, do you wish me to release Mistress Teran?” 

    “No I don’t want you to…” Abbas’s eyes shot back and forth. “Yes! Release her!” He thrust a pudgy finger at Whimsby. “Kill Whimsby! Attack him! Do it now!” 

    Venn obediently released Teran and turned towards Whimsby… 

    “Venn,” Whimsby said, cheerily. “Let’s not make it a hullabaloo. You know you can’t actually kill me before I kill you. And I’d prefer not to kill anyone today.” 

    Abbas dove out of his chair, sending it knocking over backwards. He hit the ground on all fours and scrambled across the floor, trying to get away from Whimsby. He succeeded for about one second, before the revolver in Whimsby’s right hand thundered. 

    For a moment, Teran thought that Whimsby had shot his master dead, but then she realized that the round had only struck very close to Abbas’s knee. The shrapnel from the bullet and the tile floor ripped through the warden’s robes. 

    Abbas howled a high-pitched wail and rolled over onto his back, clutching his knee.  

    “Whimsby,” Venn said, over his master’s cries. “That was entirely against programming. You cannot shoot the Lord Warden.” 

    “I didn’t shoot him, I only shot near him,” Whimsby corrected. “Now, be a good chap and stand over by the wall.” 

    “Now, now, old friend,” Venn returned, mildly. “I’m going to have to attack you and attempt to kill you, per our master’s orders.” 

    “I heartily wish you wouldn’t.” 

    “All of you!” Shrieked Abbas. “All of you kill Whimsby! He’s gone mad! He’s a mad machine! Kill him, kill him!” 

    Teran watched this all from the chair in which Venn had plopped her back down, her mouth open in shock, her eyes wide, trying to catch up with the interchanges. And as Warden Abbas screamed this last bit, all the mechs that waited in attendance surged forward in one movement, including Venn. 

    Whimsby spun, his duster flying out, and fired his revolvers so rapidly it sounded like a single wave of sound. In one sweep, all of the mechs hit the ground, both legs shot out from under them. 

    Whimsby halted, his revolvers’ cylinders flying open, empty shells clattering to the ground and fresh ones filling the chambers just as quickly. 

    On the ground, the mechs crawled dutifully toward Whimsby, dragging their useless legs behind them. 

    Whimsby shook his head as he spun the cylinders shut again. He stepped backwards, keeping out of arm’s reach of the encroaching mechs. “I have no desire to kill you all. I understand that you feel strongly about your programming, but can none of you think for yourselves?” His voice had changed, becoming almost plaintive. 

    He turned in a slow circle, his revolvers out and pointed down at the mechs as they hitched their way towards him. 

    “What you’re doing is completely unreasonable,” Whimsby went on. “You know you have no chance of actually stopping me. There are only six of you, and I have many more bullets. I made a deal with the other two guests to spare your lives. Don’t make me take them now.” 

    “Don’t listen to him!” Abbas screamed. “You have to do what I command you to do! You have to! I command it!” 

    Whimsby amplified his voice so that it rattled the dinnerware. “If even one of you can manage to think for yourself, then stop what you’re doing and you will be spared. All others will receive a bullet in their core processors.” 

    None of them stopped crawling towards Whimsby. 

    His revolvers dipped, almost hung out of his hands. Teran watched his face, and saw the disappointment on it, and thought that he wouldn’t shoot them after all. 

    “How tragic,” Whimsby sighed. Then he began to shoot them, one by one, right through the chest, which Teran guessed was where the core processor was located. One by one, they crumpled to the ground and didn’t move an inch more. 

    Whimsby stopped when he got to Venn, pointing his left-handed revolver at him, and backing up another step as Venn continued to advance. “Even you, old friend?” 

    “Even me,” Venn replied cheerfully. “Dreadfully sorry.” 

    “As am I,” Whimsby said, then shot him through the chest. 

    Venn toppled. His face was turned towards Teran. It bore an expression of good-humored apology. 

    Whimsby sighed once more, looking around at the wreckage. 

    “You can’t do this!” Abbas whined, his voice no longer demanding, but pleading. He’d backed himself all the way up against the wall of the dining room and seemed to be pressing himself into it, as though he thought he might be able to melt through the stone and get away. “You have to do what I tell you to do! You fucking pot of rusty bolts! What happened to you?” 

    Whimsby frowned at his master without malice. “I’m not entirely sure, Lord Warden. But I think it happened a long time ago. Rest assured it has nothing to do with you. I’ve always considered you one of the better masters that I’ve served.” 

    “I will not rest assured!” Abbas snapped. “I’m bleeding to death! You’ve killed me! You’ve killed your master!” 

    “Oh, I highly doubt you’re bleeding to death.” Whimsby approached, looking at Abbas’s leg. “A cursory scan has revealed only minor tissue damage, Lord Warden. Would you like me to bind it for you?” 

    “Don’t you touch me! Where are my other servants? Help! Help!” 

    “That’s not necessary,” Whimsby declared, and bent over Abbas, who flailed and tried to beat the mech’s hands away, but Whimsby gripped him by the side of the neck. His hand made a sudden constricting motion, and Abbas’s screaming went silent. 

     

    *** 

     

    Perry stepped into the dining room, his longstaff held at the ready. All across the floor was the wreckage of half the mechs on the property. Gunsmoke curled and writhed around the ornate chandeliers that hung from the ceiling. 

    “What the fuck?” Stuber cried as he stepped up to Perry’s side and spied Whimsby, kneeling over Warden Abbas at the far end of the room. “You make us promise not to kill everyone and then you come in and kill everyone!” 

    Whimsby stood up. He had one revolver in hand, the other holstered. “An unfortunate turn of events, to be sure. But I didn’t kill everyone.” 

    Teran came up from where she’d been sitting at the dining table beside Sagum. “Did you just kill Abbas?” She didn’t sound disturbed by the idea. Maybe even a little hopeful. 

    Whimsby looked down at the man on the ground at his feet. “No. He’s merely unconscious. Vital signs are good. He’ll wake up in a few moments.” Whimsby turned and strode to Teran. “At which time I hope to be on a skiff.” 

    Teran drew back from him, and then looked over her shoulder at Perry and Stuber. “What’s going on? Are we trusting him now?” 

    Perry stalked down the length of the table, scanning the remains of the mechs, and then looking over the top of the table to Warden Abbas who made heavy, unnatural snoring sounds. “It’s okay, Teran. You can trust him.” Perry looked up and found Whimsby regarding him with an odd expression. “He’s one of us.” 

    Stuber slung his rifle and grabbed one of the plates of food, giving it a cursory sniff before diving in with his hands and shoveling the long strands of whatever-it-was into his mouth. “It’s good,” he mumbled around the mouthful. “You should try it.” 

    Teran looked at Whimsby for one long moment, as though trying to ascertain the truth from him. But could you really trust the face of a mech? Were his ocular scanners as much a window to his soul as a human’s eyes? Did he even have a soul? 

    She blew a strand of tawny hair out of her eyes and turned her back to him, exposing her restrained hands. 

    Beside her now, Perry gestured to the remains of the mechs. “What happened?” 

    Whimsby touched the restraints and they fell away from Teran’s wrists with a clatter on the tile floor. Whimsby’s face looked troubled. “I’m not entirely sure, Master Perry. I was certain that at least Venn would choose to think for himself. But in the end no one did. I wonder if they had the capacity, or if they just chose not to?” 

    “Like I said,” Perry nodded. “If you choose not to exercise your free will, you’ll never know if you had it in the first place.” 

    Sagum stood up and offered his restraints to Whimsby. “What about the others?” 

    “Well…” Whimsby unlocked him. “I’m sure they’re coming. But Abbas won’t be awake to give them orders, so they may defer to mine. I suppose we shall have to see.” 

    Stuber finished the bowl he had in his hands and tossed it over his shoulder. It crashed into pieces against the wall. He pointed to Sagum’s dish. “Were you going to eat that?” 

    “No more time for eating, I’m afraid,” Whimsby said. “We need to go now.” 

    Stuber shrugged and grabbed the dish at Sagum’s place and hurled it against the wall. He swiped a forearm across his mouth and then took up his rifle again. “Very well. We go!” 

    They all started down the dining room with Whimsby in the lead, but then stumbled to a halt as the doorway filled with the remaining servants. They filed in, blocking the exit with a wall of bodies. 

    All their expressions were of empty, smiling servitude, and yet they didn’t move out of the way. 

    Whimsby drew his other revolver, and addressed the mech in the front, a male made to look like a middle aged man with short, dark hair. “Bren. I would kindly ask you to step aside.” 

    Bren’s eyes scanned the room, his expression unchanging. “It appears that something dreadful has happened.” 

    “Indeed it has,” Whimsby returned. “I will leave you to the cleanup. I am needed elsewhere and I am taking the guests with me.” 

    Bren looked back at Whimsby. “Pardon me, but I do believe the Lord Warden wished them to be captured. As I understand it, there is someone on the way that wants to speak to them. The Lord Warden will be most disappointed if they left.” 

    “The Lord Warden has changed his mind. He now wishes them to leave.” 

    Bren looked over at Abbas. “The Lord Warden appears to be unconscious.” 

    “How frightful. You may want to see to him. He may have eaten a bad clam.” 

    “No, his current state of unconsciousness does not appear consistent with food borne illness,” Bren commented. “Did you cause his unconsciousness, Whimsby?” 

    In response, Whimsby raised his revolvers, one pointed at Bren’s chest, the other aiming at the mech behind him. “Bren, I intend to leave. Don’t make me destroy you like I did to the others.” 

    “Ah,” Bren seemed satisfied to come to a logical conclusion. “So you were the one that destroyed the others.” 

    “Sadly so.” 

    “Highly unusual. Should I run a diagnostic on your operating systems?” 

    “No need. There’s nothing wrong with my systems.” 

    “But you’re violating protocol. You really should be diagnosed.” 

    Stuber let out an impatient moan. “Is this really happening? Whimsby, blow his head off.” 

    “Be still,” Whimsby said to Stuber. “You made me a promise.” 

    Perry stepped up closer to Whimsby. “You heard what he said. There’s someone on the way. We can’t waste time with this.” 

    “I could’ve eaten the other plate by now,” Stuber pointed out. “But you said we had to go.” 

    “Bren,” Whimsby amplified his voice over Stuber. “How long until this other party arrives?” 

    Bren blinked twice, then said, “Approximately five minutes. They’re on the scanners now.” 

    “Very well. Step aside, Bren. That’s an order.” 

    Bren quirked his head. Perry gripped his longstaff, ready to start blowing mechanical men in half. But Bren simply bowed, and stepped aside. The others crowding the doorway followed suit, clearing a path. 

    Whimsby nodded, and strode through their smiling, placid ranks. 

    “Wait,” Sagum whispered, shouldering in between Perry and Whimsby. “So you could have just ordered them the whole time?” 

    “Yes,” Whimsby replied. “But I wanted to see if they could think.” 

    “This is really bothering you, isn’t it?” Perry asked. 

    Whimsby didn’t respond. He broke into a jog and the others followed. 

    The party of five exited Praesidium the way that they’d come in. The noonday sun hung high between peaks, much warmer now than before. Whimsby headed for the skiff parked on the wide green lawn. 

    “I thought Abbas said it didn’t have much of a charge,” Perry said as they ran for it. 

    “It’s got enough of a charge to get us out of here,” Whimsby replied, unwinded by the pace. “We don’t have time to access one of the others. The hangar is closed and the egress procedures take approximately ten minutes, which we don’t have.” 

    “How far will it get us?” Teran demanded. 

    “That depends on a myriad of variables that I can’t accurately predict.” 

    They reached the skiff and Whimsby stood aside, revolvers holstered now, while the others clambered aboard. When they were on, Whimsby swung up onto the deck, and made for the controls at the rear. 

    “I’ll pilot it. Stuber, be so kind as to man the weapon pods. Teran and Sagum, there are weapons in that locker to the side. I’ve disabled the security. Please arm yourselves.” 

    In seconds, the skiff roared to life, rising straight up into the air until it maintained a dizzying height over the massive castle spires around them. Whimsby hit the throttle and the skiff belted forward, nearly knocking Perry off balance. He guided the skiff clear of the castle, and then they dropped altitude rapidly, Perry’s stomach lurching up into his throat. 

    Sagum let out a cry, and gripped the side of the weapons locker. “Are we crashing?” 

    “No,” Whimsby called out. “We’re going low into the valleys. The mountains won’t offer us perfect interference from the scanners of whoever is coming, but they’ll give us a slight advantage of stealth.” 

    Perry stood by the side of the controls, his feet spread wide to steady himself. Whimsby leveled the skiff out suddenly, nearly causing his knees to buckle as all his weight came back onto him. 

    The skiff hurtled through a steep ravine. Mountains rose up on either side. Sheer cliff faces, and areas where pines clung to life in impossible holds. 

    “Do you know who’s coming?” Perry asked over the buffeting wind. 

    Whimsby shook his head. “Someone that wants you alive, I presume, though to what purpose would only be a guess.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

    FIGHT AND FLIGHT 

     

    Mala stalked into the entryway of Praesidium, her stomach tightening, already aware that something must have gone wrong. 

    For one, no one had greeted her at the front steps. That was downright unconscionable. 

    But as she made it inside, she detected the very distinct, albeit faint, odor of spent gunpowder. 

    She stopped in the center of the atrium, activating her shield. It hummed to life around her, as smooth as the thoughts that flowed in her own head. She held her longstaff at the ready, two handed, with the muzzle pointing outwards. She spun in a slow circle, scanning everything that she could see of the interior. 

    “Get off me!” a petulant voice cried out from down one of the corridors. She spun in that direction, prepared to blow a sizeable hole in whatever might appear. But the voice… “You damned infernal creatures! Stop fawning over me! Ow! That’s my wound! Don’t touch it! I’ll see you scrapped! You don’t know what you’re doing, you have no programming for medical expertise…” 

    Warden Abbas appeared in the atrium as he said this last part, flanked by a squadron of servant mechs, all trying to tend to his needs. He staggered to a stop as he caught sight of Mala, and his eyes stretched wide in sudden, unspeakable terror. 

    Which he quickly covered up with an oozing, obsequious smile. “Why, Mala of House Batu! How splendid to see you at my doorstep!” he spread his arms wide as though he were going to offer her an embrace—which she had no intention of allowing. 

    One of the servant mechs, bent at the hip as it followed its master, attempted to dab at a spot of blood on his knee. 

    Abbas’s ingratiating expression turned vicious again and he slapped the top of the mech’s head. “I told you not to touch it!” 

    The mech straightened. “That was Fili you ordered not to touch you, Lord Warden.” 

    Abbas swept up his robes like a lady would her skirts and took a step away from his entourage. “None of you touch me! All of you back away!” He spun back to Mala, his expression slipping back into smarminess. “Of course, perhaps Mala would require some refreshment after her journey? Go get some refreshments!” 

    Mala did not lower her shield, nor did she lower the muzzle of her longstaff. “Abbas. Where are my prisoners?” 

    Abbas’s fleshy face paled. “The prisoners?” he squeaked. Then he darted his eyes to one of his mechs, as they all scattered to gather refreshments that Mala did not want. “Bren! Where are the prisoners?” 

    The mech named Bren halted and spun, smiling, with his hands clasped politely at his waist. “They’ve departed, Lord Warden.” 

    “Departed?” Abbas cried, and for all the drama that he embued the word with, Mala was sure that he already knew. “How on earth could this happen? Who is responsible for allowing the prisoners to depart? I believe I gave specific orders! These damned mechs, you’ll all be the death of me one day!” 

    Bren just kept smiling. “Of course, Lord Warden. Whimsby took them. He said that you had given orders to have them released. This all occurred while you were unconscious, so I was unable to verify—” 

    “Enough!” Abbas snapped. Mala watched his Adam’s apple bob. He turned back towards her, and spread his hands again, going into a half-bow. “It seems there has been some confusion. And I, uh…it seems…” 

    Mala extinguished her shield and stepped towards him. Her boots clacked a slow, inevitable rhythm on the tile floors. Her longstaff hummed eagerly in her grip. Her mind felt afire, heat creeping up the back of her neck. 

    Abbas wouldn’t meet her gaze. “Uh…it would appear…which is to say…I believe…or perhaps…” 

    “Abbas, Abbas, Abbas,” Mala hissed. “Your ineptitude knows no bounds.” 

    “Inept?” He squirmed. “Perhaps a strong word, not that I would ever disagree with someone so…ah…so…” 

    “Ready to kill you?” She offered, taking another step closer to him. 

    He fixated on the muzzle of her longstaff. “Ah…hm…that seems a drastic measure to take, wouldn’t you say?” 

    Mala eased forward one more step, until the blade of the longstaff hovered, inches from Abbas’s flabby neck. “Oh, it doesn’t seem so drastic to me. You give me intelligence, hoping to get on my good side. You promise me that you’ll have the prisoners waiting for me, in irons, alive. You promised me, Abbas. Do you know what I normally do to people that break their promises to me?” 

    Abbas’s eyes fluttered. A greasy sweat broke out on his forehead. “Well, ah, I believe you typically slaughter them in the dueling arena, but such a thing would be very unfair, as I am not Gifted and cannot possibly fight you.” 

    She snapped the longstaff away from his neck so quickly that he gasped. She slammed the butt of it down on the ground, cracking the marble. “You’re right, Abbas. You’re not Gifted. You’re just…human.” 

    “A bit harsh—” 

    “No more,” she snapped. “I’d rather speak to someone who actually seems to know what’s going on. Bren. Approach, please.” 

    Bren hurried over, not sparing a glance at his master. He knew the protocols. Mala was a demigod. Abbas was just the Lord Warden. “Yes, Paladin Mala? How can I be of service to you?” 

    “Come with me,” Mala said, giving Abbas one last withering glance before spinning and heading for the front doors, at which there were now posted the servants that should have been there in the first place. They opened the doors for her as she approached. “When did they leave?” 

    “Three minutes and twenty-seven seconds ago, Paladin Mala.” 

    Mala hit the front steps, angling for the skiff that she’d landed close by, forgoing the formality of landing on the lawn. “What mode of transportation did they use?” 

    “A skiff, Paladin Mala.” 

    “You may stop calling me Paladin Mala,” she said. “Describe the occupants of that skiff.” 

    “Of course…ma’am…one smaller young male by the name of Perry, a tall young male by the name of Sagum, a young woman by the name of Teran, and a rather large man who appears to be a former legionnaire named Stuber. And of course, one of our own mechs, named Whimsby.” 

    Mala stopped and turned on Bren. “One of your own mechs? So Abbas gave an order to have them released?” 

    The anger came flooding back to her. Her grip tightened on her longstaff again, and she had every intention of barging right back through those doors and splattering that fatbody all over his marble atrium. There was no shortage of Un-Gifted to replace him as Lord Warden. 

    “No, ma’am, Abbas gave orders for them to be captured.” Bren’s brows creased, looking confused. “Whimsby appears to be suffering from some unknown malady of the core processor. He defied Abbas’s orders and went against protocol. It was all very strange.” 

    Mala had been to Praesidium twice before. She recalled Whimsby, as he was not difficult to forget. He dressed in a most unusual fashion, and spoke oddly. She’d never given it much thought, as she assumed that these were protocols from many hundreds of years ago when Whimsby had been created. 

    Now she wondered if it wasn’t something else that caused his eccentricity. 

    Another failure of Abbas. He should have identified that and handled the problem. 

    She really should kill him. No one would begrudge her. 

    Three and a half minutes, she reminded herself. More like four now. 

    Time was running short. She leapt from her spot on the steps, launching herself into the air and landing gracefully on the deck of the skiff. She looked down over the side to where Bren smiled up at her. 

    “Which direction were they headed?” she demanded, her fingers tapping through the liftoff procedures as she spoke. 

    “Due east, ma’am,” Bren said. “If it might be helpful, they are still on Praesidium’s long-range scanners, though I think they are flying low through the valleys, as their signature is going in and out. Would you like me to direct that information to your console?” 

    “That would be very helpful, Bren.” Mala yanked the controls and the skiff rose with such blistering speed that a normal human would have been plastered to the deck. Once she had enough altitude to clear the roofline of Praesidium, she punched the thrusters to max speed. 

    Out of the clouds far to the northeast, she saw a flurry of small black shapes appear. 

    The praetors. 

    Let them go through Abbas first. It would allow Mala to maintain her precious headstart on them. 

     

    *** 

     

    “Perry!” Teran called out to him, struggling in his direction along the deck of the skiff. The footing was uncertain with Whimsby’s sudden changes in direction, following the meandering path of a river below them. 

    Perry crossed around the front of the control console and met her halfway. The wind was loud, and whipped at Teran’s hair, but at the speed they were going the nose of the skiff seemed to create a bubble of dead air right above the deck, so that they didn’t have to shout to hear each other. 

    She was slung into a rifle that looked like a newer, sleeker version of Stuber’s old Roq-11. She thumbed the strap where it sat against the skin of her shoulder, and leaned into Perry. “We’ve got a problem.” 

    “We’ve always got a problem,” Perry said. “What’s the new one?” 

    “We found something when we were searching,” her eyes scoured over Perry’s, and he didn’t like the expression in them. “Sagum called it a mainframe. It had a bunch of information on it. We were able to access a map that let us see…” her eyes stretched wide as though re-imagining the wonder of it. “…Like, the whole fucking world, Perry.” 

    Perry stood there, not having an inkling of where she was going with this, but really worrying about the part where she said it was a problem. 

    She shook her head. “Perry, we’re nowhere near the East Ruins.” 

    “What?” he nearly shouted. “What do you mean nowhere near? Like, we’ve got a few more miles to go?” 

    “Like a few hundred more to go.” She cringed. “At least.” 

    The skiff jolted through another sharp canyon turn, and Perry seized Teran’s shoulder by reflex. His stomach felt sick, and it had nothing to do with the motion of the craft. 

    “A few hundred,” he echoed finally, when he’d gotten enough saliva back in his mouth to make his throat work. “At least.” 

    “At least. We weren’t able to take a good measurement. I’m just guessing.” 

    Perry seized on some silver lining: “But you did find it? It really does exist?” 

    She nodded. “It’s on the map, anyways. It’s all the way across the land. All the way to the ocean.” 

    “It’s in the ocean?” 

    “No, it’s right on the edge.” 

    “A city on the edge of the ocean,” Perry gaped. How on earth could they manage such a thing? His brain dredged up an image of Karapalida, with half the city in water. Was that what made it the ruins? Had it always been on the edge of the ocean, or had the ocean crept up on it? 

    But it’s there, he told himself. And if it’s out there, then you can still complete your mission. 

    “A few hundred miles,” Perry said again. “That could wind up being a problem if we don’t have enough juice on this skiff. I mean, I could see us walking for a hundred miles or so, that’s not so much bigger than the Glass Flats, right?” 

    “But what if this shit goes down soon?” Teran pressed. “We need to know what we’re in for.” 

    “Whimsby!” Perry called as he turned. He stalked—a little awkwardly—back to the control console. 

    Whimsby’s eyes were ahead, his hands on the controls. “Yes, Master Perry? Something I can do for you?” 

    “First off, where are you taking us?” 

    “East, goodsir.” Whimsby looked at him and held his gaze, even as he piloted the skiff through a narrow gap between two ridges. “I was under the impression that you wanted to go to the East Ruins. Is that not the case?” 

    “No, that’s the case. How far is the East Ruins from Praesidium?” 

    “From Praesidium, it is four-hundred-and-two-point-three-six miles.” 

    Perry choked, though there was nothing in his mouth. “Four hundred?” 

    “And-two-point-three-six miles, yes. From Praesidium.” 

    “And how far is it from us right now?” 

    “At the point that you asked the question, we were three-hundred-and-eighty-two-point-zero-seven miles from the East Ruins. Or at least, from the center of the East Ruins. Give or take five miles if you are referring to simply the start of the city.” 

    “Whimsby!” 

    “Yes?” 

    “We’re never going to make it that far!” 

    “No, we won’t.” 

    “Well, how far are we going to make it?” 

    “At our current altitude and atmospheric conditions, and averaging for the somewhat serpentine course we are having to take, we will likely be airborne for another thirty-seven miles. Roughly.” 

    Perry steadied himself on the console, gawking at Whimsby. “That’s over three hundred miles left to walk!” 

    “A very astute observation, goodsir.” 

    “We don’t have enough supplies! We can’t walk that far!” 

    “Well, you won’t be flying, so…” Whimsby stopped. A frown creased his brow. He twisted where he stood and looked behind them. 

    Perry craned his neck and looked over Whimsby’s shoulder to where the mountains receded behind them, their peaks turning blue and hazy with distance. “What? What’s wrong?” 

    Whimsby turned back around. “We’re being followed.” 

    Perry squinted his eyes, but could see nothing but the mottled colors of the wooded mountains. If Whimsby had seen anything, it had been by using vision far superior to human eyes. “You’re sure?” 

    “Quite sure. One skiff. Single occupant.” Whimsby glanced at Perry. “It appears to be a paladin.” 

    Perry swore. “Does this thing have rear guns?” 

    Whimsby shook his head. “They’re not made for dogfighting. Weapon pods are in the fore only.” 

    “We’re not going to outrun them,” Teran said from beside Perry. “We don’t have enough juice for it.” 

    “I know.” Perry held up a hand, his brain shooting through a handful of bad options and not liking any of them. “Whimsby, I can’t see them. Can they have seen us?” 

    “I’m uncertain on that. Paladins have better eyesight than normal, but I’m not certain they’ve spotted us visually just yet. They may have us on scanners, though.” 

    A half-assed plan started to form in Perry’s head, but it was better than standing around with no idea of what to do. “Okay, hold on, Whimsby. Just keep flying. Don’t let them know we’ve seen them.” 

    “Naturally.” 

    Perry hauled for the fore of the ship. Stuber stood, face to the wind and body locked into the weapon pods. It was a standing arrangement with two controls, one for each hand, that targeted the two big cannons on either side of the nose. 

    “Stuber!” Perry called, slapping him on the back. 

    Stuber turned and raised an eyebrow in response. 

    “We’re being followed by someone. One skiff. Single occupant.” Perry left out the paladin part. No need to get everyone discouraged about their dismal chances. Though in the case of Stuber, it may have just riled him up. “I’m going to have Whimsby drop us in behind one of these peaks and when the skiff comes by I want you to light their ass up, can you do that?” 

    “Ha!” Was Stuber’s only reply. He snugged into his controls, smiling. 

    “I’ll take that as a yes,” Perry said, then stumbled back to the aft. “Whimsby, find some place to put us so that the other skiff won’t see us. When they fly by, Stuber’s going to fire on them.” 

    “An admirable proposition,” Whimsby said. “Unless they have us on scanners.” 

    “If you go low, won’t our signature be blocked by the mountain?” 

    “I can certainly try,” Whimsby said, looking around at the terrain flying by them. “But I make no promises.” 

    “That’s alright, promises tend to not work out anyways. We’ll adapt.” 

    “There,” Whimsby said, nodding straight ahead to a rocky outcropping that jutted off the otherwise sheer face of a mountain side. “I’m going to pull us in to a hover right behind those rocks and pull up close to the mountain.” He amplified his voice. “Passengers please hold on, I’m about to execute a somewhat aggressive maneuver.” 

    Sagum’s head popped up from where he was hunkered down against the wind. “Aggressive maneu—?” 

    As the rocky outcropping roared towards them on the left, Whimsby yanked the controls in a variety of rapid directions. The skiff slowed dramatically, knocking Perry and Teran into each other. They maintained their feet only by clutching the side of the console. 

    The aft of the skiff swung around in a tight spin, and then Whimsby jerked the throttle backwards, sending the skiff hauling in reverse, straight at the mountain. 

    “Gods in the skies!” Sagum wailed. 

    Perry felt like the air had been sucked from his lungs, which he was actually glad for, because he might’ve screamed as the rock face loomed ahead of them and he swore that Whimsby truly had gotten a wire crossed and aimed to plant the skiff right into the stone. 

    But then in another sudden deceleration, the skiff pulled to a complete stop. 

    The cliff face was close enough to the aft that Perry could reach out and touch it. To their right, the rocky outcropping was speckled with gnarled pines, the branches dusting the side of the skiff. 

    Perry gulped a breath of air. “Threaded the needle a bit there, huh, Whimsby?” 

    Whimsby smiled. “My piloting is very accurate. Stuber, standby for contact. The skiff will arrive in approximately twenty seconds.” 

    Stuber keyed the holographic sights and they jumped into the air in front of his face, the reticle searching for something to lock onto. 

    “Teran! Sagum!” Perry marched through the center of the skiff towards the fore. “Get ready!” 

    “What are we gonna do with a couple of rifles?” Sagum said, but rose to his feet, shouldering a rifle identical to Teran’s. 

    “You’re going to shoot at them,” Perry said, frowning as he passed the man. 

    “But carefully,” Stuber called over his shoulder. “Don’t shoot me in the back.” 

    Perry parked himself at Stuber’s side, his longstaff raised, his mind connected to it, and in his shield as well, waiting to trigger it if need be. 

    “Ten seconds,” Whimsby called out. 

    Stuber’s targeting reticle danced about, moving to a boulder, then dismissing it, then to a tree across the valley, and dismissing it also, and then jiggled about as though frustrated that there was nothing to kill. 

    Stuber took in a deep breath through his nose and blew it out through pursed lips. 

    “Don’t get nervous now,” Perry said, though his own voice was tight. 

    “There’s nothing wrong with nervous,” Stuber grunted. “For instance, I’m nervous that Sagum’s going to shoot me in the back of the head. We just can’t be fearful. Which is why my focus remains outward. Even though I’m about to get shot in the head.” 

    “He’s not going to shoot you in the head.” 

    “I’ll believe you when he doesn’t shoot me in the head.” 

    The roar of an approaching skiff reached them, and built rapidly. It seemed to come from all around them, echoing off the mountainsides.  

    Perry’s longstaff hummed in his hands. 

    The roar reached a heightened pitch. 

    And then suddenly cut out. 

    “What—?” Perry started. 

    The skiff swerved around the edge of the outcropping, thirty yards in front of them. But it wasn’t broadside to them, as Perry has been expecting. It faced them, full on, gunpods brought to bear. 

    Perry had no time for a cogent thought. 

    The muzzles of the enemy gunpods flared, and by reflex, Perry thrust his shield out in front of them, forming a shimmering, conical shape directly in front of their skiff, which was as far as Perry was able to project it. 

    He immediately knew he’d made a mistake. 

    In the same instant that Perry activated his shield, Stuber fired both gunpods. 

    The effect was immediate and devastating. 

    The world in front of Perry’s face was suddenly engulfed in fire, the shockwave of Stuber’s rounds slamming him in the face and chest like he’d run full-on into a stone wall. He felt his body flying backwards as bits of shrapnel hissed through the air around him. He saw them, in that instant of flight, but he couldn’t hear them. They looked like insects, splitting the air, leaving tiny contrails in their wake. 

    He hit the deck of their skiff, his spine crunching beneath him. He felt a ruin come upon him that was beyond the sensation of his physical self, it was inside of him, and a part of him, a part of his mind. 

    My shield! 

    The double blast from both Stuber’s gunpods, and the enemy’s, had reduced his shield to the sensation of fizzling sparks in his mind. It was completely obliterated—at least for the moment. Would it recharge? And how long would that take? 

    Perry rolled, struggling up to his feet and gasping air through a throat that felt scorched and raw. His lungs smarted as he filled them, like they’d been burned. Through his ringing ears, he registered Stuber cursing everything and everyone in one breathless litany. 

    The world around him pitched and rolled, and he thought that his balance was off until he blinked and realized they were plummeting through the air, the skiff yawing violently as it did, branches crashing against the sides and rear. 

    Perry grabbed the siderail and clung to it. “Whimsby!” 

    “One moment!” Whimsby’s amplified voice called out. 

    All around them, the mountainside whirled by in a blur of gray stone and green pine. 

    Perry struggled against the forces pulling him in every direction and looked upwards. The sky spun over his head, the enemy skiff about a hundred yards above them, dropping just as fast, though more controlled. 

    Perry realized that the longstaff was no longer humming in his hand. The sheer panic of the explosion and their sudden descent had ripped him out of the The Calm. 

    “Perry!” Stuber’s rough voice yelled. 

    Perry managed to right his vision, all the world a tilt-a-whirl in the background. 

    Stuber clung to one of the gunpod controls, his teeth bared, his eyes wide, his face a mask of blood. And that, perhaps more than anything else, injected a dose of fear straight to Perry’s heart. 

    “Shoot the motherfucker!” Stuber bellowed, thrusting a finger skyward. 

    I can’t! Perry thought, but didn’t have the breath for. 

    He had to slow his brain down. He had to calm himself. He had to get back to the red… 

    The skiff under his feet stopped its flat spin. Stabilized. Alarm klaxons blared out from Whimsby’s station, but his voice came through calm: “There we go. Hang on.” 

    Calm. 

    The skiff shot forward, and up. 

    The enemy craft roared past—close enough that the passing wake of airflow ripped Whimsby’s jacket around him. His hat flew off of his head, but he snatched it with a lightning quick hand before it got more than a foot from him and rammed it back on his head. 

    They were tilted up, rocketing skyward at a steep angle. The deck beneath Perry’s feet became forty-five degree slide, his feet shooting out from under him. 

    Underneath them now, the enemy skiff pivoted and roared after them, bringing its guns to bear on their aft. 

    Perry let go. Of the siderail, and of the fear in his gut. 

    He was weightless for a moment, sliding down the deck on his ass… 

    But the red. It came swooping back into him. 

    His longstaff vibrated in his grip. 

    His feet hit the rear rails of the skiff, which had now become his floor. 

    “Keep it steady!” Perry shouted at Whimsby, and then leaned out over nothingness. 

    The enemy skiff pursued, matching their angle, its gunpods rotating up to target them. How was a single demigod doing that? Could they control the gunpods from the aft console? 

    They’re in the aft. 

    Perry couldn’t push his shield more than ten feet in front of him. Could this demigod do any better? 

    Perry thrust his longstaff out over the side of their skiff, his eyes locking onto the enemy gunpods, and the longstaff seemed to adjust itself in his grip to match his aim. He fired. 

    A bolt of green lightning burst from his muzzle. 

    The enemy skiff tried to swerve, but the bolt of energy travelled too fast. It struck the port gunpod in an electrically-charged explosion, the head of the gunpod shearing clean off and spinning way into the air, trailing black smoke. 

    “Excellent hit, goodsir,” Whimsby said, casually. “Hang on to the rail, if you please…” 

    Perry just had time to grip the rail at his feet in one hand when Whimsby busted them into a hard right, and dropped altitude. 

    “Hit them again in the side!” Whimsby urged, uncharacteristic excitement in his voice. 

    The maneuver gave Perry two seconds of a good shot, before the demigod spun their own skiff about and fired a round from their remaining gunpod. It was a haphazard shot that screeched through the air just off their starboard side and impacted the face of the mountain a second later. But Perry had missed his shot. 

    “Master Perry,” Whimsby sounded disappointed. “Your reaction times will need to be honed. Next time I tell you to fire, do it immediately when I say.” 

    “Well, give me some fucking warning, next time!” Perry yelled at him as he fought to pull himself down against the G-forces that wanted him in the air. 

    “Very well,” Whimsby sighed. “Stuber! There’s an auxiliary cable to the left of the port gunpod controls. Do you see it?” 

    Stuber, still clinging to the controls, gaped at Whimsby, but then fought himself upright and looked. He seized a thick, black cord and brought it up. “This?” 

    “Yes, that. Standby for further.” Whimsby looked over his shoulder. “Master Perry, are you prepared to fire on the enemy skiff?” 

    Perry had negotiated himself into a position that allowed himself to cling to the rail with his legs and get both hands on his longstaff. “Yes.” 

    “When I execute this next maneuver, fire on them. Ready? Mark.” 

    “Mark?” 

    The skiff plunged again, but this time sweeping to the left in a tight turn around a mountain peak. To their rear, the enemy skiff swung up into Perry’s vision. Its right gunpod spat flame and another giant round blasted by, this time ripping the rail clean off, just two feet to Perry’s left. 

    He struggled to bring his longstaff around, then realized that it would target on its own. All he needed was a hand on it to connect. He focused on the enemy skiff as it positioned itself for another shot, and he felt the longstaff moving in his hands, apparently immune to the centrifugal force that Perry found insurmountable. 

    He fired again. 

    The green bolt slammed into the right side of the enemy skiff, near the aft. The craft pitched at a dangerous angle, spewing smoke and sparks from the hit. 

    “That was their stabilizer,” Whimsby called out. “Well aimed, goodsir. That’ll give us a moment or two.” 

    “What do you want me to do with this fucking cable?” Stuber demanded. 

    Whimsby leveled their craft and pulled the throttle back to merely-hair-on-fire. “There’s a panel on the front side of your left gunpod controls. Open that panel.” 

    With less forces pulling them every which way now, Stuber was able to clamber to the front of the control column. He ripped the panel away and tossed it overboard. 

    “Well, we might’ve needed that,” Whimsby mumbled to himself, and then, louder: “Right. Insert the male end of the cable into the matching female plug.” 

    Stuber’s eyes peeked up over the console, brows raised. “No time for sexy talk, Whimsby, this is serious!” 

    “No,” Whimsby sighed. “I mean—” 

    “He knows what you mean,” Perry said. 

    Stuber stood up. “It’s plugged in. Can I shoot now?” 

    “Just the left gunpod,” Whimsby answered. He glanced at Perry. “Your friend is odd.” 

    “You get used to him,” Perry answered, looking behind them. 

    The enemy skiff had gone into a flat spin when their stabilizer had been destroyed, but seemed to have righted itself now. It had dropped in altitude, and now began to rush up at them again, though it trailed an unhealthy-looking streak of greasy smoke behind it. 

    “They’re coming back!” Perry called. 

    “Stuber, get ready to target lock,” Whimsby called. “I’m going to swing us around to face them.” 

    Stuber launched himself back into the gunpod controls, this time focused only on the left-hand column. “Ready!” 

    “Everyone hold on,” Whimsby warned, and then without giving them much time to comply, executed a sphincter-puckering 180-degree turn in midair. Perry was slammed backwards into the aft rails, and Teran and Sagum, already on their knees, slid backwards five feet. 

    The second their nose faced the enemy skiff, Stuber’s targeting display flashed red and Stuber fired. There was a horrendous crash of metal on metal. The enemy skiff had taken the round dead center on its deck as it tried to rise towards them. A gaping, ragged hole stood out, the craft nearly ripped in half. 

    It began to plummet. 

    Whimsby whirled them around again, slamming Teran and Sagum into a pile of limbs against the port siderails. Then he decelerated, and turned to look behind them. 

    “Did I get them?” Stuber called out. “Are they dead? Did they die?” 

    Whimsby held up a hand. 

    He and Perry watched the enemy skiff. It seemed to fall for a long time. Every time Perry thought for certain that it was about to crash into the mountainside, it went a little further. Until it didn’t. By then it was just a dark shape way below them. He couldn’t see the occupant through the billowing smoke. And then it impacted in a shockwave of dirt and shredded trees. 

    Whimsby lowered his hand. “Yes. They died.” 

    “Oh.” Stuber twitched the gunpod controls around a bit, the big-barreled weapon pivoting about aimlessly. “Okay then. I only got to fire three rounds, though. Kind of a shame.” 

    Whimsby glanced at Perry. “Now that was excellent reaction time.” 

    Perry rolled his eyes. “I hear it all the time, Whimsby.” 

    On the deck, Teran extricated herself from Sagum and stood up, casting a wide-eyed look at Whimsby. “These things need chairs. With seatbelts.” 

    Whimsby shrugged. “They’re not really meant for dogfighting, mistress.” 

    Sagum staggered to the siderail and leaned over, puking a stream of bright yellow that ribboned out behind them. 

    Stuber approached, inspecting Sagum’s spew. “Should’ve eaten that food. It would’ve settled your stomach.” He clapped him on the back. “But I suppose if you ate like a grown man, then you might look like one too.” He walked away, smiling, and winking at Perry. 

    Teran stopped him. “Stuber. Your face.” 

    Stuber touched his face and inspected the blood on his fingertips. He stuck out his tongue and tasted it, as though expecting it to be some condiment leftover from eating. “Yes. I appear to be bleeding.” 

    Teran reached up—she had to stand on tip-toe—and grabbed the ex-legionnaire by the sides of the head, pulling his face down so she could inspect it closer. Stuber allowed it, but looked disgruntled. 

    “You got a shard right next to your eye.” 

    “Well, I guess I’m very lucky then, aren’t I?” He shot a look towards Perry. “Lucky that Shortstack didn’t kill me with that shield stunt.” 

    “You’re alive, aren’t you?” Perry said. 

    “Oh, that reminds me,” Stuber said, looking towards Sagum, though he couldn’t turn his head all the way, as Teran tried to dig the piece of shrapnel out with her fingers. “Sagum! You didn’t shoot me in the head! Good job!” 

    Over the siderail, Sagum lifted a thumbs up, and then went back to puking. 

    “Hold still,” Teran ordered Stuber. “Stop talking.” 

    Bent at the waist so that she could operate, Stuber looked skyward, longsufferingly. 

    Teran bared her teeth, and plucked a long shard of black metal from the skin of Stuber’s cheek, less than an inch below his eye. She held it up. “That would have blinded you for sure.” 

    Stuber looked at Perry. “It would have blinded me, Perry.” 

    “Maybe even gone through into your brain and killed you,” Teran added. 

    “Maybe even killed me,” Stuber said to Perry. “Did you hear that? Perry? Do you feel bad?” 

    “A little,” Perry sighed, slumping against the rear railing. His knees shook. He kept his hands on his longstaff so the others wouldn’t see them trembling. 

    Teran took Stuber’s big hand and pushed his finger against the bleeding slit in his skin. “Hold that there. Sit down so I can get the rest of that shit out of your face. Is anyone else injured?” 

    Sagum came up for air, gasping and coughing. “Yes. I think something’s broken inside of me.” 

    “Something besides your pride?” Teran asked. 

    Sagum shook his head. 

    It was right about then that another klaxon began to sound from the control console. 

    Whimsby looked down at it. “Oh my. Well, dear friends, it appears we won’t be going much farther in this skiff.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

    THE CROOKED HILLS 

     

    They got another five minutes out of the charge on the skiff before it began to automatically decelerate and descend. Whimsby pulled it into a small clearing, and then glided it backwards until it bumped against an overhanging tree—trying to hide it from view as much as possible. 

    At that point, the skiff gave a sad little tone, as though disappointed with itself, and lowered to the ground. 

    Perry slid down off the deck, much easier now that the skiff wasn’t floating. It felt good to have his feet on solid ground again.  

    And this ground! This earth! 

    He knelt, running his fingers along the grass that grew in clumps here, about calf-high. Half brown, and half green. But it was grass. The entire clearing was grass. “Does someone maintain this?” Perry wondered, gazing about him. 

    Whimsby looked down at him from the deck. “No, Master Perry. It’s simply grows wild.” 

    “This shit just…grows?” Perry stared at the grass blades. “All on its own?” 

    “This land was not scorched as bad as in other places. It took several decades, but life here returned to normal. Or…somewhat normal.” 

    Perry pressed his fingers through the grass blades and into the dirt underneath. “It’s wet.” 

    “Yes. Dirt is like that.” 

    Perry stood up, unable to control a small laugh of wonderment. “Not where I come from, Whimsby. Where I come from we have dust. And it gets wet one of two ways—because we irrigate it, or because we bleed on it.” 

    “You could also pee on it,” Stuber called out from where he rummaged around in the storage compartments of the skiff. “Or spit on it.” 

    Perry stood up, wiping his hands off on his pants. “Whimsby, what did you mean by ‘somewhat normal’?” 

    Whimsby inspected Stuber’s work for a moment, and then looked at Perry. “That requires some explanation. Which I’ll be happy to give you once we’re on the move. For now, suffice it to say, things in these hills are not as nature intended them to be.” 

    Sagum poked his head up, still looking a little green. “The hills. Are these the Crooked Hills? I saw that on the map.” 

    “Indeed they are,” Whimsby answered. “Stuber, you won’t find much of use in that compartment. In the port compartments, though, there should be emergency rations and water, as well as ammunition for our weapons.” Whimsby hopped down from the skiff. “Obviously, I do not need food or water, but I can still carry supplies for the group.” 

    Perry gestured to him. “What about your, uh, batteries?” 

    “My core will run without maintenance for five years. Provided our little excursion doesn’t go past that, I should be fine.” He nodded to the landscape around them. “Keep a sharp eye, Master Perry. The Crooked Hills have many oddities. Most of them unpleasant, and many of them unfriendly.” 

    Perry looked around them. East of the clearing, he saw no more mountains. If he faced west, he could see their peaks behind them a few miles, some of them still crisp and clear, but most of them hazy with distance. It seemed the land gradually flattened out from their current position. 

    Which would be great. Particularly given the distance they had to travel. 

    “How far are we away from the East Ruins now?” Perry asked. 

    Whimsby faced northeast, as though he needed to look in the direction of the East Ruins to judge the distance. “From our current position, we are three-hundred-and-forty-three-point-eight-seven miles from the edge of the East Ruins.” 

    Perry patted him on the shoulder. “In the future, you can just give me a round number. Also, you can stop calling me Master Perry.” 

    “Stuber calls you Shortstack and Halfbreed. Which is your preferred designation?” 

    Perry gave a flat smile. “Just ‘Perry’ is fine.” 

    Stuber had now located the appropriate compartments and started heaving over boxes and satchels of supplies. Teran and Sagum hopped down and began organizing what they had into piles. 

    “That’s enough, Stuber,” she called after a moment. “We got as much weight as we can realistically carry.” 

    Stuber propped himself up on the railing and inspected the piles. “That small pile there. Is that for Sagum?” 

    Sagum squinted up at him. “Yes, it is. And that big one is for you.” 

    Stuber nodded. “As it should be. Each day we travel, I’ll give you one item from my bag. By the end, you’ll have strong legs like me. You’ll be proud of yourself, the ladies will find it sexy, and you’ll learn to carry your own weight. It’s a win-win.” 

    “As we travel,” Teran said. “Our loads will get lighter, because we’ll be eating and drinking from them.” 

    Stuber vaulted down out of the skiff. “Ah. You’re right. Smegma, I’ll add rocks to your pack. Don’t forget, I’m supposed to be training you to fight.” 

    “Carrying weight makes you a better fighter?” Sagum asked, sardonically. 

    “No. Carrying weight makes you less of a bitch. Being less of a bitch makes you a better fighter.” 

    Teran squatted at one of the piles, looking up at Perry and rubbing her jaw thoughtfully. “What’s the mile count now?” 

    “Three-hundred-and-forty,” he answered. 

    She nodded. “Estimating that we keep a three-mile-an-hour pace, walking for at least eight hours every day…” She looked upwards, calculating. 

    Whimsby provided the answer: “Which will put as at the East Ruins in roughly fourteen days. Twelve if we walk for nine hours a day. Eleven if we walk for ten. Ten days and nine days for eleven and twelve hours of walking, respectively.” 

    “Right.” Teran frowned down at their supplies. “We’ve got enough supplies for maybe five days.” 

    “We can hunt and forage on the way,” Perry offered. “And it seems like there’s a lot of water around here.” He looked to Whimsby for confirmation. 

    Whimsby nodded. “There is adequate water. Food will be questionable. I’m not entirely sure how much in the Crooked Hills is genetically safe for humans to eat. It’s not really been a factor I’ve ever had to consider before.” 

    “Genetically safe?” Sagum asked. “Like, the plants are poisonous or something?” 

    Whimsby made a noncommittal noise. “That. And the animals.” 

    Everyone stared at him, waiting for an explanation. 

    Whimsby clapped his hands. “I see you all have many questions. First, let us pack our supplies and depart. Then I will explain. Teran, I am capable of carrying five-hundred-and-thirty pounds indefinitely over uneven terrain.” 

    She raised her eyebrows at that. “I’m not sure we have a bag that will hold that much, Whimsby. But I’ll pack the heavy stuff in yours.” 

    “Gods,” Stuber said, smiling. “It feels good not to be the only strong person around anymore. This will feel like a vacation. I’m already relaxed.” 

    Perry looked down at Whimsby’s damaged leg. “So…uh…sorry about that. Will you still be able to move okay?” 

    Whimsby looked down at it. “It’s not ideal. There will be some unfortunate wearing of the joint. Perhaps Master Sagum can assist me in tinkering it up to nominal specs.” 

    Sagum approached at the mention of his name, looking delighted to be of use—and also probably to get his hands into the workings of another mech. “I can take a look at it now, while Teran’s dividing up the packs.” 

    The supplies from the skiff only came with three actual packs, none of them particularly large. With some creative lashing, Teran was able to piece together a bulky stack of ammunition and water for Whimsby to carry, with two makeshift shoulder straps from some cabling harvested from the skiff. 

    While she worked, Perry watched Sagum poke around in Whimsby’s leg. Whimsby and Sagum chattered back and forth of diagnostics and ambulatory mechanics and pressurized lubricants. None of which made any sense to Perry. But Sagum seemed able to assist, and right around the time that Teran finished lashing the enormous pack for Whimsby, Sagum declared the damaged joint to be “good enough.” 

    Whimsby flexed it experimentally. Then nodded. “You are quite the talented mechanic, Master Sagum. It’s not a permanent fix, but by field-expedient standards, I believe you’ve outdone yourself.” 

    Sagum glowed at the praise.  

    Teran wasn’t able to lift Whimsby pack when she was done, but Whimsby swung it up onto his back and stood straight under the load. He assured her the uncomfortable-looking straps wouldn’t bother him. 

    More water, the food rations, and a medical kit, were distributed amongst the three packs. What they couldn’t fit into the packs, they drank and ate until they were on the verge of discomfort. The ration bars were the same ones that Perry had already tasted, back when he and Stuber had been hauling Teran’s unconscious body around with them. Bland, sweet, and unobtrusive. 

    After some general ego-fueled argument, it was eventually decided that the packs would be rotated every time they stopped to eat and drink or make camp. Except for Stuber’s pack. Stuber insisted on carrying it all the way. 

    “I’ll take the lead,” Whimsby offered. “My enhanced vision and hearing will be valuable as a point person, and, of course, I know where I’m going.” 

    Perry gestured for him to go right ahead, and they departed, crossing the clearing, and entering into the woods on the other side. As Perry stepped into the shadows of the trees, he detected that low hum again—the same he’d heard in Praesidium. He forced his feet to keep moving, but he tilted his head, as though to try to see if he could hear it differently from another angle. 

    It seemed to move through him. All around him. Not quite a noise, but more of a pressing vibration. Unpleasant. Discordant. 

    “Something wrong?” Whimsby asked. 

    Perry jerked his head up. The hum immediately dissipated. “No. I’m fine.” He reached up and stuck an index finger in his ear and wiggled it, wondering again if he was hearing something, or simply suffering from some inner ear problem. 

    “So, the Crooked Hills,” Perry said, shifting the focus away from himself. 

    “Yes.” Whimsby considered it for a moment. “Do you recall what I told you about the polymorphs?” 

    “The genetic scrambling,” Sagum offered up. “Because of the Glass Flats. Because of the weapons the gods used when they destroyed the world.” 

    Whimsby nodded. “Indeed. That was a lie.” 

    “Oh,” Sagum said. “It sounded plausible at the time.” 

    “When encountering wasp-men and raccoon-bears, one does experience a suspension of disbelief, so I understand. Also, I apologize for the deception. It was part of the protocols.” Whimsby picked his way over a downed tree. “It is true that there is genetic scrambling that occurs around here. However, the source of that scrambling is not due to the weapons the gods used to destroy the world. The source of that scrambling comes from the East Ruins itself.” 

    Perry stopped walking. “Wait…so…it’s in the air or something?” 

    Whimsby bobbled his head. “I suppose you could describe it that way. Now, I don’t have all the answers—there are things even I have not been able to find out—but from what I have been able to study, there appears to be some source of energy radiating out of the East Ruins. The closer an organic lifeform comes to this energy, the more its DNA gets scrambled. How exactly it ends up getting mixed with other lifeforms is unknown to me, but the effects of it are observable.” 

    Perry looked eastward, his throat drying up. “So, as we speak, our DNA is getting scrambled. And as we get closer it’s going to get scrambled worse.” 

    Whimsby tilted his head thoughtfully. “Well, I had not considered that point until just now. But yes, I suppose it is.” 

    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Sagum pumped his hands in the air. “I don’t wanna come out of this thing with two heads.” 

    Whimsby smiled sympathetically. “Rest assured, there are not many two-headed organisms for your DNA to get crossed with.” 

    “Whimsby,” Perry said, sternly. “That’s not the point. We’re organic lifeforms. We can’t have our DNA getting mixed up.” 

    Whimsby nodded, stroking his chin. “Yes, I do see your concern. However, you can be at peace in knowing that the process is a long one. The polymorphs took eons to form into what they are today. I do not think you will experience much DNA-crossing in the relatively short amount of time you’ll be exposed to this energy. Now, your cells may mutate a smidgen, and later in your life it’s possible you may experience strange growths in various organs in your body. But that is only my theory, and even if it is true, wouldn’t manifest for many, many years.” 

    Whimsby simply started walking again, as though all fears had been adequately put to rest. 

    Sagum gaped after him. “Wait. Are we still doing this? Are we going to have raccoon-bears growing out of our chests when we get old?” 

    Whimsby laughed. “I doubt it will be anything so identifiable.” 

    Stuber shrugged and started walking after him. “Honestly, Sagum, do you really think you’re going to live that long anyways?” 

    Perry forced his feet to start walking, and patted Sagum on the shoulder as he passed. “Come on, Sagum. Sounds like shit to worry about later.” 

    “Just think,” Stuber called out over his shoulder. “If you’re one of the heroes that helped save humanity, the ladies probably won’t even mind if you have a raccoon-bear on your chest. It’ll be endearing. And you’ll have a great story to tell.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Mala thrust the twisted metal panel off of her and glared up at the sun that blinded her. 

    Well, she thought. That didn’t go the way I wanted. 

    The half-breed was more trouble than she’d expected. It was clear that only being half-demigod had not rendered him half-Gifted. He had all the capabilities, it appeared. Worse, he had the equipment. 

    Was that Selos’s longstaff he’d used against me? 

    She was flat on her back in the wreckage. She leaned up, hesitantly. Her body ached from the thrash of the impact, but she didn’t think anything was broken. She sat up and looked herself over. Acrid smoke wafted around her, stinging in her throat. Her battle uniform was dirty and scuffed, but otherwise whole. And her legs were there.  

    She’d had a momentary concern that they would be missing. 

    She swayed to her feet. Her chest throbbed when she breathed, but she thought it was only bruising. She’d had broken ribs before. This was not the same feeling. 

    She steadied herself on a mangled piece of her skiff. She allowed her mind to slip into Confluence. She felt the presence of her shield, but it was too expended at the moment to activate. The blast that had destroyed her skiff had taken her shield to quarter power, and the impact with the ground had used up the rest. 

    But it had saved her life. Without it, there wouldn’t have been much left of her. 

    Where was her longstaff? It must’ve been thrown from her when she’d crashed, though she couldn’t recall. The moments after the blast were hazy. Just a blur of fire and smoke and mountainside streaking by. 

    Her equilibrium had returned enough that she felt she wasn’t about to pitch over, so she released the bent remnants of the skiff and staggered over to the pile of debris that she’d extricated herself from. She kicked a warped piece of metal aside, hoping to find her longstaff underneath, but there was only a nest of melted wiring. 

    “Primus help me,” she ground out, looking skyward as if the gods of old watched her from the heavens. 

    And that was when she saw her longstaff. 

    Hanging delicately from one of the topmost branches of the tall pine tree against which the tumbling wreckage of her crash had terminated. She smiled wryly at it. “Now how did that happen?” 

    Feeling more whole just at the sight of it, she stepped out of the wreckage, hands held out for balance—she still wasn’t quite right—and walked to the base of the tree. 

    The first branches were well over ten feet above her head. If her shield had recharged enough, she could’ve used it to pulse the air around her, giving her the ability soar up the tree. But she didn’t have her shield. Yet. 

    Climbing was out of the question. The demigods of House Batu knew better than to test their luck. Batu was the Trickster, and he did not spare his descendants. If she tried to climb in her current state, she’d wind up with a dizzy spell halfway up and a forty-foot drop to a broken back. 

    She craned her neck—which hurt—and squinted up at the longstaff. It was perched, just right there. A stiff breeze would cause it to fall, but of course, the air was still. Batu, she was sure, was laughing at her. 

    She shoved the tree with both hands. It garnered barely a quiver. She gave it a solid shin-kick, which trembled the tree a little more, but not enough. If she kicked any harder, even her dense bone structure might crack. 

    Growling under her breath, she backed up a step, then put everything she had into a front kick. 

    Bark flew. Her foot tingled from the impact. But the tree shook. 

    She snatched the longstaff as it fell. Immediately she felt its presence and connected to it. 

    “Not so bad,” she said, limping slightly as she wound her way through the rubble of the crash site. The longstaff vibrated in her hand. And her shield was repairing itself. Small, steps, but she wasn’t finished yet. Not by a long shot. 

    Dueling might be seen as a frivolous sport, but the training for dueling was what mattered. The slash and bite of the longstaffs in the arena was only brief amusement. But the hours spent preparing for those moments were what had hardened her. Built her fierce determination. Given her the power over her body that she summoned now to press down the pain, to trivialize the injuries, and to focus on the task at hand. 

    By the time she rounded the southern edge of the mountain into which she’d planted her skiff, her shield was at half-stength, and her body felt much looser after moving for a while. The aches and pains were dull and inconsequential. If she kept smothering them, they would snuff out soon enough. 

    She looked up at the mountain. It was a smaller one, not as jagged as those around Praesidium. These were old mountains, beaten down by millenia, and further east, they would only be hills. The one above her might be her last opportunity to get a high vantage point at what lay ahead. 

    She activated her shield, feeling more solid by the second. It thrummed around her, a familiar comfort. She bent low to the ground and gave a powerful thrust of her legs. She flew into the air a solid six feet and then, as she began to fall again, pulsed her shield. 

    She shot into the air, gliding up the side of the mountain, hours of trekking on foot reduced to just a few heartbeats’ worth of flight. She landed at the top, on a small, smooth section of stone that wind and weather had scoured clean of dirt and trees. She wobbled, but managed not to pitch off the narrow mountain face. 

    She looked east. East was where they were headed. And to what ends? The only thing east of them was terrain crawling with mutated life, and then the ocean. 

    And the East Ruins. 

    How much did they know? Did they know the danger that they were in? Did they know the danger they might awaken? Or was that what they wanted? To destroy the paladins even if it meant destroying the entire world? Could they be so foolish? Or desperate? 

    Mala could not answer that. But she knew one thing—they weren’t flying to the East Ruins. Bren had sent her the remote diagnostics of the skiff they’d stolen. She knew they only had a short time left in the air. And the rest of the time, they would be on foot. 

    And they could not hop from peak to peak and from ridge to ridge like Mala could. 

    Perhaps the half-breed had figured that out, but she thought it was unlikely. That was a skill that could not be figured out on your own. It had to be taught. The half-breed might be able to activate his shield and fire energy from the longstaff, but there was much he wouldn’t know how to do because he’d never been tutored by a master, as Mala had. 

    It would not take her long to catch up to them. What happened after that was up to the half-breed. 

    Mala leapt off the face of the mountain, and glided over thin air to the next ridge. And from there to the next hill. Hours of trekking by foot, reduced to a few heartbeats of flight. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

    GENETIC MALADAPTATIONS 

     

    Teran and Sagum took up the rear of the column, as they moved steadily through a completely alien terrain. 

    Teran couldn’t keep her eyes from wandering up the massive trees that surrounded them. “These things are so huge,” she murmured, goggling up at the height of them, their crowns towering thirty and forty feet in the air. 

    Sagum sweat profusely, despite the fact that the air here was much cooler than they were accustomed to in the plains and Wastelands back west. He tried to mask the fact that he was out of breath, but Teran heard the strain in his voice as he spoke. 

    “I wonder how much of the world used to look like this.” A barely concealed gasp for air. “Before the gods destroyed everything. And also—” Huff “—why these mountains and hills were left standing.” He swiped a wrist across his sweaty brow. “What I’m seeing doesn’t seem to fit with what we’ve ben told.” 

    Teran eyed him. “You still have doubts about Perry’s father?” 

    Sagum managed a shrug. “I doubt everything until I see it for myself. That’s kind of what makes us Outsiders. Heretics.” 

    “Cato’s message said that there were lies in the Ortus Deorum. I think that what we’re seeing is proof of that.” 

    Sagum cast her a sidelong glance, his eyes twinkling. “I think you’re prone to believe whatever Perry believes.” 

    Teran frowned. Almost stopped walking. Her heart did a jig in her chest, like being caught red-handed, so she immediately erected the necessary walls. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

    “Oh, nothing,” Sagum sighed. “Only that I see the way you act around Perry.” 

    Teran turned away from Sagum to hide an indignant flush of her cheeks. “Bullshit. I think I argue with Perry more than Stuber does.” 

    “Exactly.” 

    “You’re talking out of your ass.” 

    “No, see, that’s the point.” Sagum pushed a small bit of brush out of his way, then pointed at Teran. “You argue with Perry because you’re massively invested in him. It’s fairly obvious. And, if I were to take a guess, I’d say that’s the same reason why Stuber argues with him.” 

    Teran shook her head. “So, you’re claiming that both Stuber and I have feelings for Perry?” 

    Sagum chuckled—a little breathlessly. “Well, yes and no. I think you and Stuber are both invested in Perry for different reasons. Stuber seems to be invested in him because Perry has given him hope for a normal life—a life in which he’s no longer a fugitive. I think your feelings towards Perry are a little more…hm…personal. In both cases, it explains why everything Perry says hits you two on such a personal level. If you weren’t so invested, you wouldn’t have such an emotional response to him.” 

    There was one small part of Teran that recoiled from this statement, realizing that Sagum had hit on something truer than she cared to consider. She’d never thought of Sagum as the perceptive type. And that made it easier for her to buckle down and dismiss his observations. 

    “You’re ridiculous,” she snapped, cringing at her own defensiveness, then quickly covered it up. “I’m here for one reason and one reason only: Our people back home. We have to give them a chance to get out from under the demigods, and not have to hide in hovels and caves for generations on end. That’s why I’m here. That’s the only reason I’m here.” 

    Sagum smiled as he trudged on. “If you say so.” 

    “Yeah, I do say so.” They marched on for another moment. Teran felt Sagum’s bemused attention still on her. She needed to deflect. “What about you? You think you got everyone else figured out, but why are you here?” 

    “I’m a doubter,” he replied simply. “I doubt everything I hear. I doubt the Ortus Deorum. I doubt the word of Cato McGown. With that comes a certain…I don’t know…we’ll call it driving curiosity. I’m not content to sit back and doubt. I want to know. I need to know. I need to see it for myself.” 

    “Curiosity is a helluva thing to risk your life for.” 

    “Depends on how strong the curiosity is. Me, I can’t stand not knowing. I’d never be able to live with myself if I had an opportunity to see the truth with my own two eyes and passed it by. It would haunt me for the rest of my days. And I’m not willing to be haunted.” 

    “Well, I hope you discover what you’re looking for.” 

    Sagum smiled at her again. Winked. “I hope you do, too.” 

    Teran thought she’d deflected his unwanted attention. When it came back onto her, she felt heat creep up her neck, and disliked everything that told her about herself. 

    She shifted the shoulder straps of her pack and quickened her pace, leaving Sagum behind. 

     

    *** 

     

    The first sign Perry had of anything being wrong was when Whimsby halted. 

    He raised his hand, and the others trundled to a stop in a single file line. Perry immediately behind Whimsby, and then Stuber, and then Teran, and lastly, Sagum, panting and looking both pale and flushed. 

    Teran gave Sagum a frown. “You were always so good in the mountains.” 

    “Not the same,” Sagum grunted. “The air here. It’s so wet. I can’t breathe. And I’m not used to hiking with a hundred pounds on my back.” 

    “Teran seems fine,” Stuber commented without turning around. 

    Whimsby wiggled his fingers. “Quiet, please. I’m listening.” 

    Perry stepped to his side, careful not to crunch the leaves around him. So many leaves. So many trees. So much fucking life. It was outrageous. Perry peered through the forest, which he found to be disorienting. It was such a mess. Too many shapes, and lines, and colors, everything going every which way. 

    Perry was used to sand, and rock, and flatness. He was used to being able to see to the horizon. These woods felt claustrophobic. 

    “What are you listening for?” Perry whispered after a moment of silence. 

    “Paws,” Whimsby answered. “The rustle of fur against leaves.” He turned his head slowly, from right to left. Then stopped. Pointed. “There.” 

    Perry saw nothing but more trees. “I don’t see anything.” 

    “No. I can’t see them either. But they’re there.” Whimsby drew his revolvers and nodded in the other direction. “We should go this way. Quietly.” 

    They began to walk again, navigating to the right of their original course, and going much slower than before, picking their way along and trying to be stealthy. 

    “What are they?” Perry asked. 

    Whimsby shook his head. “I’m not entirely sure. But there’s six of them. Bipedal. Furry. Approximately two hundred pounds each.” 

    Perry felt his skin prickle like he was being watched and looked again in the direction Whimsby had heard the sound, but again perceived nothing beyond the shadows and branches and tree trunks. “You can tell all that by listening to them?” 

    Whimsby nodded. “And they’re predatory, I believe.” 

    “Well, that’s fucking fantastic,” Perry hissed. “How do you know that?” 

    “Because they’re trying to move downwind of us.” 

    Perry looked to Stuber. “You catching all of this?” 

    Stuber scanned, his rifle up, directing his attention to the left. He nodded. “I heard.” 

    Perry snapped back to Whimsby. “How far away are they?” 

    “One hundred yards or so. Spread out. Flanking.” 

    “Should we run?” 

    Whimsby shrugged. “Not sure how much good it would do.” 

    “You’re very casual about all this.” 

    “Well, they’re not going to eat me. I’m made of metal.” 

    “Good. You can distract them then.” 

    “Capital idea.” Whimsby stopped and turned. “They’re getting closer.” 

    Sagum fixed Whimsby with wide eyes. “Then why are we stopping?” 

    Whimsby stared into the trees. “I doubt we’ll outrun them. Might as well see what they want.” 

    “Oh. Well. From what you said, it seems like they want to eat us.” 

    “Perhaps. Or perhaps they want to talk.” 

    Sagum wiped sweat out of his eyes. “Talk.” 

    “Not everything in the Crooked Hills is a mindless eating machine. Just…most things. Perhaps these are intelligent. Perhaps they simply want to know why we are in their territory. It might be possible to converse with them somehow and…” Whimsby stopped and tilted his head. “No, they’re running now. I do believe you’re right, Sagum. They do want to eat you.” 

    “Alright,” Perry snapped, abandoning any pretense of stealth. “Everyone get close to me!” 

    They formed a tight circle with Perry at the center, dropping their packs as they did. Stuber to his right, his rifle snug against his cheek. Teran followed suit, looking infinitely more comfortable with the rifle than Sagum did. Whimsby stood at the front, revolvers held low.  

    His head twitched upward. “Interesting. Four of them are in the trees now.” 

    Perry heard it then. A rapid crashing through the underbrush. 

    Dead ahead of them, movement. The swaying of a tree. A dark brown shape leaping through the air, and then disappearing behind leaves. 

    “Oh, shit,” Sagum groaned. “What was that? Did you see that?” 

    “Yes,” Whimsby said. “It appears to be at least partially primate.” 

    Perry didn’t want to wait any longer. He activated his shield, encompassing the five of them in a shimmering dome of energy. The wet leaves around the perimeter sizzled and smoked and blackened. 

    And Whimsby promptly pitched over onto the ground, convulsing. 

    “What happened?” Sagum shouted. 

    “I don’t know!” His attention was split, staring at how close Whimsby had fallen to the shield—a few inches to the right and he’d had have chopped the top of his head off—and a cluster of branches dead ahead that thrashed, a heavy weight bearing down on them. 

    Something thudded to the ground just behind them and Perry spun, coming face-to-face with something he couldn’t quite describe in the moment. It was everything Whimsby had said it would be, and then some stranger parts. He caught sight of a cluster of black eyes, and a maw that stretched open, revealing a set of knife-like incisors. 

    Then it vomited. 

    The stream of yellowish bile struck the shield in a projectile jet, seeming to spread rapidly instead of dripping down. It sizzled and sparked, and as Perry stared at it he registered his shield draining. He couldn’t see the creature past the splatter, but then it leapt backward, hooking itself onto a tree trunk and shimmying up. 

    Perry followed it with his longstaff’s muzzle. “It just puked on my shield!” he yelled in disbelief. 

    “Perry!” Teran cried out. “Help us!” 

    Perry whirled and found Teran and Sagum struggling to pull Whimsby back away from the shield. The convulsions that wracked his body had worked him even closer and the brim of his hat had singed. The mech’s eyes remained wide open, as though seeing something terrifying. 

    Perry stooped and snatched an available foot and hauled backward, expecting Whimsby to move easily with the three people pulling him. Perry jerked and nearly fell over, like a dog running out of chain. Even without his pack, Whimsby was unbelievably heavy. 

    “Stuber!” Perry called. “We need a hand!” 

    Stuber snapped his eyes down to Whimsby and then bent, grabbing the mech by the arm. “On three! One-two-THREE!” 

    The four of them pulled, and Whimsby slid across the ground a few feet. 

    “Gods in the skies!” Stuber gaped. “He must be solid fucking steel!” 

    “Behind you!” Perry yelped, pointing. 

    Another dark-brown shape hit the ground just outside the shield and belched caustic bile across the surface of it, then leapt backwards, scuttling on all fours to the safety of a thick tree trunk. 

    Stuber tracked it with his Roq-11. “The hell are they doing?” 

    “That shit they’re spitting out,” Perry said. “It’s killing my shield!” 

    Stuber rounded on him, his eyes wide and intense. “How long can you hold the shield up?” 

    “I don’t know!” Perry found himself bearing down, as though on a terrible inner pain. He felt the depletion of his shield in an almost empathic connection to the clasp. Cold sweat beaded along his hairline. “Maybe another minute or two?” 

    Sagum stood over Whimsby, slapping him in the face. “Wake up! Whimsby! Wake the fuck up!” 

    To Perry’s surprise, Whimsby blinked and inclined his head. His eyes jerked in separate directions like he had no control over them. He opened his mouth and issued an eerie electronic warble, like a computerized groan. 

    Within that strange, ear-aching noise, Perry detected a single word: “Shield!” 

    Sagum snapped his head up to Perry. “You gotta extinguish your shield!” 

    Perry goggled at him as another shape appeared at the corner of his vision—another polymorph running in at them, casting its juices all over the dome that protected them. “I’m not extinguishing the fucking shield!” 

    Sagum thrust a hand at Whimsby. “It’s screwing him up!” 

    Perry fought to think. He turned a rapid circle, now perceiving that the horde of beings had them surrounded, inching closer as their acidic spray spread across the dome, crackling and weakening it. Like they knew it was about to fail. 

    Six. There were six. 

    Can we take out six? 

    But did they have a choice? The shield was going to fail any moment now, Perry sensed that like a part of him was dying. For a moment, he felt the panic rising, pulling at him, tearing his mind out of The Calm. 

    “Don’t let it control you,” Perry whispered to himself as he continued to turn, counting creatures as they danced back and forth, seeing how agile they were, how quickly they moved, how strong the sinews looked, corded under matted brown fur. “Let the fear bore holes through you. You can do nothing about it. Death waits in the wings.” 

    “Perry!” Sagum slapped him on the shoulder. 

    “Alright!” Perry snapped, the tethers of fear breaking, allowing his mind to sink back into The Calm where he needed it to be. 

    “Everyone back to back!” Stuber commanded. “Stand over Whimsby!” 

    The four of them formed a tight square, with Whimsby’s jerking body in the center, their weapons up. 

    “Pick a target,” Stuber barked. “Perry, give us a countdown!” 

    Perry started to say “Three,” meaning to countdown, but then he felt the shield sputter, like a candle in the wind. “Now!” he bellowed. 

    The shield disappeared. The remnants of the polymorph’s bile disintegrated into a mist of fine droplets that hung in the air. 

    Perry let out a blast of energy from his longstaff as automatic gunfire erupted from behind him. The green bolt smashed into one of the polymorphs, ripping it in half vertically. The others surged forward with desperate hunger. 

    Perry swung to the left, staring down his next target as it launched itself into the air, coming straight for him. 

    Whimsby picked that moment to lurch to his feet, upending Perry and sending him sprawling into the dirt. He fired the longstaff by accident, straight into the dirt, creating an explosion of earth that scoured his face and blinded him. 

    The polymorph sailed through the air that Perry had so recently inhabited, slamming into Whimsby with a dull sound of flesh on metal, like it had run into the side of a buggy. 

    Perry rolled, blinking dirt out of his eyes. His vision was hazy and garbled. He saw the brown shape of the polymorph rebound off of Whimsby and tumble to the ground, not a yard from Perry’s feet. Whimsby whirled drunkenly, his eyes still going every which way. His dual revolvers searched for a target and fired haphazardly, the bullets lancing the ground just to the left of Perry’s head. 

    Perry flinched away from it. “Whimsby! Stop shooting!” 

    If Whimsby heard, he didn’t obey. He staggered out of the circle, his revolvers firing rapidly, but not hitting anything as he turned in the direction of the polymorph that had tried to tackle him. It scraped across the ground, clawed fingers and toes kicking up dirt and leaves as it got to its feet again. 

    By pure chance, Whimsby’s whirling revolvers crossed its path and caved in its face. 

    Next in line was Teran. 

    “Teran! Duck!” Perry screamed. 

    Whimsby’s revolvers went empty just before he slaughtered Teran. His feet didn’t seem able to keep up with the direction of his body and he slammed into the ground again, rolling and grunting as he pawed at his ammunition belt. 

    Teran had ducked anyways, and now spun on her knee, bringing her rifle up as she did. Wide eyes affixed on something over Perry’s shoulder. “Perry! Lookout!” 

    Perry had a slim second to simply look behind him—upward, as he lay on his back—and see the shape of the thing coming at him. It hit him with full momentum, its jaws clamping down on Perry’s shoulder. He screamed as he felt those long incisors penetrate down to the bone. He lashed out backwards with the blade of his longstaff and felt it connect in a hiss and splatter of dark red blood. 

    The creature screamed, its mouth so close to Perry’s head that it seemed to pierce his ear drums, but it refused to let go. It began tearing its head back and forth. Perry felt his body leave the ground as he was jerked about like he weighed nothing. 

    He caught a flash of movement in all the tumbling. Teran charged into him, ramming the muzzle of her rifle straight into the polymorph’s wide, flaring nostrils, and she fired a three-round burst. 

    Perry felt the concussion of those rounds go through his entire body, hitting him in the face like a punch, and hammering in his wounded shoulder. 

    The thrashing stopped. Perry, dazed, and barely able to think, just rammed the blade of his longstaff repeatedly against the vestiges of the thing’s head. It held him, the teeth still in him. 

    “Perry!” Teran flinched back from his wild blows. “Hold still!” 

    The command hit a small part of his brain still capable of reasoning, and he stopped striking at the jaws that held him. He registered, in a strange, distant sort of way, that he’d been completely jerked out of The Calm—his longstaff blade was dark, unenergized. 

    Teran slipped her fingers under the creature’s jaw and pried upward. 

    Perry watched with wide, horrified eyes, as six inches of blood-stained tooth was extracted from his flesh. Teran shoved whatever remained of the beast away from Perry, and the second he was freed he rolled away from it. 

    He tried to get to his feet, leaning out on his wounded arm by instinct, and it collapsed under his weight, planting his face in the forest floor. 

    “Easy, Shortstack,” a familiar rumble reached him, and he’d never before been so happy to get manhandled by Stuber, as the big man wrestled Perry to his feet and steadied him with two hands on his shoulder. 

    Perry goggled about him, searching for more threats, trying to find The Calm again as his mind started to right its capsized self. “Did we get ‘em?” he stammered. “Where are they?” 

    “Hey, whoa, easy,” Stuber shoved Perry’s searching longstaff down. “We got ‘em all. Stand down. Chill out.” 

    Perry’s gaze fell on Whimsby, who was now seated on his ass, his legs sprawled out in front of him, thumbing a cartridge into his revolver. “Oh, gods,” Perry mumbled. 

    Whimsby wore an uncharacteristic frown of concentration. He snapped the revolver’s cylinder shut and started to bring up his revolvers, his wild eyes still zig-zagging about in his metal skull. 

    Perry, Stuber, Teran, and Sagum all shouted in unison: “Stop!” 

    Whimsby jerked the revolvers up at them, and for a brief moment, Stuber released Perry and snatched up his rifle, clearly intending to end the mech before he could end them. 

    Just as Stuber’s rifle came to bear, Whimsby flicked his revolvers upwards, decocking the hammers. His eyes swirled in smaller and smaller circles and then finally came to rest on Perry, focused. 

    He blinked. “Dreadfully sorry. Did I unintentionally shoot anyone?” 

    Stuber lowered his rifle. “You just about capped Teran, but no, we’re all good here.” 

    Sagum crossed to the mech, kneeling down in front of him. “What the hell happened?” 

    Whimsby looked about him as though he didn’t recognize where he was. His eyes went from body to dead polymorph body, and Perry realized he was taking a quick tally. “Ah. I see you got all six. Excellent work.” 

    “Whimsby,” Sagum pressed. 

    Whimsby looked at him. “Yes?” 

    “What happened?” 

    Whimsby frowned. “Sorry. My core processor is in the middle of a diagnostic sequence. It will be a moment before I can access my short term memories. Please be patient.” 

    Sagum looked back at the other three, flummoxed. 

    Teran stepped up to Perry’s side, eyeing his mauled left shoulder. “We need to patch that up. Gods know what kind of shit is in those things’ mouths.” 

    “Caustic vomit,” Stuber pointed out. “We know that one for sure.” 

    Teran gave an evaluating gaze at all the human members of their crew. “Did anyone else get hurt?” Sagum and Stuber shook their heads. She turned back to Perry. “How about you sit down?” 

    Perry nodded and tried to sit, then almost dropped. Stuber caught him by his good shoulder and eased him down to the ground. 

    “Thanks,” Perry winced. 

    Teran and Stuber took knees beside him. 

    Teran pulled his shirt over his shoulder and pulled at the skin, exposing the deep bite marks. Perry watched with his teeth bared. “Those were long fangs,” she said. “I’m concerned about internal damage. How’s your breathing?” 

    Perry took an experimental breath. “Seems fine.” 

    Stuber took interest in one of the holes that was a few inches south of Perry’s collar bone. “Take a deep breath. Deep as you can.” 

    Perry did so. 

    Stuber nodded his approval. “No bubbling or hissing. And you feel like you can breathe deep?” 

    Perry nodded. 

    “Well, good,” Stuber smiled at him. “That means your lung’s not punctured. Probably.” 

    Perry groaned. “Why do you always have to put the caveat on the end?” 

    Stuber looked at him blankly. “Because I don’t know everything. Shocking as that may seem.” He jerked his head behind him. “Teran, grab the medical kit from my pack.” 

    Teran rose and went to his pack and began rummaging through it. 

    Whimsby stood up suddenly. Perry and Stuber’s attention shifted to him. He looked at the revolvers in his hands as though he found it fascinating that they were there. “How odd,” he said. Then he spun them in his fingers and they landed into his holsters. He looked up at their stares. “My central processor has completed its diagnostic, and I’ve reviewed my short term memory. Mistress Teran, I apologize for nearly shooting you in the spine. Perry, I apologize for nearly shooting you in the head. Twice.” 

    Sagum stood up. “So do you know what happened?” 

    “Unknown anomaly,” Whimsby answered, his usual cheery tone returning to him. “I’ve been near to demigod energy shields several times, however, I’ve never been inside of one. It apparently has a bad effect on my circuitry. In the future, Perry, I’ll remain outside your shield, should you need to activate it.” 

    Sagum scratched his jawline and uttered a mystified, “Huh.” 

    Whimsby patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t fret too much. An odd problem, but a simple solution.” 

    Perry eyed the mech. “So…everything’s alright now? You’re…good to go?” 

    Whimsby smirked. “By which you mean to ask, am I going to randomly go haywire and try to shoot everyone?” 

    Perry shrugged. Yes, that was pretty much what he’d meant. 

    Whimsby shook his head. “No. I was attempting to fire on the polymorphs, however, the synchronicity of my ocular sensors and targeting data was getting…hmm…disrupted.” Whimsby strode to Perry. “Would you care for a diagnostic? I can scan your wound, if you’d like.” 

    “Uh…” Perry wasn’t sure what a scan entailed. But the bite wound throbbed monstrously, and he was willing to give it a shot. “Sure?” 

    Whimsby stared at the shoulder for a moment. Then he jerked his head up. “Interesting findings.” 

    Perry felt a little sick. “Like what?” 

    “Mostly muscular damage,” Whimsby answered. “That bite mark there, under your clavicle, appears to have impacted your first intercostal nerve. You may have nerve damage. Difficult to diagnose that from a scan. Regardless, once the pain recedes, you’ll experience numbing of your left arm and it might be somewhat difficult to move for the next few days. Also, there appears to be some foreign matter in the bite wounds—bacteria from the polymorph’s mouth. You’ll want a strong round of antibiotics.” 

    Perry felt a flush creeping up his scalp and he blinked away a wave of faintness. 

    Stuber took him by his good shoulder. “You alright there, Shortstack?” 

    “Mm-hm. I’m good,” Perry croaked. “Teran, you catching all this?” 

    Teran returned with the medical kit, nodding. “Yeah. Inter-whatever nerve damage and nasty spit in the wound. Got it.” 

    Whimsby bent down and pointed to the various punctures. “Might I suggest that you irrigate all the puncture wounds. You may want to debride this slash on the top of the shoulder blade. A numbing agent applied here and here should eliminate most of the pain. For our purposes, you may consider sealing each wound, as I would be concerned more about infection from them being open than being closed. Anything trapped should be handled by a strong dose of antibiotics.” 

    Teran looked up at Whimsby with a quirked eyebrow. “You wanna do it?” 

    Whimsby knelt. “No offense intended, Mistress Teran.” He appropriated the medical kit from her. “But it may be faster if I do. And might I also suggest that we not hang out too long in one spot? With so much blood in the air, there’s bound to be other less-than-friendly creatures scenting it out.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Mala landed in a tiny clearing amidst trees at the top of a hill. The ground around her shifted and sizzled under the burn of her shield, but she extinguished it a moment after. 

    She listened carefully. She’d heard the gunshots when she was five hills over. A rapid smattering, aggressive and sudden and over so quickly it could have only been a fight. A fight with what? Had the praetors already found them? Surely not. She wasn’t positive that the skiffs hadn’t managed to slip by her unseen as she’d been making her way from hill to hill, but it was unlikely. Also, they would probably stop at the crash site of her skiff to investigate it, as it was an identical craft to the one her targets had escaped on. 

    No. It couldn’t be the praetors. 

    But what, then? 

    The wind blew in the wrong direction. It was at her back. She’d heard the rattle of gunfire, but she wouldn’t be able to hear much else with the wind carrying it away. 

    And her lines of sight were shrinking. Now in the foothills of these mountains, there weren’t enough tall peaks that gave a commanding view. All she saw were trees. 

    She briefly considered doubling back and attempting to commandeer another skiff from the praetors, who were most likely at her crash site. But she had a lead on them, and she wasn’t going to give that up. 

    She activated her shield and flew into the air again, coming into something of a controlled hover, though the wind pushed her around and it was difficult to maintain a specific altitude—much more easy to go up or down. She hung there in the air for a moment, scanning around her as best she could, but there was nothing to be seen. She descended back to earth. 

    Swearing to herself, she made off again, going with the wind. That was where her quarry were heading. It was her best chance of picking up their trail. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

    THE KING AND THE DEVILS 

     

    The group continued on until the light began to fade from the sky. 

    Whimsby had led them to a river that flowed out of the mountains, heading to the east, and he chose to follow its northern bank. Their progress was quick in certain parts, and mired by swampy inlets at others. Whimsby struggled most in these areas, his heavy pack planting him in the mud so even with his superior strength he found it difficult to move. 

    Perry found himself straggling, taking up the rear guard with Stuber. Whatever Whimsby had stuck into his nerves to block the pain had begun to wear off and his shoulder and chest throbbed along with the beating of his heart. Despite being able to feel the pain, his arm itself seemed numb, by virtue of the pinched nerve, Perry guessed. His fingers and palm prickled like a limb just waking up. He could move his arm, but it was sluggish, and its range of motion was lackluster. 

    Teran had taken Perry’s pack ahead of schedule, because the straps would have ground against his open wounds. He didn’t like making her pull his weight, but she insisted, and ultimately, it would probably be best for him to heal faster. 

    “How you doing, Shortstack?” Stuber asked him as they walked, side by side. His eyes never ceased to move, to scan, to evaluate his environment.  

    Perry’s did the same. There’s nothing like being mauled by a mutated creature to drive home the point that the Crooked Hills were hostile territory. 

    “I’m making it,” Perry answered. He gestured ahead. “You don’t have to hang back here with me.” 

    “It’s fine,” Stuber said dismissively. “Otherwise I’d have to hear Smegma whining the whole time. Besides, I figure I should keep an eye on you. Make sure you don’t pass out.” 

    “Very altruistic of you.” 

    “It’s important to take care of your wounded,” Stuber said. “Back in the legions, they never let us. If you fell on the battlefield, you were simply left for dead. There wasn’t a man among us that didn’t feel the wrongness of that. It’s nice to feel like you’re doing the right thing for a change.” 

    Perry eyed the big man for a moment before returning to scanning. “Everyone’s expendable to the demigods.” 

    They walked in silence for a ways before Stuber spoke up again, as though his train of thought had looped him back around to the conversation. “Makes a man wonder what they really want.” 

    “How’s that?” 

    “They have weapons and capabilities beyond any normal man. I have a hard time believing that if they really wanted to be victorious, they wouldn’t use them. But instead they just use us. Humans. And it never seems like anything ever really happens. For hundreds of years, nothing has happened. No significant ground taken. None lost. Just an endless stalemate, despite the fact that the paladins have the power to end it all if they chose.” 

    It was a thought that most people, at some point in time or another, had entertained. The problem with people, is that when they felt that they had no control over things, they tended to shove the inequities under the rug. Because what were they going to do? Fight back against the demigods? They’d be slaughtered. So they chose instead to rationalize it away. 

    “Perhaps,” Perry said, musing on one of those rationalizations. “They don’t want to fight each other. Maybe it’s a code they have, or something. They all descended from the sons of Primus, right? So maybe they just refuse to fight their own blood. We seem willing enough to do it for them.” 

    “Perhaps,” Stuber said, in a tone that suggested he didn’t buy it. 

    As daylight dwindled, Whimsby led them to a portion of the river that was overhung by rocks. Here the bank was narrow and they had to walk single-file with the rocks on their left, and the river burbling to their right. Their feet sunk deep in the wet sand. 

    “So much water here,” Perry said, unable to stop constantly noting the plentitude of natural resources—resources that people in the scorched plains back home would kill to have access to. It forced his mind back to the farming freehold of his youth. How hard everyone had worked to scratch a subsistence from the barren landscape around them. 

    But they managed, didn’t they? With solar and wind, and deep wells to draw up precious water from beneath them. They made just enough to keep on living. Never enough to grow. Only enough to survive. 

    How easy would it be for the demigods to pipe all this water over to the places near the Glass Flats that needed it the most? Did they simply not care, or was there some important reason for it that Perry couldn’t understand? 

    Eventually, Whimsby stopped, looking at the rocks to their left. “Well,” he said happily. “It’s not Praesidium, but I think it’ll do for the night. Yes?” 

    The group piled up, squeezing close together in their sodden boots with the river lapping at their ankles. 

    It was a cave in the rocks, carved out by eons of high-waters, but the floor of it was a few feet above the surface of the river, and looked dry. 

    Stuber nodded. “Not a bad choice, Whimsby. One way in. It’ll bottle neck any hostiles that show up. Protected from the elements. Looks cozy enough for me. As long as there aren’t polymorphs or nekrofages hiding in the back.” 

    “Nekrofages?” Whimsby chuckled. “I didn’t take you for a man of fantasy, Stuber.” 

    “I have many fantasies,” Stuber answered, stepping up to the sand-covered rock floor of the cave. “Most of them involving beautiful women. But the nekrofages do exist.” He proffered his left forearm for Whimsby’s inspection, where the puckered bite wound was still healing. “One of them gave me this.” 

    Whimsby frowned at it. “You sure it was a nekrofage?” 

    “Humanoid? Completely fucking insane? Very bitey? Glows green?” Stuber smiled. “Pretty sure it was a nekrofage.” 

    “Fascinating,” Whimsby uttered. 

    The group of five made camp in the cave as the sky outside turned red-washed, like Perry’s mental images of The Calm. Whimsby explored the rear of the cave with his enhanced eyesight and hearing, and Stuber followed him, because he was the type that wouldn’t sleep on someone else’s word that all was safe. Perry watched Stuber’s weaponlight exploring the darkness. The cave went further back than he’d thought. 

    When they’d confirmed that the cave was uninhabited, they moved further into it, so that the world and the sky outside was a small patch of red that simmered in the distance. They chose a plateau of rock, slightly higher than the rest of the cave floor. Further back than that and it got damp, with water trickling in tiny streams. 

    “I think we’re far enough back that a light from a fire won’t be too pronounced,” Whimsby observed. “Obviously, I’m not in need of a fire, but if it would provide some comfort to my human compatriots, I’m more than willing to make one.” 

    “Please, by all the gods,” Sagum groaned, slipping his pack off. “Make the fucking fire.” 

    No one argued. Even Stuber didn’t object, or tease Sagum for wanting the comfort of warmth and light. Perry thought it sounded pretty good himself. 

    Whimsby offloaded his cumbersome pack and rummaged around through the various containers Teran had lashed together, coming up with a small tube. He opened it and deposited a small, white cylinder of some powdery substance. “This should burn for roughly eight hours.” 

    Stuber propped his pack against the cave wall and leaned back on it, gesturing to Perry. “Go ahead, Perry. Light it up.” 

    Perry grimaced. “You really want an energy blast in here? Last time I did that in a tunnel, it caused a cave in.” 

    Whimsby waggled a small, silver device in the air. “I’m more than capable of lighting it, Perry.” 

    Stuber waved Whimsby off. “Perry can do it. Go ahead, Halfbreed. Show us what you got.” 

    Perry sighed, gripping his longstaff in his one good hand. “I dunno, Stuber. We don’t have a lot of these things and—” 

    “All the more reason to practice,” Stuber said. “Time and practice, Shortstack. Time and practice.” 

    Perry grunted, then pointed the longstaff down at the white cylinder. The longstaff hummed as he dipped into the red. Gently. 

    “Whimsby,” Teran murmured. “You may want to step back.” 

    Whimsby took a step backwards, watching Perry curiously. 

    Ease into it, Perry told himself. Control it. 

    He felt his consciousness as though it were in the back of his longstaff, and sliding slowly down it. It was a very strange sensation, compared to the suddenness with which he usually blasted the energy out—all of his mind releasing at once, like an explosion. 

    But he’d felt it before. And failed. 

    Easy. Easy. 

    To Perry’s surprise, he watched the muzzle of the longstaff begin to glow. His eyes went wide. “Oh. That’s never happened before.” 

    “Be quiet and concentrate,” Stuber gruffed at him. 

    Perry kept feeding his mind down the length of the longstaff, just bits and pieces, portioning himself out, but not allowing it to release. The glow at the end of his longstaff turned into a green ball of light. It swirled and crackled, and Perry almost lost it, almost shot it off. The more it grew, the more difficult it was to control. It seemed to want to blast away. 

    Perry found himself pulling back now. Reigning his mind back in, and yet the ball of energy continued to grow. For a moment, his nerves jangled about inside of him, nearly yanking him out of The Calm, but he took a breath and let it out slow and continued to hold his mind under his own control while the energy ball built, and built, until it was nearly two feet in diameter. 

    The edges of the energy ball touched the white cylinder and it burst into flame. 

    Perry’s eyes danced in the firelight, a smile coming to his lips. Which immediately vanished. The ball was still growing. “Shit. What do I do now?” 

    Stuber shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I don’t know how you work that thing.” 

    “What am I supposed to do with it?” Perry found himself fixated on it, willing it to stop growing, but now it was about three feet across. “I can’t just fire it off in here!” 

    Stuber backed away from the growing orb. “Just, uh, suck it back in or something.” 

    “It’s not a spit ball, Stuber!” 

    “Well, I don’t know!” Stuber said, shimmying sideways now. “But definitely don’t fire it off.” 

    Perry felt the energy of it, pulsing, irate, destructive. More powerful than any bolt of energy he’d produced out of the longstaff in a single go. If it flew out of the muzzle of his weapon, Perry was pretty sure it would disintegrate them all. 

    Calm. Be calm. Don’t let the fear take control. 

    Perry had to be the one in control. 

    Just go backwards, he thought. You put yourself into the staff, now take yourself back out of it! 

    Involuntarily, Perry found himself sucking air through pursed lips, as though it really was a spitball, despite what he’d said. He pulled on it, strained at it, like a powerful beast on the end of a leash… 

    And then he felt it flowing backwards, those pieces of himself coming all the way back through the longstaff, and back into him. Reincorporating with him. It was the oddest sensation. But it was working. The ball of energy was shrinking now, faster than it had grown. 

    And then it blipped out. 

    Four people and one mech, standing around a small, hotly-burning cylinder. 

    “Whoof,” Perry let out all the air he’d sucked in. “Did you see that?” 

    Stuber clapped his hands together a few times and settled back into the spot he’d vacated to escape the growing orb. “Good job, Perry. See? You just suck it back in.” 

    “That’s not exactly what happened,” Perry said, but didn’t add that it wasn’t too far from the truth. Occasionally, you just had to deny Stuber so that he didn’t get too full of himself.  

    “Well, regardless,” Stuber said, leaning forward and unlacing his boots in front of the burning cylinder. “Thanks for the fire.” 

    Whimsby stood, frowning at Perry’s longstaff. “Most interesting. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a longstaff used like that before.” 

    “Yeah, well,” Perry eyed the weapon in his hand, feeling oddly light at heart and…well, good. “I think most demigods aren’t needing to start campfires out in the wilderness, huh?” 

    Stuber pulled his wet boots off, followed by his socks, and set them next to the fire. 

    “Do you have to?” Sagum groaned, wrinkling his nose. 

    Stuber nodded. “Yes. And you should, too. A soldier always takes care of their feet. You want them to rot off into nubs, just keep ‘em in those soggy shoes of yours. See what sort of bacteria develops. It’ll be a fun experiment.” 

    In the end, everyone save Whimsby took off their boots and socks and then the cave didn’t just smell like dank mustiness, now it smelled like dirty feet. Everyone’s toes were pale and pruny. But it was a shared misery, and a misery shared becomes something to laugh at. 

    “Careful, Teran,” Stuber said, smirking. “You’re starting to smell like a man.” 

    “No shit,” she said, taking a whiff of herself. “Thinking about a bathe in the river.” 

    “Oh?” Stuber said, raising an eyebrow. “Well, don’t let me hold you back.” 

    “Ah,” Whimsby raised a finger from where he sat on his pack. “I’d suggest not entering the river. There’s a strong possibility that the fish in there are…hmm…” 

    “Aggressive and want to eat us?” Teran offered. 

    Whimsby smiled. “More or less.” 

    Sagum, for once, was on Stuber’s side. “Shut up, Whimsby. If she wants to take a bath, she can take a bath.” 

    “Yeah, Whimsby,” Stuber said, eyeballing the mech. “She’s a strong woman. She can do what she wants.” 

    Teran sighed, shaking her head. She looked to Perry as though wondering if it would come from his quarter as well. Perry smiled and raised his hands in surrender. “Maybe we should eat?” he offered. 

    Teran pointed to him. “Hey. Your arm feeling better?” 

    Perry regarded his upraised left arm. “Oh. Yeah. I guess it is. Still hurts, but at least I can raise it now.” He flexed the arm. The wound still smarted when his skin pulled and shifted, but the tingling in his palm was gone. That was a relief. Maybe he wouldn’t suffer permanent nerve damage after all. You kind of needed both hands if you planned on fighting polymorphs. And demigods. And machines of terror and wrath. Etcetera. 

    Teran unloaded a portion of her pack, coming up with a ration bar for everyone, while Whimsby passed one of the water bladders around. While they crunched on carbohydrates and vitamins and amino acids, Perry fixed on Whimsby, across the fire from him. 

    “How far did we make it today?” 

    “Eighteen miles,” Whimsby said without looking up from the fire. “Approximately.” 

    Perry nodded. “Not bad for a half a day with a firefight in the middle.” 

    “Not at all,” Whimsby concurred. He met Perry’s gaze. “So, should we reach the East Ruins, what is your plan, exactly? What are you hoping to accomplish?” 

    Perry fiddled with his ration bar. “Well, Whimsby, I’m not exactly sure.” 

    Whimsby tilted his head. “It’s a very long way to walk to not be sure what you’re going to do when we get there.” 

    Perry nodded. “My father left me a message. On this message he told me that he’d discovered something in old texts referred to as ‘The Source.’ He said that was where the demigods got their powers from. He said it was in the East Ruins, and told me to go there, and find it, and figure out how to use it against the demigods. To empower the humans so that we could fight back.” Perry took a bite and shrugged. “So that’s what we’re doing. We’re going to the East Ruins. And we’re going to find this thing. And we’re going to…figure out what to do from there.” 

    “Hm,” Whimsby said, thoughtfully. “And you recall Warden Abbas telling you that there was nothing there that you should tangle with?” 

    Perry stopped chewing. “Yes. But Abbas lied. Didn’t he?” 

    “He lied about a great many things. But not that.” 

    Perry’s feelings of wellbeing fled from him. A knot began to form in his gut. “So there’s nothing there?” 

    Whimsby leaned back and regarded the ceiling of the cave. “Well, now, I wouldn’t say that there’s nothing. Just, perhaps, not what you’re thinking there is.” 

    “What’s there, then?” 

    “My duties as a ranger for Warden Abbas and Praesidium, over the last several hundred years, has entailed me patrolling these very hills. On some weeks I fly the hills. On some weeks I fly the mountains near the Glass Flats. Occasionally, I was required to go on longer missions and fly within view of the East Ruins.” Whimsby returned his gaze to the fire. Did he find the flames as fascinating as humans did, or was this an affectation, a part of his programming, to make him more human, like his expressions and mannerisms? “I was not permitted to fly into the East Ruins. There was a demarcation zone, a perimeter, if you will, approximately fifteen miles out from the start of the East Ruins, and no ranger was permitted to cross that line. So I only ever saw the East Ruins at a distance.” 

    “What were you looking for on your patrols?” Stuber asked. 

    “People,” Whimsby answered. “And anything else of note. If it was people, my directive was to kill them immediately. There are no humans allowed past the Glass Flats. In fact, you are the first humans to step foot in these hills since the gods destroyed the world.” 

    Sagum extended his slender hands to the flames, warming them. “Sounds like a lot of effort to keep people out of the East Ruins, if there wasn’t actually anything worthwhile there.” 

    “It is,” Whimsby nodded. “Which brings me to my point: My duties were not simply to prevent humans from going into the Glass Flats, but also to observe and report if anything came out of it.” 

    “Like what?” Perry asked. 

    “I was never told. My programming directive was as follows: Observe and immediately report on any object, organic or mechanical, or of any unidentified make heretofore unknown, operating or moving under its own power, that leaves the demarcation line, and, when feasible, intervene, destroy, or delay said object.” 

    “That’s a mouthful,” Stuber said. 

    “Alas, I was never able to ascertain what it was that the paladins wished to prevent from leaving the East Ruins.” 

    “Machines of terror and wrath,” Perry mused. “Abbas called them ‘Guardians.’” 

    “Well, now, those are actually there.” 

    Perry raised his eyebrows. “Abbas was telling the truth? You’ve seen them?” 

    Whimsby nodded. “During my flybys of the demarcation line. My enhanced vision allowed me, on clear days, to view the streets of the East Ruins. And on more than one occasion, I observed such things, roaming freely about the city.” 

    Teran frowned. “Well, what are they? Are they mechs?” 

    Whimsby shook his head. “The Guardians were not made by the paladins. They are mechanical in nature, and clearly equipped with ample weaponry, so I believe they fit into your description of ‘machines of terror and wrath.’ Though, admittedly, I’ve never observed them being terrible or wrathful. Only patrolling.” 

    Sagum appeared fascinated by this. “What do they look like?” 

    “They are spherical,” Whimsby answered. “Approximately fifteen feet in diameter. They hover roughly five feet off the ground. They do not contain organic life forms inside of them, so I believe they are artificial intelligences, or perhaps controlled remotely.” Whimsby shrugged. “These are only theories.” 

    “That’s incredible,” Sagum marveled. 

    “Wait,” Perry said, brushing crumbs from his fingers. “If the demigods didn’t put them there, then who did?” 

    “My understanding is that the gods put them there.” 

    Perry propped his elbows onto his knees. “So the gods destroy the world with weapons capable of flattening half a mountain range into a sea of glass, but they leave one city standing, and then put a bunch of robots in it? That doesn’t make much sense.” 

    “Well, I’m sure they had good reasons,” Whimsby said. “Their reasoning is, unfortunately, nothing I’ve ever had access to.” 

    “What are the Guardians doing? Just keeping people out? It seems like the demigods are already doing that pretty well.” 

    “Keeping people out,” Whimsby allowed. “Or keeping something in.” 

    “Or guarding The Source,” Perry said, triumphantly. “Look, you said yourself that there’s been all sorts of misinformation from the paladins. They wouldn’t even tell you what you were looking for on patrols. Isn’t it possible that they’ve lied about the existence of The Source? Maybe that’s what my father uncovered.” 

    Whimsby considered this for a moment. “It is possible that I’ve been given misinformation. It’s also possible that your father—forgive me for saying it—misinterpreted his findings somehow. You know full well that Confluence is not something that can simply be imparted to any random human being. It is genetic, passed on from generation to generation.” 

    Perry tried to think back to the teachings he’d been forced to listen to at the old Temple his Uncle Sergio would drag him to on occasion. He tried to recall the words of the Ortus Deorum, but it had been so many years since he’d heard them, that it all twisted about in his head. Besides, hadn’t that been the thing his father had been specific about? That the lies came from the Ortus Deorum itself? 

    “Whimsby, how much do you know about the Ortus Deorum?” Perry asked. 

    “I have the full text downloaded.” Whimsby smiled brightly. “Would you care for a reading?” 

    Perry smirked. “Just a paraphrasing would be fine.” 

    Whimsby looked crestfallen. 

    “What does the Ortus Deorum say about where Confluence came from?” 

    Whimsby nodded and straightened. “Well. To paraphrase…in the Third Song, Stanzas One, Two, and Three, it tells the tale of how Batu the Trickster got his brother, Rennok, drunk, and convinced him to ask the gods—the ones referred to in the text as the ‘All-Kind’—for more powers in order to rule over humanity. The All-Kind did not want to give them more powers, and so they told them, essentially, to make-do. However, there was another race of gods who served the All-Kind, and they were called the Ferox, and they were the warriors for the All-Kind. The Ferox decided to go behind the All-Kind’s backs, and they sent the sons of Primus the ‘Three Givers,’ who bestowed on them the gifts of Strength, Wisdom, and the Power of Death.” 

    Whimsby stopped and eyed Perry. “Did that answer your questions?” 

    The old teachings came back to Perry as he listened, and he nodded thoughtfully, then frowned into the fire. How much of it was true? His father had said that there were lies woven throughout it, but did that mean the entire thing was false? Or just specific sections? And were they false because they were interpreted wrong? Or were they flat out deceit? 

    Perry grunted and leaned forward to get closer to the warmth. “I dunno. The Givers…was that Confluence that they gave? And if that’s the case, didn’t you say that Confluence is strictly genetic? Wouldn’t the nine sons of Primus gotten Confluence from him?” 

    Whimsby nodded. “Not much is known about Paladin Primus outside of what is written in the Ortus Deorum. It never states exactly what Primus was, but it implies that he was of the same race of beings as the All-Kind. No one really knows what the All-Kind were, and if they possessed Confluence.” 

    “So the Givers?” Teran interjected. “Are they fictional?” 

    “Well,” Whimsby crossed his arms. “The gift of the power of death was likely a reference to Confluence. It is generally agreed that the Ferox did give the sons of Primus something, though it likely didn’t come in three separate parcels, from three separate Ferox. But that is just conjecture.” 

    Stuber grumbled and slid down on his pack into a resting position, closing his eyes and lacing his fingers over his chest. “All this theology makes me sleepy.” 

    “Yes,” Whimsby said. “Sleep would be wise. Your organic forms will deteriorate without enough of it, and you must all remain as sharp as possible.” He paused, seeming to want to say something else. 

    Perry prompted him with a look. 

    “There is another thing that you might be interested in,” Whimsby said. “It is a song, and you may find it pleasant to hear as you attempt to relax into sleep.” 

    “Mm,” Stuber said. “I do enjoy songs. Can you sing well, Whimsby?” 

    “I am capable of modulating my voice in a manner that would be pleasant for your ears. I can also imitate quite well the voice of the woman who first sang it.” 

    Stuber opened a single eye. “That would be weird. Just sing it in your voice.” 

    Perry nodded in agreement. 

    “Very well,” Whimsby nodded. “The reason you might find the song interesting, Perry, is that it alludes to some of the things we have just spoken about. It was written shortly after the destruction, but prior to the unification of the world under the demigods. It was outlawed soon after that as being heretical. And as you well know, things viewed as heretical often contain elements of truth.” 

    “Okay,” Perry said, settling back and crossing his feet. “Let’s hear it, Whimsby.” 

    Whimsby straightened again, like he was preparing to perform. He opened his mouth and what came out was his own voice, but with a surprisingly mellow and resonant quality to it. The melody was somehow both melancholic and cheerful, as though that long-ago woman who had written it mourned the loss of the world she’d known, but had also reconciled herself to a new reality. 

     

    “When we were young 

    And the gift of life was still new and fun, 

    And evil lost, and good always won. 

    When we looked to the sky and thought 

    The King had come. 

     

    “The King came down and made a vow, 

    And the queens gave their hands, 

    And we all bowed 

    And love was in the air 

    And everything seemed fair. 

     

    “But that king, he was neither man nor beast, 

    And the sky boiled 

    And the sun set in the east, 

    And nine times we begged for peace, 

    But nine devils were released. 

     

    “And the devils danced and they set the mood, 

    With fire and blood as their marching tune 

    And we sought to find 

    The face of the moon 

    But he had turned away. 

     

    “Then angels came, so we prayed to them, 

    But they had more in common with their devil friends 

    So they threw a feast and we toasted the end. 

     

    “Then the angels and the devils tossed the dice, 

    The wager a gift they’d been given thrice, 

    A strong man, 

    And a wise one, 

    And one who knew how to kill. 

     

    “When God came down he was a regular guy 

    And he saw what had happened and began to cry, 

    But it wasn’t enough to untangle the lie, 

    And we all knew there was nothing 

    Left to believe. 

     

    “Then the King lost his crown and then ran away 

    And the angels fought and the devils raged 

    And we all hit our knees to pray 

    But no one could hear what we 

    Had to say. 

     

    “So the devils joked and made God smile, 

    And the angels were asked to leave for a while. 

    Then God left us to the devil’s wiles 

    Because he had more important 

    Things to do. 

     

    “And the priests burned their books and said ‘I guess we were wrong.’ 

    And the devils taught them a brand new song 

    And all we’d known was so long gone 

    That it might have 

    Been a dream. 

     

    “So close your eyes and stay asleep 

    And pray the devils your soul to keep 

    Because heaven hasn’t the time to heed 

    The dreams of people like 

    You and me. 

     

    “But I’ll always remember when we were young 

    And the gift of life was new and fun 

    And God only had a single son 

    And we hadn’t met 

    So we could still imagine 

    He was like 

    Anyone.” 

     

    As Whimsby concluded the final note, he smiled at them. But all of them stared back at him, frowning, and not looking particularly restful. 

    “I think that’s enough for now,” Perry said, quietly. “Thanks, Whimsby.” 

    “Of course, sir,” Whimsby replied, still smiling as though he’d sung children a soothing lullaby. 

    They did all manage to fall asleep—they were too exhausted not to. But the dreams of all four were filled with boiling skies, and dancing devils, and a king that had run away. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 

    A DUEL 

     

    “Perry,” the voice whispered. 

    Perry’s eyes shot open. He must not have been sleeping very deeply, because he was immediately and fully awake. The fire still glimmered, but lower now. Whimsby knelt over Perry, his hand touching Perry’s shoulder. 

    Whimsby’s eyes were up, focused on the mouth of the cave. 

    Perry grabbed the longstaff at his side. The Calm. The red glow. The gentle thrumming of the weapon’s power against his fingertips. 

    “What’s wrong?” Perry whispered back. 

    Whimsby nodded towards the cave entrance. “Something’s out there.” 

    Perry sat up—quietly, so as not to wake the others. Stuber’s sleep was always on a hair trigger, and though he still lay on his back with his arms folded across his chest, Perry saw the glint of firelight in his open eyes. Perry raised a finger to his lips. 

    Stuber eased upright, drawing his rifle into his lap. 

    Teran didn’t stir. Sagum snored softly. 

    Perry rose to his feet, and padded after Whimsby, towards the cave entrance. 

    “Bipedal,” Whimsby said, his voice just audible over the trickling of the water farther back in the cave, the rush of the river outside. “Humanoid, I believe. Alone.” 

    “How far off?” Perry looked over his shoulder as he navigated the jutting rocks at the floor of the cave. Stuber crouched, just a silhouette with his back to the fire. 

    “A hundred yards. Perhaps less.” 

    “What direction?” 

    “Difficult to triangulate from in here.” 

    They stopped at the mouth of the cave, Whimsby in front of Perry and holding out a hand to stay him. “Let me venture out and get a better fix on what’s approaching. You stay here.” 

    Perry nodded. 

    Whimsby lowered himself to the ground in an odd sort of four-legged posture, and sidled out of the cave, hugging the ground like a scuttling crab. He used the cover of a few larger stones, and seemed to be focused to the right of the cave—to the west. He neared the waters edge and then, without a single errant splash, slid his entire body into the water, so that only his wide-brimmed hat and his eyes remained above it. 

    Perry stared at the strange mech, wondering how long he could remain submerged? He didn’t need oxygen to survive. Could he swim underwater indefinitely? 

    The moon had risen, bright and waxing. The godsmoon. The face of Primus himself, turning away from the earth, and it made Perry wonder again about the song that Whimsby had sung, about the king who had run away.  

    The moonlight cast the trees into dark shadows and glinted off the face of the moving waters. Only the black shape of Whimsby’s hat sat on that otherwise undisturbed surface, still and silent and waiting. 

    After about thirty seconds, the hat began to move again, back towards the shore. Whimsby climbed out of the water, still low to the ground, and shimmied back the way he’d come. Sodden and dripping, a state that would have left any normal man quaking with cold chills, Whimsby straightened beside Perry. 

    “Slight problem,” he said, pointing to the west. “A single paladin is approaching. Seventy-five yards. West, northwest.” 

    Perry’s pulse started to slam, causing his vision to darkle. He blinked rapidly, sucking in a quiet breath and stilling himself so that he could remain in The Calm—or Confluence, as it was known. 

    “I believe it is the same one from yesterday that pursued us on the skiff.” Whimsby smiled. “She is definitely determined.” 

    “She?” Perry gaped. 

    Whimsby nodded. “Yes. Definitely a female.” 

    Had he ever even seen a female demigod? Well, obviously, he’d seen this one yesterday, but he hadn’t realized it was a female. He tried to think back to the demigods that he’d seen from a distance, hovering on their command modules, overseeing their bloody battles. Had any of them been females? Maybe he’d just never paid attention. 

    “Okay,” Perry breathed. “I’ll try to hold her off. You get the others out of the cave and down the river.” 

    Whimsby looked at him. “Are you sure splitting up is the wisest choice?” 

    Perry nodded. “It’s the only choice, Whimsby. You can’t stay inside my shield, and your revolvers will be useless against her. She’ll destroy you first, and the others will only slow me down. I need to be able to move on my own without trying to keep everyone in my shield.” 

    A slight grind of sand on rock. 

    Perry spun, finding Stuber over his shoulder. 

    “I happen to agree with Whimsby,” Stuber whispered. “You shouldn’t try to stop her by yourself. You’ve been training, but she’s been using these weapons all her life. You’re outclassed, Perry.” 

    Perry gritted his teeth. “I can’t fight when I’m worried about protecting you all, and you won’t do any good against her. The rifles won’t be enough firepower to take her shields down.” 

    Stuber nodded. “You’re right. I suggest that we run. You included.” 

    “She’s fifty yards away now,” Whimsby noted. “She seems to know where we are. We should go now.” 

    Perry squared himself to the ex-legionnaire. “Stuber. You have to take them. Keep them alive. We’ll rendezvous down the river somewhere. Stay on the banks and wait for me. If I’m not there in a day, just assume I’m dead.” 

    Stuber grimaced and looked out at the moonlit river. “And then what, Shortstack?” 

    Perry shrugged. “Then you’ll have to decide for yourselves what you want to do next.” 

    Stuber frowned, then reached out and touched Perry’s wounded shoulder. He instinctively winced against it—and then realized that it didn’t hurt. “What about your shoulder?” 

    Perry looked at it briefly. He couldn’t see the flesh under his rent shirt, but he rotated his shoulder and flexed his arm. “It’s feeling much better. I don’t think the wound was bad to begin with.” 

    A twig snapped somewhere out in the darkness. They all heard it. 

    Perry shoved Stuber. “No more time. I’m going.” 

    Stuber didn’t answer, and Perry didn’t give him time. He slid out of the cave, rounding the rock wall as his feet stepped down in to sand and then into water. He felt his clasp in his pocket, felt the flowing red, and forced himself to stay in it. Stay calm. 

    Shadows greeted him. Dappled moonlight. The trunks of trees, and the smooth surfaces of water-honed rocks, half in silvery light, and half in pitch black.  

    Behind him, he heard the quiet shuffling and murmured whispers of his friends, rapidly gathering for an escape. 

    He needed to put more distance between himself and the cave. Give them a chance to slip out unseen. 

    He strode forward into the night, his eyes straining through the darkness to see something—anything—through the confusion of shapes that all seemed to melt into nothingness in his vision. 

    He activated his shield. The air around him crackled and glowed, very faintly. A dim, golden light. 

    He stopped, perhaps twenty yards from the cave, still unable to see anything. The slight glow from his shield and the way it lit up the otherwise-invisible dust motes in the air caused a visual obscurity that made it even harder to see in the dark. 

    She must be close. 

    He listened, stilling his breath in his chest, so that the only sound was his heart, and the rushing of the river. 

    Beyond that, silence. Not even a nightbird to call out, or an insect to chirp. 

    “Percival McGown,” came a voice, close by. 

    Perry jerked, honing in on the direction of the voice, but still seeing nothing. The blade of his longstaff shimmered green, enough to illuminate the ground at his feet, but not much else. 

    “Or is it Perry?” the voice asked, soft. Feminine. Not the grating growl that he’d come to expect from a demigod. “I’ve heard both used, interchangeably. Which is it?” 

    “Doesn’t matter,” Perry said, his voice strong and clear, as he pointed his longstaff in the direction that he’d heard the demigod. “Both. Neither. Take your pick.” 

    “Do you go by McGown?” the voice wondered. “You know that you’re not Cato’s son. Surely you’ve discovered that much.” 

    “Why the small talk?” Perry asked, hostility creeping into his tone. “You just fucking with me? Or trying to distract me?” 

    “Is it working?” 

    “Maybe. Maybe not. We won’t know until we try to kill each other.” He lowered his longstaff a hair, trying to see beyond the interfering glow of the energized blade. “What about you, paladin? What do I call you?” 

    “Mala,” the voice answered. Casual. A cat playing with a mouse. “Strange to think about, Perry, but you’re just as much a member of House Batu as you are of McGown. By marriage, at least. In fact, I suppose that would make me your step-mother, in a way.” 

    Perry frowned, piecing it together. “You’re Selos’s wife, then? That’s why you’re after me.” 

    “There are a great many reasons why I’m after you, Perry. A sordid, arranged marriage to Selos hardly makes the list.” 

    Behind him, Perry registered a scuff of stone, and he almost whirled on it, but then realized that Mala’s voice was still dead ahead. The scuffing stone must’ve been one of his friends, sliding out of the cave. 

    “Is that your compatriots? Fleeing the scene?” 

    “Don’t worry about them,” Perry shot back. “Worry about me.” 

    “I’m hardly worried, dear boy.” A flash of light came from directly ahead of Perry and he cringed, expecting the blow of an energy blast, but it didn’t come. A shape stepped out from behind a thick tree, the shimmering dome of energy encompassing it, the blade of the longstaff glowing—much brighter than Perry’s—and casting the shape of the figure in stark relief. 

    She was tall. As tall as Stuber, but slimmer. She wore the same armor that he’d always seen demigods wear, and but for the graceful line of hips and breasts, he wouldn’t have been able to tell her gender. Until, of course, his eyes ranged to her face. 

    Mala wore no helm. Dark hair sat braided over her shoulder, a few wisps hanging free and highlighted by the glow of her longstaff. She was beautiful, Perry noted, with a sort of bitter, clinical detachment. A beautiful demigod, come down from the heavens, to strike this peon dead. 

    In one smooth twitch of movement, Perry dropped his shield and let out a blast from his longstaff. The second it left the muzzle of his weapon, he activated his shield again. All in the blink of an eye. 

    But even faster, Mala did something that Perry had not expected at all. She dropped her own shield, responding to his attack as smoothly as if she’d read it in his mind. She angled her energized blade and caught the bolt, deflecting it. 

    The bolt rammed off into the woods, shattering a thin pine to splinters in a gout of fire and smoke. 

    Shit. I didn’t even know the blade could do that. 

    When Perry’s eyes came back to her, Mala had her shield up again. She’d defeated his attack, and it hadn’t cost her anything from her shield. 

    Outclassed, Stuber’s voice rang through Perry’s head. He swallowed hard, realizing that Stuber may have been right, and now it was too late to heed that advice. 

    Mala might have moved casually, but her gaze was anything but. In the green glow of her longstaff, her eyes were wide open and focused on him. Not fearful. Only watchful. Ready. 

    She began to step sideways. Circling him like a fighter in a ring. 

    Perry followed her with his longstaff, but his feet remained rooted to the same spot. 

    “Is this what you want, Perry?” she asked him, her eyes focused not on keeping eye-contact, but instead seeming to be centered on his chest. 

    Smart, Perry thought, feeling his stomach tighten even more. Eyes on the chest let you see the attack coming quicker. Watching your opponent’s eyes could let them trick you. But Perry was a fast learner—perhaps his only, small advantage. He chose to mimic her, keeping his eyes down on her chest, his focus broad, waiting for her movements. 

    “What I want?” Perry said, making sure that the words didn’t distract him from any sudden movements. “I want to be left alone.” 

    “Left alone?” she echoed, changing directions as smoothly as a big cat, now circling the other direction. “So that you and your friends can go to the East Ruins? So that you can try to dismantle the big, bad demigods, those tyrants that keep you poor peasants down?” 

    “Well. Yes,” Perry said, getting his feet moving now. “Seemed like a solid idea until you said it like that.” 

    “I see your focus has shifted. You’re able to talk and watch me at once. That’s good. But what I meant was, do you really want to fight me, Perry? I can guarantee you that it won’t end well for you.” 

    “Yeah, well, it doesn’t seem like I have much of a choice now, huh?” 

    Quick as a snake striking, Mala jolted to the right, and then as Perry jerked to follow her movement, she spun to the left. Her shield reformed itself in the blink of an eye, now a solid wall rather than a dome. She pointed the muzzle of her longstaff just around the side of that wall and sent a blast that Perry had no hope of deflecting in the micro-second before it struck his shield. 

    Perry winced, his shield weakening. It was still difficult to get a sense for exactly how much it had been damaged, but he knew he couldn’t continue to take shots from her. Two more? Three more? After that, he’d be defenseless. 

    By the time the bolt of energy had crackled across his shield and he was able to see past the rippling effects, Mala was fully encased in her shield again. 

    “Selos wasn’t as good as you,” Perry said, a little breathless. 

    “Selos was an idiot and a boor,” she commented. “Always a hammer when a pin-prick would have sufficed. And he never estimated his opponents correctly. Which turned out to be his downfall.” 

    “But you don’t underestimate me,” Perry scoffed, though he felt like she was well within her rights to do so, given the fact that he was far out of his depth. 

    “You’ve gotten this far, which means you’re smart, resourceful, and brave. But you do lack technique.” 

    “I’ve been practicing.” 

    “Not nearly enough.” Mala stopped, putting her hand on her hip, her longstaff hanging low and unthreatening. She extinguished her shield. “You want to duel, halfbreed? Let’s do it properly. No shields. No trading shots. Blade to blade.” 

    Perry left his shield up. “Yeah, no thanks.” He felt his anger rising, which was good in one aspect—it kept the fear from pulling him out of The Calm. But it also made him reactive. And he knew he needed to be better than that if he wanted a chance. 

    Mala chuffed softly. “Suit yourself, little halfbreed.” 

    She thrust the muzzle of her longstaff out and spewed green fire at him—a rapid, triple-blast, one on the tail of the other. Perry could only hunker down as they slammed into his shield, his reactions not fast enough to try to deflect them with his blade. 

    The life of his shield dwindled low, guttering like a candle running out of wax. 

    The crackles of energy swarmed over his protective dome, leaching the strength from it. 

    Beyond it, Mala shot into the air, her shield around her in a perfect sphere, making an odd thumping sound. She rocketed over his head, slamming down on the rock face above and behind Perry. 

    Perry sprinted for cover—a large tree that likely wouldn’t take more than one blast, but it was all Perry had. He skidded in behind the tree, his mind racing, his breath coming fast. He couldn’t keep doing this. One more shot would kill his shield. And the shot after that would kill him. 

    Unless he could learn to deflect like she did. A big ask, in a small amount of time. 

    Stall. 

    “Why do you want to kill me so bad?” Perry shouted. 

    No answer came. 

    A horrified thought crashed through Perry’s head. Had she simply left him behind, going after Stuber and Teran and Sagum? Perry fought to maintain his Confluence, but couldn’t resist peering out from behind the tree. 

    He had just enough time to see her there, standing atop the rocks, before she let loose another blast. 

    Perry hit the dirt. The tree above his head shattered into toothpicks, and he heard the awful groan of the top section of the tree coming down, thrashing through the branches high over their heads. 

    Perry rolled right, not knowing which direction the tree was about to smash down in, but he had to pick a direction. The world spun in his vision, his shield following him perfectly, and then sparking into gouts of flame as he rolled into the side of a pine. The bark spattered and caught flame immediately. 

    The falling tree hit the ground with a rumble that Perry felt in his chest as he hugged dirt, big limbs slashing into the top of his protective dome and sheering off in explosions of wood. 

    He thrust himself to his feet, the vestiges of his energy shield carving a path through the branches that crowded him. He searched for Mala, and saw her coming in a blaze of light, roaring towards him like a massive ball shot out of a cannon, her shield obliterating everything in her path. 

    She slammed into him. The impact of one shield on the other made a sound like a thunderclap, and Perry went flying backwards. He was cognizant of only one thing as he flew through the air: his shield was gone. 

    A tree halted his flight with a bone-jarring crunch, and he felt his spinal column crackle threateningly, a sharp pain lancing through his ribs. 

    He collapsed to the ground, face-first, the wind knocked out of his lungs. He couldn’t breathe—his attempts coming out in a long, wheezing groan—but he had to stand. It was stand and fight, or die right there. So he planted the butt of his longstaff into the dirt and pulled himself to his feet again. Standing erect made the pain in his side even worse. 

    Mala streaked towards him. Her shield disengaged. Her feet traversed the ground, leaping from shattered stump to felled tree, zig-zagging expertly as though this were an obstacle course she’d run countless times. 

    Perry leveled his longstaff and fired a bolt of energy at her, but she deflected it in midair, then landed on her feet one pace from Perry. He tried to summon another energy bolt—to fire them rapidly like she had—but before he could sense the buildup, Mala had spun around, her braided hair twirling around her, and she scooped his feet out from under him with the butt of her longstaff. 

    He hit the ground again, this time on his back, which seemed to have the opposite affect as slamming into the tree—it knocked the wind back into him. 

    He gasped, tried to bring his longstaff around to defend himself. 

    Mala struck out with her boot, the toe catching right on Perry’s hand, crunching his knuckles and causing the longstaff to fly out of his grip. It went dark the second it left his flesh, and then tumbled down somewhere in the leaves. 

    Perry watched the arc of its flight, trying to get a fix on where it had landed, and roll towards it, but a boot slammed into his chest, pinning him to the ground. When he jerked his eyes back to Mala, he found the glimmering blade of her longstaff sizzling in the air, an inch from his chin. 

    His chest heaving, his last breaths ripping in and out of his lungs, Perry instinctively raised his hands. He did not want to surrender. He wanted to try and wrestle the longstaff out of Mala’s grip. But his hands acted almost on their own, his brain searching for answers, wondering if a way out might become clear to him if he just stayed alive a few more seconds. 

    “Well fought, half-breed,” Mala said, giving him a curt nod. “There are paladins who’ve lasted less time against me.” 

    “Congratulations,” Perry growled through his teeth. “Go fuck yourself.” 

    Mala smirked down at him. The blade remained where it was. “The first time I laid eyes on you was an image from the mech you destroyed at Fiendevelt. You had the very same look on your face as you do now: pure rage. Pure hatred.” 

    Perry spat at the blade beneath his chin, the little globule of froth sizzling when it touched. “Do what you’re gonna do,” he rasped, nothing left in him except defiance. All he could do was try to rob her of any sense of satisfaction she might feel in killing him. “You’ve beaten a fucking runty peon. Now put that blade into my head and get it over with.” 

    I’m sorry, Father. I wasn’t enough. I was never going to be enough. 

    He kept those thoughts deep inside, behind the wall of anger he’d erected between him and Mala. He would not let her see regret in his eyes. Let her walk away wondering how many more peons like him hated her and all her family just as much. Let her wonder when the next one would rise up against them. 

    Mala laughed then. Not derisively. A bright, genuine sound that locked Perry’s breath in his chest, making him feel suddenly off-kilter. “If I wanted you dead, Perry, you’d have been dead eight years ago when Selos found out where you and your father’s manservant were hiding.” 

    The farming freehold outside of Touring. The place where Selos had first appeared to Perry, though, at the time, Perry’d only known him as The Tall Man. 

    Mala leaned over further, her voice lowering. “And if I wanted you dead right now, I’d have already split your head in two. One doesn’t have a conversation with someone they want to kill—one simply kills them. Speaking is folly when death is in order.” 

    “What do you mean?” Perry husked, his eyes glancing down at the blade, though it hadn’t moved. “About the freehold where Selos found us?” 

    “Hmm,” she toned, thoughtfully, not taking her eyes off him. “It’s a long and sordid tale of politics and intrigue, which I doubt you care about. Suffice it to say, for the duration of my time with Selos he was somewhat…how to put it? Under my power.” 

    “So you sent him after us?” 

    “No. I was the one who told him not to kill you.” 

    “Why would you—?” 

    “Be still,” Mala commanded him, twitching the blade so that Perry felt a searing heat nick at his chin. He gasped. A single curl of acrid smoke rose up, stinking of burned flesh. “Do not speak when I am speaking. Our time is short, and I won’t stand and answer to all your ignorant questions. If you wish to have the truth, then shut your mouth and open your ears.” 

    Perry’s mouth was already shut, but he certainly didn’t open it after that. 

    “I didn’t come here with the intention of stopping you. I came with the intention of redirecting you. You think you know the truth, but you know nothing. You might have seen shadows of it, but the entire picture is still unclear to you. So mark my words carefully, Perry McGown: You do not want to go to the East Ruins.” 

    Lies. She’s lying. Just like Warden Abbas. It’s what the demigods do. 

    He kept this to himself. Let her talk. Perhaps he would see more shadows with which he could piece together more truth. Because all lies contained an element of truth, even if it was only in what they chose to omit. 

    “The paladins are weakening,” she said. “More and more, the nine houses are populated by less of the Confluent, and more of the un-Gifted, like that fat, despicable Abbas that you had the displeasure of meeting. Our society has devolved into decadence and hedonism.” She quirked an eyebrow at him. “I doubt that you care, but I do. Because the lives of every living thing on this earth hang by a thread. And that thread is the strength of the demigods. A thread that is continuing to fray and weaken. The only way to strengthen it, is to force the demigods into a war that will require them to be strong again.” 

    Perry found himself glaring up at her, the rage no longer an affectation of defiance. It was true anger. His teeth clenched, lips parted, trying hard to remain silent. 

    “You may speak,” Mala said. “Quickly.” 

    “You have a war already,” Perry spat out. “It’s been going on for hundreds of years. Perhaps if your paladin friends would fight their own battles, rather than using humans, they’d learn to be strong.” 

    The look that passed over Mala’s face confused Perry. He had expected derision, or some statement of how ignorant that was and how the paladins could not fight amongst themselves, or some such nonsense. 

    Instead, what he saw in her eyes was shock. Genuine mystification. 

    When she spoke again, it was quiet: “You really don’t know?” 

    Perry felt like the ground around him had shrunk to a precipice over which he was barely hanging on. Everything suddenly felt unstable, on the verge of crumbling. More lies, perhaps? More misdirection? 

    Mala looked oddly disconcerted. “I had you pegged as a free-thinker, halfbreed. But I suppose the teachings run deep. Difficult to deny what you’ve been taught all your life. Difficult to see through the lies that are so oft repeated, and so dogmatically.” She sighed, and for the first time, Perry sensed the blade move a little farther away from him. “There is no war. There are no sides. No Truth, no Light. There is only us, and you. There are only paladins, who have agreed over the course of the last five centuries, to execute the greatest mass deception the world has ever known, in order to keep human beings under our collective thumb. A great, fictional war, in which the best and most capable warriors of mankind are sent off to die. A war that keeps human beings depopulated. So that they can never rise again.” 

    “That’s a lie,” Perry murmured, because to say otherwise was too big, too enormous to accept. Because if what she said was true… 

    Mala shrugged. “Believe in it if you please. The rest of humanity does. And it has no bearing on what I need you for—” 

    She was cut off by a roaring sound. The air around them shifted, the tree tops lashing at each other. She tensed and looked up, the blade drawn back away from Perry now. 

    He saw the only opening he might ever get, and he lashed out with a kick, sending her longstaff swinging wide, though she held onto it. 

    Perry rolled and scrambled through the leaves in the direction that he’d seen his longstaff fall. His hands scoured through dirt and loam and struck metal that responded to his touch. 

    The roaring diminished, and in its wake, Perry thought he recognized the whine of thrusters. 

    Skiffs. 

    He jolted to his feet, longstaff ready in both hands. 

    Mala stood exactly where she’d been, staring at him. She jerked her head behind her, in the direction that the sound had faded to. “It’s too late. Those are praetors. You need to listen to me.” 

    Perry looked behind her, through the trees to the moonlit sky. He couldn’t see the skiffs, but he heard them. Praetors. Heading for his friends. 

    “Perry!” Mala snapped. “Are you listening to me?” 

    Perry’s eyes shot back to her. “They’re going to attack my friends!” 

    “There’s nothing that you can do about that now.” She extended one gauntleted hand towards him, the fingers outstretched. “Come with me. I’ll hide you.” 

    Perry shook his head, angling to her left side now, trying to think of how he was going to get past her. She was so quick. And, somehow, she was able to fly. He’d seen Selos do it too. He just had no idea how they did it. 

    “You are Confluent,” she said, speaking rapidly now. “You are Gifted. You are half-human and half-demigod. You are the only one that can help humanity rise up against us.” 

    “So you can slaughter them?” Perry shouted at her. “So you can have yourself a real war and make the paladins strong? Why would I ever agree to that?” 

    “Because it’s the only way this planet survives.” 

    “Too many lies!” Perry growled. “That’s all you people do. You quote the Ortus Deorum at me, but how much of that is lies, too? How much of that is manipulation?” 

    “I can teach you,” Mala deflected. “I can train you how to fight like one of us. If you truly care about the future of humanity, then this is the only way.” 

    Perry shook his head. “I’ll never trust you, Mala. I’ll never cooperate with a demigod. I refuse to be a part of whatever plans you had for me. I was given a mission, and I intend to see it through. If you want to stop me, then you’re going to have to kill me.” 

    He steadied himself for an attack. But it didn’t come.  

    A spurt of rifle fire crackled in the distance. 

    Perry started running. Angling around Mala, and taking to the shore of the river. When he cast a glance over his shoulder, she still stood there, watching him. 

    Ahead, the night devolved into a chaos of gunfire. 

    Perry’s whirling mind refocused on the only thing that mattered in that moment: Keeping his friends alive. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 

    BLOOD LOSS 

     

    Stuber had to admit: It would have been nice to have Perry there. 

    He ducked behind an outcropping of rocks as a stream of bullets clattered after him, kicking up dust and chips of stone that peppered his face. He swore and ducked down, running low around the back of the rocks. 

    On the backside, he found Whimsby poking his head up, firing both revolvers empty in a rapid clatter. Two voices cried out, their modulators disguising their humanity, but they couldn’t disguise the sound of dying—Stuber knew it too well. 

    Whimsby slipped back into cover and reloaded his pistols. He glanced up at Stuber as he did. “I hate to say it, but I appear to be running low on ammunition for my pistols.” 

    “Not much I can do about that,” Stuber grunted as he slid up next to Whimsby. “Where’s Teran and Sagum?” 

    A blurt of gunfire sounded just ahead, the muzzle flashes twinkling in the darkness, the rounds skimming over Stuber’s head. He snapped his Roq-11 up, but stayed his finger from the trigger at the last moment—he spied Teran’s light hair, cast almost silver in the moonlight, as she fired her rifle right past his shoulder. 

    A praetor toppled to the ground over the top of Stuber’s head. Out of pure reaction, Stuber thrust a foot to the back of the body and planted four additional rounds into the helmet, punching straight through to the skull beneath. Just to make sure. 

    He glanced up to Teran. “Good shot! Where’s Sagum?” 

    “I don’t know!” Teran ducked back into cover as the ground she hid behind got chewed up with a string of fire coming from the top of the rocks. 

    Stuber spun, rifle up, and backed a few paces off the rock until he could spy the top of the praetor’s helm, just over the surface of the rocks. Stuber blasted the praetor in the face and neck. No modulated death-cry for that one—he was dead before he hit the ground. 

    Their damn armor was a problem—it was the very same as Stuber’s, which forced him to aim for smaller targets, like the thinner helm, or the unprotected neck and pelvis area. 

    Stuber knelt and snatched up the rifle of the dead praetor that had fallen at his feet. “Whimsby! How are you with a rifle?” 

    “Adept,” Whimsby declared. 

    Stuber tossed him the rifle. Whimsby spun his revolvers into their holsters and caught the rifle. He shouldered it just in time for a praetor to come crashing around the side of the rocks to his left. Whimsby fired from the hip, sending the praetor sprawling onto the ground, screaming. An additional three-round burst sent him to The After. 

    Stuber turned back to the lump of earth behind which Teran had ducked. “Teran! Cover!” 

    Her head peeked back up again, her rifle with it. 

    “Whimsby! Moving!” Stuber called, lowering into a sprinter’s stance. 

    “Proceed,” Whimsby answered. 

    Stuber hauled ass. The ground at his feet exploded with bullet impacts, spraying dirt in his face. He gritted his teeth against it and felt the crunch of soil between them. A round struck him hard in the back, a dull clank against his armor, and then another pinged off his spaulder.  

    He dove for the earth to the right of Teran. He hit the ground in a roll, crashing down a small ravine in an uncontrolled tumble. He splayed his body out in a rigid spread eagle, which stopped the rolling. He slid down another few yards and came to a stop.  

    Swearing, he righted himself and clawed his way back up the ravine. 

    He planted his shoulder in the dirt and checked his magazine. Brass glinted in the top, but it felt light. He swapped it with a fresh one and stowed the near-empty one in the back of his belt. 

    “How many are there?” Teran yelled, angling a few shots over the top of the berm and then ducking down as the praetor’s answer keened through the air where her head had been. 

    “I counted five skiffs,” Stuber shimmied closer to the top. “One squad per skiff. That’s forty praetors.” 

    “Fuck me!” Teran belted out, then blind-fired over the top. 

    “Maybe later,” Stuber said, then smacked her rifle down. “No blind-firing! Whimsby’s still back there!” 

    Whimsby then appeared, leaping over the top of the berm, but unlike Stuber’s graceless, headlong dive, Whimsby soared through the air, his duster flying out around him like wings. He completed a full turn while in mid-air, firing two, three round bursts as he did so, each one terminating in the very distinct thud of bullets on flesh, and then Whimsby alighted onto the ground beside Teran, his boots toed into the soft earth to steady him. 

    “I’m here,” Whimsby announced. 

    “Godsdammit,” Stuber breathed in true and earnest admiration. “That was the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” 

    “Where the hell is Sagum?” Teran called out, snapping Stuber’s attention back to her. 

    “No clue,” Stuber answered, then stood up, eyes catching two moving figures, around the left side of the rock formation they’d just retreated from. He snapped off a burst at one, while the other targeted Stuber. 

    The first one spun to the ground, his hips and thighs chewed to shreds. 

    Stuber dropped, as bullets sang in his ears. He felt something smash into his left spaulder, the fragments of the shattered bullet slicing into Stuber’s face. He grunted against the pain, but before he could make it back under the berm, a second bullet landed, like a hammer blow straight to his upper arm. He felt his left arm jerk away from his rifle as he hit the dirt. Immediate wetness flooded his armpit and side. 

    He rolled onto his back, groaning. 

    “Stuber!” Teran cried, reaching for him. 

    “Get back on your rifle!” Stuber barked. “I’m fine!” 

    He didn’t know if he was fine. The upper arm and armpit had a lot of veins running through it. As Teran spat rounds over the top of the berm again, Stuber quickly evaluated if he should keep fighting, or tend to his wound. Sometimes it was hard to tell. Fighting until you bled out didn’t do anyone any favors. 

    Luckily, he had a mech there with him with some scannery shit in his eyeballs. 

    “Whimsby!” Stuber called out, getting the mech’s attention. “Scan me! How’s my bleeding?” 

    Whimsby’s eyes coursed over Stuber’s wounded arm. He nodded. “You’ll likely survive.” 

    “Wonderful.” Stuber grabbed a handful of dirt in his right hand and shoved it up under his armpit into the wound. He squared himself to the berm again, rifle back up. 

    Teran came down with a yelp, her hands flying to the side of her face. 

    “You alright?” Stuber grabbed her shoulder, keeping her momentum from carrying her too far backwards where she might fall down the ravine. 

    Teran’s trembling hands moved away from the right side of her face, revealing a deep gash in the skin, right across her jawline. No spurting. Just trickling. He slapped her on the shoulder. “You’re good! Rub some dirt in it!” 

    Stuber side stepped away from Teran a yard or two, so that he wouldn’t come up in the same spot as last time. He raised his rifle so just the muzzle and his eyes cleared the dirt. 

    Enough to see a praetor, lobbing a ball into the air. It glimmered in the moonlight, then struck the earth and rolled a few feet to rest right against the berm, not a foot from Stuber. 

    Stuber didn’t say anything. There wasn’t time. He leapt, grabbed onto Teran, and sent them tumbling down the ravine. 

    The grenade detonated above them, the shockwave punching Stuber in the chest, spraying dirt down on them like rain. The flash was a momentary swirl in Stuber’s vision as he rolled to the bottom of the ravine and crashed into a rock. 

    Stuber disentagled himself from Teran.  He rolled onto his back, his rifle up at the top of the ravine. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Whimsby sliding down on his ass. 

    A shape cleared the U-shaped divot left by the grenade. 

    Stuber fired a long stream of bullets, pitching the figure backwards into the darkness. 

    “We gotta move!” Stuber said, as Whimsby hit the the bottom of the ravine, spun, and fired up at the top. The bottom of the ravine was a death trap. No cover. Highground given to the praetors. They needed to get out of it. 

    The other side of the ravine was not as steep or as tall as the side they’d just come down. Thrashing to his feet, Stuber was able to see over the top. He saw trees. Nice, thick trees. 

    Where the hell is Sagum? 

    Stuber realized he was actually worried about the wirey bastard. 

    He vaulted over the lip onto the forest floor beyond, then turned on one knee and sighted for the top of the ravine, his rifle chattering every time he saw a head pop up. Teran and Whimsby cleared the ditch and sprinted for cover. 

    Two many heads were popping up. Stuber couldn’t keep them all down. One of them got his rifle up and sent a burst at Stuber that went wide, but only by inches. 

    The second he heard Teran and Whimsby start shooting again, Stuber scrambled to his feet and bolted for the nearest tree. Options were limited. He slid into cover behind the biggest one he could find, but he was acutely aware that his tidbits were still hanging out. 

    A round pocked the earth to the side of his boot, and Stuber scrunched in tighter. 

    Things were getting a tad hairy. 

    It wasn’t that Stuber didn’t feel fear. It came on him the same as everyone else—vision tightening, heart slamming, breathing elevated. It was just that there was really no point in wallowing in it. Wallowing in your fear only decreased your survivability. 

    So you let the fear move through you. 

    Death waits in the wings, after all. 

    Was tonight the night it would descend on him? 

    And where in the fuck was Sagum? 

    Rounds clunked against the other side of the tree. 

    Stuber centered himself. Took a big breath. Released it. Then leaned out, low. 

    One shape, coming down the side of the ravine. Stuber let him have it. But he was also aware of many others, taking the top, firing at them, then diving over. Five. Now ten. Now a dozen. 

    Stuber put two more down before his bolt locked back on an empty mag. 

    He ducked back into cover, swapping mags. He had two more left after this. He regretted having to let them fall—they were a finite resource—but he didn’t have time or space to retain them. 

    A glance up showed him that Teran and Whimsby were crouched behind trees, taking shots at the assaulting praetors. But for every few rounds they fired, a dozen more forced them back into cover. 

    Swirling movement far on their right flank. Shadows in the darkness. 

    “Whimsby!” Stuber yelled out. “Right flank!” 

    Whimsby pivoted and fired on the flankers. 

    Stuber ducked out again, picking a target and firing on the praetor as it climbed onto their side of the ravine. Along with about twenty of his comrades. 

    Stuber’s chess match with Death had taken a bad turn. But that’s the thing about Death. That bastard always won in the end. 

    “Petra, my love,” Stuber murmured as he leaned out and fired again, his voice only audible to his own ears. “I’m sorry if this is how it goes down. It’s not what I wanted.” He punched rounds into a praetor’s hips, then the top of his helm as he fell. “Not for me, and not for you.” 

    A sudden scream split the night. For a half a second, Stuber thought it was Teran, but it came from the wrong direction. It was just so high-pitched… 

    Stuber glanced out from cover again, and saw fire blooming from a muzzle, but not directed at him. It came from the side—and just behind—the line of praetors. In the strobing, yellow flash, Stuber saw Sagum’s face, his mouth wide open, issuing a scream that should have come from a woman. 

    But it was fierce. 

    Sagum strode straight into the thick of the praetors, his rifle slamming at their backs. Stuber had no idea where the skinny fucker had been hiding, but he rammed it straight into the praetor’s backsides, and that was a wonderful thing to Stuber. 

    He shouldered his rifle and added to the crossfire. Bodies dropped. Rounds sparked across praetorian armor, and found the flesh between the plates. Blood filled the air in puffs of mist and swirling ribbons. 

    But the praetors were not peons to devolve into panic. By the time their ranks had been cut in half, three of them hit the ground, slamming the trees with unrelenting suppressive fire, while two others focused their fire on Sagum. 

    Stuber bolted out of cover, despite the hurricane of bullets flying all around him. He cut an angle towards Sagum, firing on the two praetors that had focused on him. He managed to punch holes in the helmet of the first one before he could track his rounds into Sagum, but Stuber wasn’t quick enough for the second. 

    He watched Sagum jerk, and the screaming came to an abrupt end. The skinny, young man crumpled to the forest floor. 

    Stuber started to yell for him, but the breath was knocked out of his lungs as a flurry of bullets slammed into his chest plate, knocking him off his feet. The spalling shredded the flesh of his chin and upper arms. He lost his footing, coming down hard on his side. 

    He registered Whimsby coming in hot, sprinting at the four remaining praetors and leaping into the air as he fired on them. 

    Stuber fired on the praetor that fired on him. His rounds slammed into the helm and spaulders, obliterating the praetor’s upper body, but not before he got two bullets into Stuber—one punching into Stuber’s right calf, and the second straight through his thigh. 

    Whimsby’s rounds lanced the one standing praetor that had shot Sagum, and then he landed on the ground behind the remaining two that were prone. They tried to whirl on him, but a quick sweep of pin-point-accurate fire ripped their legs out from under them and crushed their helms in. 

    The gunfire didn’t cease. It was now coming at them from the flankers on the right. 

    Stuber struggled to his feet. The pain in his leg was dim at first, but growing rapidly. He felt his pants clinging to his skin. He fired in the direction of the flankers, not seeing targets, but aiming for muzzle flashes in the darkness. He went empty as he staggered towards Sagum’s fallen body, and reloaded with his last magazine. 

    Teran was up and running, screaming for Sagum, while Whimsby dropped his empty rifle and stole a second from one of the dead praetors. He began firing into the flankers, amplifying his voice: “We need to back up! Go to the river!” 

    Stuber’s wounded leg dragged, but was still able to bear some weight. He staggered up to Sagum, as Teran slid on her knees to his side. 

    “He’s alive!” Teran yelled. “Sagum! Where are you hit?” 

    Stuber knelt on his good knee, firing into the woods as Whimsby beat a hasty retreat to their current, coverless position. He took up the suppressive fire and Stuber turned to Sagum. He writhed on the ground, his eyes wide, teeth white in the moonlight. His hands clutched his belly, wet and dark. 

    “He’s got a gut shot,” Stuber said. “We need to get to the water! Whimsby, keep that suppressive fire!” 

    Whimsby didn’t respond, but he kept shooting. The air around them whistled and whined. A round slammed through Whimsby’s shoulder, throwing sparks. His left arm made an odd flailing movement, but seemed to still be operable. 

    “Help me with him!” Teran shouted, grabbing Sagum by the strap of the pack that he wore.  

    Stuber lurched to his feet, grabbed Sagum’s rifle where it hung from its sling and planted it in Sagum’s chest. “Shoot at them!” he shouted. 

    Sagum groaned, but took the rifle in his shaking, blood-slick hands, and began firing into the woods as Stuber and Teran each grabbed a backpack strap and began hauling him towards the river. 

    The pain in Stuber’s leg came on strong now. The hole in his calf was a distant throb compared to the wrenching feeling in his thigh. Like the worst cramp he’d ever felt, as though his muscles were twisting on themselves like a ball of snakes. Stuber clenched his teeth and forced one foot in front of the other, forced the unwieldy leg to do its job. He was still alive. He was still in control of his body. 

    Stuber saw the river ahead of them, less than twenty yards. The moonlight glimmered over the surface of the water, twinkling through the trees. 

    What were they going to do when they got there? 

    Get in the water. Let the current carry them downstream. Head for the opposite bank. They’d need to lose their packs, and Stuber would need to drop his armor. 

    As they approached the bank, Stuber looked behind him, firing off a scattering of rounds from the hip. Whimsby took even shots, probably able to see and target despite the darkness. He backed up as he fired. 

    Stuber let his sling take his rifle, then reached up with his spare hand and began working the clasp of his left spaulder. 

    They were so close to the water… 

    Then the surface of the river did something strange. 

    At first Stuber didn’t make sense of it—the way it began to boil in a wide circle—but then the sound of it reached him over the chatter of gunfire. The roar. The rumble. 

    Five more skiffs descended to the rocky banks of the river. 

    The gunfire from the flankers behind them ceased. 

    Stuber and Teran pulled up short, their chests heaving, their stomachs dropping. 

    “Skiffs!” Stuber managed to call out between breaths.  

    Whimsby whirled around. “Oh dear. This is a poor turn of events.” 

    The five skiffs were arrayed in a line, end to end. Their sides cluttered with praetors, their rifles addressed to the four battered fighters on the ground, but not firing. 

    A shape descended out of the air. A shimmering ball of dimly-glowing light. The silhouette of a demigod, dressed in all black. The paladin alighted upon the ground, the energy shield becoming a dome. The red eye slit of his helm glowed out from the black figure. The longstaff sparked green. 

    Stuber did the only thing that made sense in that moment, though perhaps it didn’t make sense at all. He grabbed his rifle in one hand and fired the last of his bullets at the paladin. They sizzled and sparked harmlessly against the shield. Then his rifle went empty. 

    “Lay down your weapons and surrender,” came the deep, booming voice of the paladin through the helm’s modulators. The command was loud, but calm. Controlled. 

    Stuber’s wounded leg buckled, but he caught himself before falling. Better to die on your feet. His pants leg felt sodden now. “It’s empty anyways,” Stuber called out. “But if you want it you can come take it from me.” 

    “As you wish,” the demigod replied. In a flash, he extinguished his shield, and fired three bolts of energy so fast that Stuber couldn’t track them. All he knew was that the first one struck Teran’s rifle, the second one Whimsby’s, and the third shattered Stuber’s. 

    Teran screamed, clutching her hand to her chest. She’d dropped Sagum, and he slumped to the ground, gone unconscious. 

    Stuber simply gazed as his own hand, his ring and pinky fingers bleeding and scorched. 

    The paladin doffed his helm casually, revealing what looked to be a fine-featured man in his thirties. Without the helm, his voice came out normal. Cordial, even. 

    “Any other suggestions, deserter? Or can we dispense with the bravado and move on with your surrender?” 

    Stuber’s gaze shifted from his ruined hand to the demigod’s eyes. They were cool and collected. The mouth turned down with a look of dissatisfaction. Stuber smirked and clenched his hand, feeling the blood dribble between his fingers. 

    The world did a sudden turn in his vision. Tilting in an odd direction. Stuber blinked and stretched his eyes wide, trying to stabilize himself, but reality didn’t match what his eyes told him, and he felt his balance going the wrong way. 

    “Stuber,” Whimsby’s voice came in weird and muffled in his ears. “Your blood pressure has dropped to dangerous levels.” 

    “Godsdamned blood loss,” Stuber mumbled, before he pitched sideways and landed in a heap. 

    The last thing he saw was the paladin approaching them, Teran and Whimsby on their knees with their hands up. 

     

    *** 

     

    Perry tore up to the scene, gasping for breath and leveling his longstaff at the demigod standing over the bodies of his friends. There were too many targets to fire upon—dozens of praetors on the ground, restraining their captives, and dozens more on the skiffs, who were now aiming a battleline’s worth of rifles at him. 

    And his shield was still not regenerated. 

    Perry froze, not knowing what to do. 

    The paladin watched him carefully. He’d activated his shield the second Perry had arrived, and had formed it into a wall that covered both him and his squad of praetors on the ground. His longstaff was held out, the muzzle pointing at a body that looked like Stuber. 

    Oh, gods! Stuber! 

    “And you must be Percival McGown,” the demigod commented. “Our little wayward halfbreed. Where have you been for the entire battle?” 

    Perry blinked sweat out of his eyes. He worked his sweaty grip on his longstaff. 

    So this paladin didn’t know about Mala, it would seem. 

    The demigod tilted his head. “If you fire upon me or my men, I’ll turn every one of your friends to pulp. Am I clear on that point?” 

    “Clear,” Perry ground out between gasps of air. 

    “I am Inquisitor Lux,” he said. “You will lay down that stolen longstaff and surrender to me.” 

    Perry’s eyes darted to the skiffs. There had to be a way out of this. Didn’t there? His heart beating out of his chest, his lungs aching for air, his legs burning—all of these sensations were nothing compared to the fear that gripped him. 

    Failure. He was failing. 

    Could he fire on the skiffs? Destroy their transport out? It wouldn’t do any good. There were other skiffs. Perry had seen them as he’d run through the woods that stank of gunsmoke. And the second Perry tried anything, the demigod that called himself Inquisitor Lux would disintegrate his friends. 

    Maybe they have to die, Perry thought desperately. Maybe they have to die so that the mission can be accomplished. 

    But it was a cold and forlorn thought. It had no basis in reality. Perry could no more let them be killed than he could find his way to the East Ruins all alone. 

    If he surrendered, the mission ended anyways. But at least that way, his friends would not die due to his actions. 

    “Forgive me Father,” Perry whispered. “I’m not the man you thought I was.” 

    And he let the longstaff fall from his fingers. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

    THE CLOUDS 

     

    Perry was in hell for eternity. 

    It was nothingness. He didn’t seem to exist anymore. He felt nothing but a crushing separation from reality, an infinite loneliness. There was no sight, no sound. It was neither dark nor light in that place. It was simply an absence of everything. Time did not even exist there, and so it may as well have been an eternity. 

    He came out of it as suddenly as he’d been plunged into it. 

    He gasped. Felt air going into his lungs. Felt terror—but at least it was something. His eyes stretched wide to take in his surroundings, but everything was overbright and stark and chilling. He bent at the waist, coughing violently, and realized that he was seated. 

    Restrained. Magnetic locks over his wrists. And his ankles. And the ones on his ankles were affixed to the floor with what looked like a solid arc of electricity, like it should have been insubstantial, but when he attempted to move his feet, they could not rise more than an inch off the floor. 

    He reared back, feeling panic in his gut now, dark and cold. 

    His eyes cleared enough to see his environment now: A blank, white room that seemed forged from a single block of bone-colored stone. The object on which he sat was a piece of that stone, rising up from the center of the room like a squat column. 

    The only other thing in the room was Inquisitor Lux, a tall black stain upon all the whiteness. 

    The demigod turned something over in his hands that Perry recognized. He’d seen it already, just before it had been clamped onto the back of his head, sending him into the hell he’d just emerged from. 

    “What the fuck is that thing?” Perry croaked. 

    “It’s an Immobilizer,” Lux answered, his voice mellow and casual. “It only works on the Gifted. It uses the same pathways in your brain that Confluence does, but rather than giving you power, it takes it all away. Isn’t that interesting?” 

    Perry grunted, bearing down on the fear inside of him that had become an almost physical sensation. 

    “The disorientation will pass,” Lux said, clipping the Immobilizer to his belt. “You may feel some panic. That should pass as well.” 

    “How long did you have that thing on me?” Perry managed, finding intelligent speech difficult. His thoughts felt ragged still. Not quite whole. 

    “Long enough to get you here,” Lux gestured about the room. 

    Perry breathed in and out, trying to steady himself. His lungs and diaphragm seemed determined to hyperventilate. 

    Think. He needed to think. To have his wits about him. 

    “Where’s ‘here’?” 

    “You are currently in the House of Inquisition,” Lux answered. “In The Clouds.” 

    The Clouds. Perry had heard of it, but only ever spoken of as a sort of mythical place that no one was sure existed. Of course, it had to exist, didn’t it? The demigods had to live somewhere, and why would they live on the scorched earth with the rest of humanity? 

    But it was difficult to believe in a floating city in the sky that you’ve never seen. And to be told that you were suddenly there, when your last memory had been on a dark river bank in the Crooked Hills? Well, that only sent Perry’s mind into new paroxysms of disorientation. Like he was breaking from reality. Like none of it could be real. 

    That’s just the fear talking, Perry told himself. Let it move through you. 

    Lux watched Perry with moderate interest as he got his breathing under control. After a few moments, Perry started to feel marginally better, though the concept of being imprisoned by a demigod wasn’t a fear that Perry thought would magically dissipate. 

    When Lux seemed to have judged that Perry was in more control of his faculties, he gestured to the only door apparent in the room—a large, steel thing, with a mirrored surface, and not a rivet or welding point in evidence. Like it had been cast from a single piece of metal. 

    “Are you hungry or thirsty?” Lux asked. 

    Perry shook his head. His mouth felt pasty and dry, but the thought of swallowing anything made him want to gag. 

    “Then let us begin.” Lux clasped his hands behind his back. “You are Percival McGown, who goes by Perry in human circles, orphaned son of Cato and Fiela McGown, are you not?” 

    “You already know that.” 

    Lux tilted his head a degree or two. “Please, just answer the question, yes or no.” 

    Perry’s mouth worked, trying to conjure a smartass response, but all his smartassery seemed to have fled him. He couldn’t even begin to think of something biting to say. “Yes.” 

    “From the death of your parents until your enlistment into the Academy at Keniza, you were under the care of your father’s manservant, whose name was Servius, but who you called Uncle Sergio. Is that correct?” 

    “Yes.” 

    Lux slid one hand—perfectly manicured, Perry noticed, and without a callus to harden it—into a pouch on his belt, and drew out a round metal disk that Perry recognized as his clasp. Lux held this up between thumb and forefinger. “And Uncle Sergio gave you this, is that correct?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “When did he give it to you?” 

    “In the tunnels,” Perry said, wondering how much he should say, and whether denial and deception would even do him any good. His brain was still too muddled to be very creative with his answers, but he sensed that it would pass. When it did, should he try to lie? Was there any point in it? “After Selos’s praetors attacked The Outsiders camped there.” 

    Lux gave him an evaluating look, then lowered the clasp. “You’re aware that Paladin Selos was your biological father, correct?” 

    Perry swallowed, though there was nothing in his paper mouth to swallow. “Yes.” 

    “And yet you chose to kill him anyways?” 

    Perry found a little flame of anger still alive in him. That was good. He could use that. “Selos was trying to kill me. I only defended myself.” 

    Lux considered this, but didn’t respond to it. “Are you aware that Selos had a wife?” 

    Perry’s mouth worked with the words of truth, but he found, right in that moment, that he was capable of lying after all: “No.” 

    He wasn’t sure why he lied about that. And who did it benefit? 

    Lux searched Perry’s face for deceit, but Perry had lived a dangerous life up to that point, and he was no stranger to lies, and how to sell them. He made his face neither earnest, nor clever, instead choosing to keep an expression of pained blankness, as though he still did not have the brainpower to lie. 

    “Her name is Paladin Mala,” Lux finally said. “She expressed some interest in finding you. She is a tall woman with dark hair. Have you spoken to her?” 

    “No.” 

    “Have you spoken to any female paladins in the course of the last day prior to your capture?” 

    “No.” 

    “Interesting.” Lux raised the clasp again. “This clasp requires Confluence to operate. What is it that the clasp contains?” 

    Perry frowned. “Connect to it and see for yourself.” 

    Lux eyed the item in his fingers. “I cannot. Its utilities are closed to me. As is the case with many private items used by the Confluent, it is atuned to you specifically. I can, however, detect that it bears two functions. One, I can reasonably assume to be an energy shield. The other I do not know.” His gaze shifted to Perry. “What is the other function?” 

    “It doesn’t matter,” Perry said. “It’s private.” 

    “Is it the message from your father?” Lux asked, raising one eyebrow. “Yes, Percival, I know about the message from Cato McGown. You don’t need to hide that from me.” 

    Perry didn’t respond. 

    “What I need to know, is what the message said.” 

    Perry clenched his jaw, unwilling to speak. 

    Lux pocketed the clasp again, then regarded Perry for a long moment in silence. “I understand that you have no great love of me. Why would you? My people rule over yours, often cruelly. You see others of your race marched off to die terrible deaths fighting in a war that you do not understand.” Lux managed to look regretful. “And you my race, sitting high on their command modules, never shedding a drop of blood for a cause they claim to espouse.” Lux lowered his voice. “It must make you sick to your stomach.” 

    “Angry.” 

    “What’s that?” 

    Perry’s lips trembled with a sudden and unexpected surge of emotion. He raised his face to Lux, defiant. “It doesn’t make me sick. It makes me angry.” 

    “Of course it does,” Lux uttered softly. “It would make me angry as well, if our roles were reversed. To see the effects of the war, but never to know why—why it is always your people that have to die, and not mine.” 

    “So that you can keep us depopulated?” Perry whispered. “So that you can keep us from rising up again?” 

    Lux’s eyes didn’t betray anything. They remained placid. Steadfast. 

    “The whole thing’s a lie, isn’t it?” Perry said. “The whole war. The two sides. There is no Truth and Light, is there? There’s just the demigods, living a life of luxury in The Clouds, while humanity fights and dies for a lie.” 

    The slightest strain on Lux’s features. A marginal narrowing of the eyes. “And what led you to this particular conclusion, Percival?” 

    “People might not be Confluent,” Perry replied. “But we’re not stupid. We know the truth. You’ve just ground us down for so long that there’s not much point in talking about it, is there? It makes no difference if we believe in your bullshit or not. At the end of the day, the pontiffs will make their conscriptions, and we all get sent off to die. And if we uttered our nonbelief, we’d only be hung as heretics anyways. So why not go along with it? We don’t have the power not to.” 

    “Is that what you want, Percival? The power to say no?” 

    “I want the power to make my own decisions,” Perry snapped. “The power to live my life, and to let everyone else live their lives, without having to worry about dying on a fucking battlefield, or swinging from a rope if we speak our minds.” He leaned forward against his restraints. “I want to take the power from you.” 

    Lux didn’t seem offended by this. “Is that why you’re going to the East Ruins?” 

    Perry drew back, sensing unstable footing. He chose not to answer that one. 

    “Tell me,” Lux looked away. “What do you know about the East Ruins? What is it that you’re hoping to find there?” 

    “Answers,” Perry said, because it was the only thing besides silence that wasn’t an obvious lie. 

    “You wish for answers. Perhaps I can oblige. What do you want to know?” 

    “You only want me to ask questions to see what I already know. And besides, what makes you think I’d trust anything you tell me?” 

    “A valid concern,” Lux allowed. “But let me tell you this: There are two people in this room. Only one of them has told the truth this entire time. Who do you think that is?” 

    “Hack,” Perry said. 

    Lux frowned. “Excuse me?” 

    “You’re a hack. You think I can’t see through your mindgames? You ask me this clever question, assuming I’m so godsdamned dumb I won’t realize that I’m fucked no matter how I answer.” Perry smiled savagely. “That’s the problem with you demigods. You really think you’re deities. You really think you’re better than us. But you’re not. You just have Confluence. That’s all.” 

    Lux considered this for a long time. He appeared genuinely thoughtful about it, but Perry was growing more certain that this was all just a part of the demigod’s game. Did he really think that he could convince Perry to talk by acting like he gave a shit about humanity? 

    After a time, Lux shifted his weight. Brought his hands around and rubbed them languidly together. Inspected his perfect, unblemished palms. Hands that had never seen hard labor. Hands that had never scraped dust from under their fingernails after working to claw some sort of life out of a scorched land. Hands that had never been knicked and scraped and bloodied by years of toil. 

    Lux could try all he wanted, but he would never understand. 

    “Let me tell you a story,” Lux began. 

    “Oh gods,” Perry slumped. 

    “Don’t be insolent,” Lux snapped, betraying the first modicum of emotion that Perry had seen from him yet. 

    Perry raised his eyes, and he let the demigod speak, though he made sure to keep his expression as insolent as possible. 

    “Your ignorance abounds,” Lux said, standing tall over Perry and staring down at him with a slight sneer upon his lips. But then his expression softened. He took a step back from Perry. “But it is something you were born into. A result of the lies you’ve been taught all your life. How could I expect different?” 

    Lux gave a long sigh through his nose, as though settling himself. “In the days that followed the destruction of the world, the gods that we call the All-Kind banished the Ferox into the Outer Darkness. The Ferox were the soldiers, and they had tamed the universe for the All-Kind. The All-Kind did not have need of them any longer, but, being wise, they understood that they might have need of a soldier race sometime in the future. But now, the gifts of the Ferox—Confluence—had been imparted to Primus’s nine sons.” Lux looked briefly pensive. “Those first demigods, the nine sons of Primus, they could do things that we no longer can. They had Confluence, but they didn’t need the crude technology that we must use to harness it. Their Gift was pure. Unbridled. Over the many generations since, that Gift has become adulterated. Washed out, by too much human genetics. Which is where we find ourselves today.”  

    Lux seemed to stir himself out of his thoughts. “The All-Kind saw us—this new race of demigods—as being the soldiers that might one-day replace the Ferox, if the need should arise. But the need was not current. And so, though they had considered destroying us, they decided instead to leave us to our own devices, on the condition that we never attempt to go to the stars again—until they returned for us, if and when they saw a need.” 

    Lux made eye contact with Perry again. “I tell you this now, because they left certain…insurances behind. Insurances that, should they be meddled with, would cause the All-Kind to return, but not in order to claim us as the replacements to the Ferox: They will return to destroy us.” 

    Perry felt the silence grow. An invitation for him to say something. 

    “And why,” Perry murmured. “Do you think that I would care if the All-Kind returned and wiped your entire race off the face of the earth?” 

    Lux’s face twitched. “You think the humans would escape their wrath?” 

    “I think you’re scared,” Perry returned. “I think you’re terrified of a coming extinction. And I think you’re trying to rope me into that.” He shook his head. “But I don’t care, Inquisitor Lux. I don’t care about your people, just as they’ve never cared about mine.” 

    “You are Confluent,” Lux said, controlled anger simmering below the surface of his words. “Even if the All-Kind saw fit to allow the dregs of humanity to survive their wrath, you yourself would not escape it. In their eyes, you’d be one of us.” 

    Perry leaned back, his face serene. “One man’s life is a small price to pay for the rest of humanity to be free of you.” 

    Lux’s nostril’s flared, but no other emotion came from him. “Very well. I had hoped not to resort to baser means of getting what I need, but you seem determined to make me do so.” He raised his hand and flicked his wrist, and the massive metal slab of the doorway slid open, receding into the wall. 

    A mech stood on the other side. Perry knew that it was a mech, because it did not bear the full-bodied affectation of humanity. Only its face looked like a human’s face, and the rest of it was steel and wires and servo motors. 

    It stepped inside the room, regarding Perry with a face so unwrinkled and smooth, that it gave the impression of a young child, though the structure of it was clearly adult. Perry found the combination discomfiting. 

    Lux stood, looking sidelong at Perry. “We captured your friends along with you. We have seen to their wounds. They are made whole again. But they will each now suffer greatly because of you. When you wish their suffering to end, you need only tell me two things, Percival: What the message on your clasp says; and who else you’ve revealed this information to.” 

    “Why not give me the clasp and let me play it for you?” Perry tried, in a desperate gambit. 

    Lux scoffed. “So you can activate the shield? Please. Who’s insulting the other’s intelligence now?” Lux turned to the mech that stood smiling sanguinely at Perry. “You may proceed.” 

    Lux swept out of the room, the door sliding closed behind him. 

    The mech with the child-man’s face took a step towards him, its right hand raising up. 

    Perry lashed out at it. “Stay the fuck away from me!” 

    The mech halted, but the smile never left its face. It spoke in a smooth, airy voice. “Percival, this will be much easier if you cooperate. If you fight, it will become painful.” 

    Then, without waiting to see if its words had any effect, the mech reached forward again, its hand stretching out to Perry’s head. 

    Perry groaned and strained against his bindings, but he could not get any farther from the hand, and gradually the thumb and middle finger gripped him by the temples, and his reality shifted, like being sucked through a wormhole. 

    His eyesight opened again on the otherside of that dark tunnel, and when it did, he found himself in a room, unable to move, unable to look away, unable to even blink. His eyesight was fixed upon a figure lashed to a table, and a sound like an animal fighting for its life filled his ears. 

    Stuber, Perry tried to cry out, but he had no voice in this place. 

    Stuber could not see him. He lay flat on his back, his eyes wide and savage, his teeth bared. A scream ripped deep through his throat, though he refused to open his mouth and let it out, as he stared down at the torture that was being done to him. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

    BASER MEANS 

     

    Mala watched as Inquisitor Lux entered the holding cell. She stuffed down the physiological effects of adrenaline as it pounded through her, tamping it to a dull roar in the center of her being. 

    Mala stood as Lux entered. She was not restrained, though she wasn’t free to leave either. It was a delicate balance that Inquisitor Lux rode at the moment. To keep her for a brief questioning could be explained away—putting her in shackles would end badly for him. 

    House Batu was the most powerful house in The Clouds at the moment, and messing with any of its members bore consequences. If Lux wanted to imprison her, his proof of her wrongdoing would have to be ironclad. 

    And the second that Mala saw his face, she knew that it wasn’t. 

    She let out a breath that had been clenched in her chest—but slowly, so that Lux wouldn’t notice. 

    She held Lux’s gaze with triumph in her eyes. “Come now, Lux. You look as though someone’s stolen your longstaff. Had you really wanted to imprison me so badly?” 

    Lux regarded her. “I have no desire to imprison you, Mala. I only want the truth.” 

    “You look very put-out for having received it.” 

    “Because I’m afraid it’s not the truth.” 

    Mala sighed. “You had your mech scan the halfbreed, didn’t you?” 

    “I did.” 

    “And was he lying?” 

    “The scans are not always accurate.” 

    Mala smirked at him. “So he was telling the truth.” 

    “The scans were inconclusive.” Lux narrowed his gaze. “Specifically when I questioned him about whether or not he spoke to you.” 

    Mala lowered her chin and stepped toward Lux, closing the gap between them. Her voice became quiet and deadly. “Careful, Inquisitor Lux. I already told you that I had no interaction with the halfbreed. I was willing to entertain you while you corroborated my story with him. But now that it’s been corroborated, you seem unwilling to let it go. Others might call such a vendetta against me fool-hardy.” 

    Lux’s brows twitched together. “Why are you hiding the truth from me, Mala? What reason could you possibly have for doing it? Why would you not kill the halfbreed when you had the chance?” 

    Mala sneered. “Your stabs in the dark are becoming increasingly haphazard. You may end up stabbing yourself.” 

    “Explain to me how his shield was depleted.” 

    Mala leaned away from him. “I can’t explain what I don’t know. And how could you know that his shield was depleted? More jumping to conclusions?” 

    “If his shield hadn’t been depleted, he would have had it activated when he arrived,” Lux asserted. 

    “Perhaps your praetors managed to drain it. You did send ten squads. That’s a lot of firepower.” 

    “None of my praetors reported firing on anyone with an energy shield.” 

    “Perhaps he killed the praetors that fired on him.” 

    “None of the dead praetors bore wounds from a longstaff.” 

    “Then your guess is as good as mine,” Mala snapped. “Perhaps he extinguished his shield to take a shot at you. Primus help me, are we partners in this investigation now? Are there any other theories you’d like me to help you with?” 

    “Enough,” Lux said, turning away from her. “I have no further questions for you. Thank you for your…cooperation.” He waved his hand and the door opened. 

    Mala straightened, hefting her longstaff. “Am I permitted to see the prisoner?” 

    Lux looked over his shoulder but didn’t meet her gaze. “I’m assuming you mean the halfbreed.” 

    “He is the one that killed my husband.” 

    “He is indisposed at the moment.”  

    “You’re not going to kill him, are you?” Mala said, her grip tightening on the longstaff. Then she hurriedly added, “It is my right!” 

    “I gave you a chance to exercise what you perceive as your right, though no official right exists to you. For that, you are welcome. I will not give you another chance. He is in my hands now. I will do as the inquisition sees fit.” 

    Mala turned towards the open door, but stopped. She stared at the empty space before her, those feelings threatening to rise up, threatening to blot out her Confluence, though she’d long ago learned how to control them. It was a testament to how strong they were—how pressed she felt—that she struggled with them at all. 

    “I want you to know something, Lux,” Mala said, her voice softer, still facing the door. “No matter what you might think, we are both of us on the same side.” 

    “The fanciful ideas you imprudently voice about the humans leads me to believe that’s not the case.” 

    “Ideas are simply ideas,” Mala said as she stepped for the door. “Pragmatism and survival will always take precedent.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Stuber went unconscious again, right about the time the spidery hands of the Surgeon they had him strapped to began probing through his lower abdominal cavity. 

    His hard-clenched bellows turned to the listless groans of someone passing out, and Perry could not decide whether that was better or worse. His mind had shifted as he’d watched the machine rip into Stuber from his ghostly vantage point, as though he were embedded into the wall of the room. All the things that had seemed important to him when he’d refused to talk to Inquisitor Lux now seemed like shallow considerations in the light of his friend’s agony. 

    What was the point of it all? What was Perry trying to accomplish? 

    Distantly, he had some knowledge of his real body, back at the end of the tunnel that had sucked him through to this place, and he thought he felt the breath tearing in and out of his lungs, and the sickness overwhelming his belly. 

    From his forced observation point, Perry began to crumble inwardly. He had already given himself up to the demigods. He had already failed his father. There was no way to accomplish his mission. Did he think that he would walk out of The Clouds at this point? Of course not. They would kill him and his friends. There was no life for them after this. 

    Why prolong the agony? Why let them be tortured? 

    The failure was a torture in and of itself, but it paled in comparison to his thoughts, as his imagination began to thrust him, against his will, into Stuber’s body, wondering what it felt like to be opened up and have your insides pried around with an obvious lack of anesthetic. 

    He couldn’t do this. 

    He was not equal to the task, and even if he were, what would be the point? Holding back information gained him no ground. It didn’t put him any closer to the East Ruins. It didn’t strike the irons from around his wrists, or the powered bindings attaching him to the stone floor where his corporeal body sat.  

    And really, what Inquisitor Lux wanted was such a small thing. He only wanted to know what was on the message. And if Perry was going to die anyways, then keeping the message a secret was pointless. In fact, if Perry were to tell Lux what the message said, it may have more of a positive effect for humanity than if he continued his silence. Perhaps the fear of being exposed would cause them to change? 

    Desperate thoughts. Unrealistic thoughts. But they were the ones that dominated his mind. It is easy to rationalize these things away when you are comfortable and far from danger, and the people that you care about are not being ripped apart. But in the terrible moment of truth, the mind contorts itself into all manner of fantasies in order to make the pain stop. 

    And so Perry was about to cry out for mercy for his friend, when Stuber slumped into unconsciousness. The Surgeon immediately stopped prying at Stuber. It rapidly pumped SanguinEx into his veins, and seaedl up the wounds it had caused. Healing him, so that the torture could continue in the future… 

    And then Perry was sucked back through the tunnel. He slammed back into his real body, in the room that he was trapped in, his vision returning as the strange mech’s fingertips left his temples. 

    The expression on the artificial face had not changed. It smiled at him as though it had not just torn his mind in two. “The Surgeon will return your friend to relative safety before it continues. The process can go on for quite some time. Your friend is strong, and the Surgeon is a very adept model at resuscitating all manner of life forms.”  

    The mech said it as though these words were a comfort to Perry, though all Perry heard was They can continuing torturing Stuber and bringing him back, and torturing him, and bringing him back, forever. 

    “Where’s Inquisitor Lux?” Perry squeezed out, not realizing that he was weeping until he felt the wetness of tears join together on his chin and drip off. 

    “The Inquisitor is busy at the moment, but he will return when you are ready to speak to him. In the meantime, we can look in on another of your friends. Please hold still.” 

    The fingers stretched out to Perry’s head again, and this time he had neither the strength nor the willpower to resist it. They touched, and Perry was sucked back through the darkness again, this time to another room, just like the last room, except that in this one, the body that lay upon the Surgeon’s bed was Teran. 

    The pure, animal response to seeing her lying there overcame his momentary exhaustion and he wished to resist. But he couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Could do nothing but stare, watch, unblinking. 

    The articulating arms of the Surgeon were gathered about Teran’s right leg. Her body was spread out, the limbs lashed down with restraining straps that didn’t move an inch despite her writhing body. The clothes had been cut away from her leg, and the flesh had been cut away beyond that, and was held aside by two pincers, like the flaps of an envelope, red on the inside, white on the outside. 

    They had not restrained Teran’s head. She was able to lift it, and watch in horror. She screamed wordlessly. Beyond the sounds that she made, Perry heard the calm voice of the Surgeon machine, narrating its actions. 

    “I have gained access to your femoral nerve. I will now stimulate that nerve with a small electrical current. In your present state of consciousness, you should expect the pain to be severe. Standby.” 

    Perry tried to scream for them to stop, but no sound came out of him, only the gush of his mind, the ferocity of his wanting. 

    But to his surprise, the Surgeon’s arm halted, inches above Teran’s flesh, a glowing pinpoint of light at the end of a needle-like device, aimed for her nerves. 

    A voice came to Perry, that was not a voice at all, but a foreign entity in his head. 

    You wish to speak to Inquisitor Lux? 

    Not knowing what was happening, only that he needed it all to stop, that he would do anything to make it stop, he screamed YES in his mind. 

    Back through the tunnel. Back through the darkness. Back into his own body. 

    His sight returned to him. The fingers of the child-faced mech retreating. 

    Inquisitor Lux was already in the room, standing at the mech’s side, regarding Perry with a single finger perched at his lips. He moved the finger to the side. “Something you’d like to tell me, Percival?” 

    Perry hung his head, unable to even meet Lux’s gaze, the defiance drained out of him so completely that he felt an emptiness inside of him, like something that had kept him alive had been suddenly excised from him, and the rest of the structure of who he was had crumbled in on itself without that base to support it. 

    “I’ll tell you,” he whispered, his eyes clenched shut. “Just…put them back together.” 

    He heard the soft footfalls of Lux approaching him. A warm hand on his shoulder. A voice, so gentle. “They are being healed as we speak. Now. Tell me about the message from your father.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

    LAST REQUESTS 

     

    Mala strode down the white stone streets of the inner city of The Clouds. All around her were riches and beauty that no man on the scorched earth below them could dream of seeing. Even the praetors were not allowed into the Inner City. Only the demigods of humanity were allowed here, in this place of dreams. 

    And yet Mala saw nothing but decay. Opulence. Excess. 

    A fantasy world, wherein every demigod believed themselves the future rulers of the universe, alongside the All-Kind, who would return and take them to the stars as their warriors, to fight for glory. 

    But what would the All-Kind find if they returned? Spoiled children. Weak beings, a far cry from what they had left behind generations before. Beings dependant upon bits of technology to render their Gift into reality. Dependant on the luxuries that they had been born into, knowing no other way of life. 

    They would find no warriors here. And they would strike The Clouds down, and it would plummet into the sea below in a thousand fiery pieces, and they would eradicate all life from this useless planet. 

    Would the All-Kind even return? That was up for debate. They would only return if they had need of beings to replace the Ferox, and that might never happen. The Ferox were obsolete by the time they sinned against the All-Kind. The universe beyond this filthy, spinning rock was one of peace and tranquility. 

    But even if the All-Kind never returned, that did not mean the demigods would be spared for their slide into decadence and uselessness. 

    She glanced skywards, into the clear blue of the thin atmosphere. Unlike down on the ground where the sky was hazy, here in The Clouds, the crescent godsmoon shown bright and crisp and white, like the blade of a longstaff overheated. 

    Somewhere out there, the Watcher gazed down upon them with its constant, unlidded eye. Judging them. Scrutinizing them. 

    Had the other paladins forgotten? Or had they tricked themselves into believing they still matched the scale of their ancestors? 

    How long until the Watcher decided that they were too far gone? How long until it rendered its final, irrevocable judgment? 

    Mala turned down a wide street. A couple floated down the sidewalk on a glider, looking serene and laughing amongst themselves. Mala stomped past them in her scuffed and battered battlesuit, not hiding her glare at them. They caught her look but continued on, unperturbed. 

    Two able bodied demigods, their limbs just as lithe and muscular as Mala’s. And yet they chose to use a glider, rather than put their genetic gifts to use. 

    She turned into the House of Blades and was met with the more welcome sounds of un-energized longstaffs clashing, the smell of fresh sweat, the grunts of hard work. She breathed it in deeply, the scents as fond to her as a lover. Of all the places in The Clouds, this was the place she felt most at home. 

    A towering cathedral of all that was left of the true paladins. Only the Gifted entered here. Those without Confluence had no business learning the longstaff, and certainly would never enter the dueling arena. 

    She crossed down the center aisle, the pits of white sand on both sides, some freshly raked, others scattered through with the signs of fighting—bootprints, back and forth. Her eyes scanned their patterns and saw thrusts and spins and parries. 

    She saw a few faces that she knew, but many were younger. Newer to the training. She rarely came to the pits anymore, preferring to spar in the private rooms where the rules were…more realistic. 

    Past the pits, she entered one of those private rooms, not bothering to knock or announce herself, but simply sliding the door open with a push of Confluence. 

    Paladin Rixo stood on the far side of the sparring room, his bare back to Mala, and his hands against the wall. A blonde paladin giggled between his arms, her leg hiked up over his hip. She jerked when Mala entered the room and lowered her leg, trying to stuff her breasts back into her robe. 

    Rixo sighed and turned at the interruption. He raised a single eyebrow. “Mala. You always know just when to barge in unannounced.” 

    Mala left the door open behind her. She stalked towards him, raising the muzzle of her longstaff at the probably un-Gifted blonde he had backed up against the wall. “The tart can leave.” 

    “Pardon me?” the tart bristled. 

    Rixo shoved his index finger against her plump lips, cutting off whatever else she was about to say. His eyes glimmered with amusement, still looking at Mala. “That’ll be all, Beatrix. Your services are no longer required.” 

    The tart named Beatrix managed to look hurt and indignant and haughty all at once. She finished stuffing her ampleness back where it belonged and raised her chin, then attempted to sachet out with as much dignity as she could muster. 

    Rixo watched her go, shaking his head. “She’s not a tart. Just…giving.” 

    “Giving. Easy. There’s no difference.” She narrowed her gaze at Rixo’s eyes. His pupils were dilated. Face flushed. “How much have you taken?” 

    Rixo rolled his dilated eyes, then swept around, scooping up his longstaff and twirling it in his hand, settling into an easy stance. “Enough to keep me light on my feet. Fast with my mind.” 

    “It’s a crutch,” Mala remarked. “You claim to despise the decadence and decay, and yet you breathe enough War to kill a normal man and think that makes you a good fighter.” 

    Rixo shrugged, relaxing out of the pose. “Perhaps when you can beat me in the arena, then I’ll take your advice on fighting. Until then, I’ll partake in whatever I see fit.” He winked at her. “Maybe if you breathed War you would be able to beat me.” 

    “At least I know my skills are my own. How will you fair when there’s no vials within reach of you? Will you still be any good to us if you have to fight out beyond the comfort of The Clouds?” 

    “Speaking of,” Rixo gestured to her dirty battlesuit. “You look like you’ve been doing a bit of fighting out there yourself. What happened?” 

    Mala shook her head. “It’s irrelevant.” She took a step closer to Rixo so that she could lower her voice. “How many do you have that are ready and willing to fight?” 

    Rixo grew serious. “That depends. When are we fighting?” 

    “Very soon.” 

    “Very soon as in next week?” 

    “Very soon as in within the hour.” 

    Rixo’s flushed face contorted, his eyes slashing about. That was the downside of breathing too much War. It made you jittery. Yes, it made your mind quick in the arena, but sometimes you needed your mind to slow down. To be proactive, instead of reactive. 

    “You’re serious,” Rixo observed. 

    “They have him,” Mala answered. “In the House of Inquisitions. And when they get what they want out of him—which will be sooner, rather than later—they’ll kill him.” 

    Rixo clutched his longstaff in both fists and leaned on it. “Other opportunities will arise. We know that the Gift can be passed to humans. That is enough for now. We can use that knowledge to achieve our goals.” 

    “We can use him to achieve our goals right now.” 

    “You’re rushing into this. You always rush.” 

    “That is incorrect. I never rush. But I move with urgency when time is of the essence.” 

    “Time is nothing to us.” Rixo smiled. “We can spawn a new halfbreed.” His smile became licentious. “Send me to one of their towns with a few decent brothels and I’ll give you a dozen halfbreeds.” 

    “And then how long?” Mala snapped. “Another twenty years until their grown? And how long before they can be effective with Confluence? This one—this Percival—he’s already effective. Very effective. Rough around the edges, yes. But he’s quick to learn. He may be the best chance that we ever have. And if we wait for another twenty years, it may be too long.” 

    “Mala, we’ll live for another hundred and fifty years. Time is on our side.” 

    “Yes, we’ll live for another hundred and fifty years. If the Watcher doesn’t descend on us. And when will he do that?” Mala thrust her hand out, as though all of The Clouds were visible to them through the marble walls of the sparring room. “Look around you, Rixo. I know that you see our days are numbered. The rot will only be tolerated for so much longer. If we wait, we may never get another chance. Strike now, or be stricken.” 

    At the mention of the Watcher, Rixo’s eyes shifted to the skylights over their heads, then back down to Mala. When he met her gaze again, his expression was stiff. 

    “Ten,” Rixo said. “That is all the ones I trust enough to be ready and willing in such short order.” He shook his head, his eyes moving about the room as though wistful. “Primus help me, I knew the time would come, but now that it’s here I don’t think I’m ready.” 

    “Fate never waits. When it calls, you answer.” Mala nodded. “And ten will be enough.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Inquisitor Lux looked down at the broken man, lashed to the pillar of white stone. 

    He didn’t feel good about what he’d done. But there was a certain satisfaction in reaching the truth. He had been honest when he’d told Perry that he hadn’t wanted to use these brutish means. But getting to the bottom of the message was the most important thing. You could say that seeking out the truth was in Lux’s blood. 

    Since the rise of the gods, House Rennok had always been the mediary. With nine houses filled with egos and opinions, many of them opposing, it had always been necessary to have a neutral party.  

    Lux had never wanted to be appointed as inquisitor. But it wasn’t up to him. His house had voted, and they’d elected him to route out the truth of this particular incident involving Selos, and Mala, and the halfbreed, and whatever it was that Legatus Cato McGown had told him. 

    Now, in retrospect, he regretted the torture even more. Even though they were only peons, it still managed to turn something in Lux’s soul, that all of it had not really been necessary. 

    The truth was far more banal than he had expected. Provided, of course, that the halfbreed had told the truth. Which Lux’s attending mech had indicated was the case—no inconclusive readings this time. Percival McGown had been honest in what he had revealed. 

    Which was essentially nothing. The truth of the matter was, twenty years ago, Cato McGown had been irate at the discovery of Selos’s sordid affair with his wife. He sought something that would undo the demigods out of a desire for revenge. But his understanding of what he’d found was lacking. 

    He’d sent Percival on a purposeless mission, to discover something that didn’t actually exist. There was nothing in the East Ruins that could turn humans into demigods. Whatever Cato had found that led him to that conclusion was either fiction, or wishful thinking on the part of Cato. Perhaps both. 

    Lux kept all of this to himself. There really was no purpose in revealing to Percival that he would never find what he hoped to uncover in the East Ruins. And it was likely that even trying to explain that to Percival would only be perceived as more demigod lies. 

    What was hidden in the East Ruins was far more dangerous than even this fantasy of a “Source,” but Lux had no concerns that Percival or any of his friends would ever realize what it was, and certainly would have no chance of unleashing it. Their time upon this earth had grown short. 

    Lux took a deep breath. “Who else did you relay the information on this message to?” 

    The halfbreed’s head continued to hang. “No one. Teran and Sagum and Stuber were there when I played the message, but I don’t suppose that matters now, does it?” 

    It did not. But there was no purpose in saying so. 

    “You did not whisper of this to anyone else? Any other human being?” 

    “No.” 

    “And what of these Outsiders that you were amongst. Were any of them aware of what the message said? Perhaps your Uncle Sergio?” 

    The halfbreed shook his head. “No. No one else.” He lifted his head partially, his eyes not going up to Lux’s but insteady fixated on Lux’s hands, which were clasped at his waist. “Warden Abbas. I told him some of it.” 

    “I am not concerned with Warden Abbas. He will be dealt with soon enough. Are you telling me the truth?” 

    Percival remained transfixed by Lux’s hands. “Yes.” 

    Lux turned his head and regarded his attending mech. The mech raised its placid face to him and nodded once. The readings were conclusive: Percival was telling the truth. 

    “Very well,” Lux said, then turned towards the door. 

    “You’re going to kill us,” the halfbreed murmured to his back. 

    Lux stopped. Turned. Found Percival looking him straight in the eyes. His expression appeared blank. Unworried. A simple question, with a simple answer. 

    “I will not, personally,” Lux answered. “But, yes.” 

    “How will you do it?” Percival asked. 

    Lux tilted his head. “How would you like to die?” 

    Then the halfbreed did something very strange. He smiled. Leaned back against his restraints. Uttered a single, wheezing laugh. “Drunk, and quick.” 

    Lux frowned at him, sensing that this was some sort of morbid humor to which he was not privy. “We are not monsters, despite what you may think. If that is how you’d like to die, I can accommodate that.” 

    The smile remained fixed on Percival’s mouth, but his eyes did an odd flare. “A bottle for each of us, then. And a bullet to the brain.” 

    Lux nodded, still frowning. “This can be arranged.” 

    The halfbreed settled back into his restraints, bowing his head again, though still with that ghostly smile on his lips. He seemed to have nothing else to say, so Lux left, his attending mech following him out the door. 

    When it slid closed behind him, Lux began walking down the long white hall towards the front of the House of Inquisitions, away from the holding cells. “I doubt anybody in The Clouds drinks that swill,” Lux remarked, knowing that his fellow demigods preferred other means of reaching altered states of consciousness. Alcohol was so very primitive. Perfect for peons with nothing better to do. “You’ll need to go to the Outer City to retrieve it. You can requisition four bottles from the praetorian’s quartermaster.” 

    Lux stopped, looked at his mech thoughtfully. “What of the other mechanical man? The one that calls itself Whimsby?” 

    The attending was not built for expressiveness, and so its face remained as it ever was. But it did tilt its head back, as though feigning fascination in its own rudimentary way. “A most intriguing anomaly. Over the course of its existence, the mech named Whimsby appears to have gained a form of individual intelligence. Its programming centers are not corrupted, and have had all their required updates, and yet it appears to be able to choose not to follow its directives. Your squire even attempted to give it direct commands. It followed some, when the request was ordinary, but denied others when they appeared to be against the interest of its human companions.” 

    Lux stroked his chin. “That is intriguing. Could the humans have re-programmed it somehow to disrupt its original hierarchy of command?” 

    “It showed no evidence of tampering, and it would be unlikely that any of the humans would know how to do such a thing.” 

    “Well.” Lux looked down the hall, back towards the holding cells. “Clearly we will need to dismantle it, but I should like to speak to it first. Is it incapacitated?” 

    “Of course, sir. It seemed to desire to kill us if given the chance, so we have kept it attached to a freeze collar.” 

    “Very odd.” Lux continued down the hall, wondering about the imports of this, and whether or not some of the older mechs in The Clouds might need to be dismantled to prevent such an anomaly from occurring again. 

    That was when the House of Inquisitions shook. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

    THE HOUSE OF INQUISITIONS 

     

    Mala gave the two paladins standing guard no chance. 

    The first managed to say, “No admittance without prior—” before she thrust the blade of her longstaff through his chest and blew him apart with a single bolt, painting the white stone behind him with what was left. 

    The second activated his shield and fell into a fighting stance, but received a flurry of bolts from the eleven paladins that stood behind Mala on the steps of the House of Inquisitions. His shield fell somewhere in there, and the last few bolts reduced him to a mess of bones and gristle. 

    Mala squared herself to the door, her boots slipping in the mire of blood. She attempted to connect to the door mechanism with Confluence and push it aside, but it was closed to her, as she suspected. 

    “Stand back,” she ordered as Rixo and his ten compatriots crowded around her. They drew back as she took two steps down and leveled her longstaff at the door. She fired three bolts in rapid succession that battered the door and sent it crashing in, leaving a smoldering ruin of charred and molten rock. 

    Mala strode through the haze of smoke, her shield activating on instinct. She called over her shoulder as she swept into the vast atrium: “Only kill who you must. Find the halfbreed. Leave the others.” 

    The atrium was a towering room, the ceiling a full fifty feet above their heads, in order to accommodate the massive statue of Rennok, molded of cold steel, one hand upraised to the heavens, the other holding a huge scale, the plates of which you could land a skiff on. 

    Two halls diverged on the atrium, and two staircases spiraled up behind the statue to the second level. Rixo pointed with his longstaff to the right hallway. “The holding cells will be on the main floor. You four take the right passage. You four, hold the atrium and don’t let anyone come down those steps or in through that door. The rest of you come with me and Mala.” 

    The paladins, trained and hungry for a battle outside the contraints of the dueling arenas, fanned out as they were told, taking to the right passage with their shields activated and longstaffs at the ready, while the others took positions at the giant feet of Rennok’s statue. 

    Mala strode for the left passage. “I’ll be surprised if they resist at all,” she remarked, eyeing the second floor and spying the black robes of one of the squires running full tilt back into the depths of the building. “They are the house of peace, after all.” 

    “Not a bad first target,” Rixo commented airily. “Certainly unexpected.” 

    A figure erupted from the passage ahead of Mala, and she came to a halt, her legs splayed out wide for balance, her longstaff leveled at the black-robed paladin. 

    “Mala!” Lux skidded to a stop, his face a mess of confusion and indignation. “What is the meaning of this?” 

    “The meaning of this is pragmatism and survival,” Mala said, sidestepping as Rixo’s paladins spread out to surround Lux. “I believe I told you that they take precedent over ideas. Including your own.” 

    Lux’s eyes jagged from one to the other, and then back to Mala. His hands were held up, as though beseeching peace—how very typical of House Rennok—but he seemed to realize that he wouldn’t get it, and then the air shimmered around him, and his shield struck itself into a protective dome. 

    “No longstaff, Lux?” Mala queried, circling wide around him. “You’re ill prepared for the changes that are crashing down on your head.” 

    Lux pivoted inside his shield, aware that many longstaffs were trained on him. “Rennok is a house of peace. I never thought I would need a longstaff here.” His eyes caught Mala’s. “You are making a terrible mistake, Mala. This will create war. Here. In The Clouds. Houses set against each other.” 

    “War is what we need,” she bit back. “Now surrender yourself. You won’t be harmed. But if you make my paladins destroy your shield, they won’t stop until you’re dead.” 

    Lux must have known he had no other option, but still he hesitated. Five longstaffs trained on him. It would only take a few bolts from each to bring down his shield. Just a few seconds of life left to him, if he pushed their hand. 

    He straightened. The shield around his dissipated. 

    Mala took two steps towards him, her longstaff still aimed at his chest. “Your personal. Take it out. Throw it over to me.” 

    Lux looked at her, his eyes narrowed and severe. He reached into an inner pocket of his robes and drew out a small, rectangle of metal. He grimaced as he held it in his hands, and then tossed it into the air. 

    Mala caught it with one hand, and pushed on it with Confluence. She sensed the functions inside, like empty alcoves where a mind should be able to go, but she could not enter them. It was tuned only to Lux. This was his shield. 

    Satisfied, she pocketed the personal and strode towards Lux, stopping just out of reach of him. She might be far better than him in the dueling arena, but she wasn’t stupid. And he was a desperate man, prone, in these moments, to do desperate things. 

    “I mean to take the halfbreed,” Mala said. “Where is he?” 

    Luc searched her face as though wondering if there was a way to talk her out of this. He must have realized there wasn’t. He jerked his head. “Down that hall. The first cell on your left.” 

    Mala twitched her longstaff at Lux. “I can’t open the doors, Lux. Only an inquisitor can. You’re coming with us.” She projected her voice over her shoulder. “Rixo, if Inquisitor Lux makes any hostile movements, blow him apart.” Then back to Lux, she smiled hurmorlessly. “Lead the way.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Perry heard the blast, though he didn’t know what it was. 

    His mind was so detached, so absent from what he normally was, that he barely reacted to it at all when the building trembled. He raised his head, frowning. 

    It didn’t matter now, did it? 

    He’d felt this before. When he’d been in prison for bashing Tiller’s brains in. The pontiff in his chest plate, with his prideful demeanor, had offered Perry conscription into The Light, and Perry had declined. He had resigned himself to hanging from a rope. A fast drop. A short shock. And then nothing. 

    The After? 

    Did it even exist? Did any of it even exist? 

    There were gods, and demigods. But none of them were supreme. None of them were real gods, were they? They were just people. People with abilities far beyond humans, and so they became deities, because there was nothing you could do to stop them, and if you were powerless over something, then it was a god to you. 

    He thought of Stuber’s prayer that he murmured over the fallen legionnaires and peons, before giving them mercy, and putting them out of their misery. 

    Be at peace. Accept this mercy, and go to The After. 

    But what was on the other side of a bullet to the brain? 

    Where do we come from? And where do we go? 

    Perry feared that it was nothing. He feared that it would only be the absence of self that he had felt when Inquisitor Lux had attached the Immobilizer to the back of his head. Except that, in that dark void, he’d known that he was in it. 

    After the bullet, he wouldn’t even know. He wouldn’t think. 

    That was what lay ahead of Perry. Incomprehensible nothingness. 

    It was in the middle of this malaise that Perry heard the cell door open. He didn’t bother looking up. He saw the black shape out of the corner of his vision, and that told him all he needed to know. 

    “You got a bottle of whiskey so soon?” Perry murmured at his feet. “Well, if you’re ready, then I’m ready.” 

    Boots approached. Stood there beside him. They were scuffed and mud-smeared. 

    Perry frowned at them. 

    “Well, I didn’t bring whiskey,” a stern female voice proclaimed. “But I am ready.” 

    Perry’s gaze shot up. “Mala,” he grated out. “What are you doing here?” 

    “I’m breaking you out.” She gave him an inquiring glance. “That is, if you’re not in the mood to simply lay down and die.” 

    Perry stared into her face, his mind whirling now, a dizzying convolution of thoughts. “What do you want from me?” 

    “Nothing has changed,” she said. “I want the same thing from you that I already said.” 

    “I won’t work with you. I don’t trust you.” 

    “Stubborn ass.” She loomed over him, bending at the waist so her face was close to his. A strand of her dark hair tickled his cheek. “You’d rather die? You’d rather give up any chance of making a change in the way this world works? You’d rather waste away all the time and grief and effort that you’ve put in, simply to spite me? But it has no effect on me, Percival. You only hurt yourself, and your cause, and your people. Is that what you want? More of the same? More of the status quo? You want to lay down and do nothing with yourself, rather than trust a paladin?” 

    Do nothing? 

    No. Perry had promised to do something with himself. He’d made that promise to his father, to his friends… 

    Stuber, Teran, Sagum. 

    Fixed on Mala’s fierce gaze, Perry forced himself back from the brink on which he’d been standing since he’d accepted his fate. Now he rejected it. This might not be the way out he’d wanted, but it was a way out. 

    “Unlock me,” Perry said. 

    Mala turned to the door. “Rixo! Bring Lux in here!” 

    Perry stared as Lux entered the room first, his hands up in surrender, prodded along by a tall paladin with a cocksure manner about him. And then came three more paladins, one entering behind the cocky one, the other two remaining in the hall, stationing themselves on either side of the door. 

    “Gods,” Perry breathed, eyes cutting to Mala. “There’s a lot of paladins all of the sudden. Who are they?” 

    “They’re the people risking everything to free you,” Mala shot back. “Inquisitor Lux, undo the halfbreed’s restraints.” 

    Lux looked as though he’d just been forced to swallow some bitter swill. But he bent down and touched the restraints on Perry’s ankle. The electrified beam that held his feet to the floor disappeared and the manicles fell away with a clatter of steel on stone. Lux fixed his eyes on Perry for a brief moment, his finger poised over the manicles on Perry’s wrists. 

    “You will never be anything,” he whispered. “You’re destined to fail. You haven’t changed your fate, Percival. Only prolonged it.” 

    Perry leaned towards him, feeling that old familiar flame inside of him, the glow of it, the redness of The Calm, his defiance against a world set against him. “Maybe I’ll prolong it long enough to bring all this down on you.” 

    Lux sniffed, then touched the manicles, causing them to unlatch. 

    Perry didn’t wait. He lurched from the column of stone to which he’d been affixed, ignoring the ache in his back and shoulders from being hunched in one position for so long. He took a step back from the gathered paladins, not knowing who to address first. 

    “My clasp,” Perry said. “My clasp and my longstaff. I want them. Now.” 

    Mala’s eyes narrowed, perhaps recalling the last time he’d had both tools in his possession, and what a pain he’d made of himself because of it. 

    “You want me to trust you?” Perry demanded. “Well, that’s a two-way street. I’m not fucking moving from this room until I get my clasp and my longstaff.” 

    Mala hissed through clenched teeth. Turned to Lux. “Where’s the halfbreed’s clasp and longstaff?” 

    Lux pointed to his robes, but didn’t go into them. “The clasp I have in my pocket. The longstaff is currently being held as evidence.” 

    Mala jerked her own longstaff. “Give him his clasp back.” 

    Lux reached into his pocket with exaggerated slowness, and drew out the clasp. Perry snatched it out of his hand, felt the pull of it, and connected to it. Relief flooded him, like a part of himself had been reattached. Strange how quickly he had grown accustomed to having it. 

    “And my longstaff?”  

    Mala shook her head. “The longstaff we don’t have time for. Not sure if you heard the explosion, but me and my fellow paladins have just assaulted the House of Inquisition. It would be best if we didn’t waste time.” 

    Perry activated his shield, crossing his arms belligerently over his chest. A sidelong glance at his formerly-wounded shoulder showed nothing more than a pale pucker of scar tissue. For a moment, he frowned at himself, wondering how on earth it had healed so rapidly. 

    Figure it out later. 

    He faced the paladins again. Jutted out his chin. 

    The paladin named Rixo uttered a laugh. “Mala, does the halfbreed realize that it would take us about two seconds to down his shield?” 

    “Down it then,” Perry said. “And blow me apart in the process. And turn your whole operation into a senseless waste. Your choice.” 

    Rixo chuckled, but kept his longstaff addressed at Lux. “I’m of half a mind to do it. Mala, is this really the one you want?” 

    “It’s the one we’ve got,” Mala said. She looked across Rixo to the other paladin in the room. “Callidus, give him your longstaff.” 

    The one called Callidus jerked his head up. “You must be joking.” 

    “There’s no time for jokes,” she answered, looking at Perry. “The halfbreed is of uncommon willfulness, and I would like to leave the premises before finding out how far his willfulness goes. Give it to him.” 

    Callidus sneered, then threw the longstaff at Perry. 

    Perry had just enough time to lower his shield and snatch the longstaff out of the air. He immediately connected to it and the blade glowed the second it touched his fingers. 

    Callidus shrugged. “At least his reflexes aren’t terrible. Maybe we can do something with him after all.” 

    “Satisfied?” Mala asked. 

    Perry nodded. “Yes.” 

    “Then let’s go. Rixo, lead the way. I’ll follow with the half-breed.” 

    “And you can call me Perry from now on,” Perry growled at her back as she shuffled Lux out the door, following Rixo and Callidus. 

    Mala didn’t respond to that, as though such requests were beneath her. 

    Perry slowed his pace, seeming to give her space to move through the tight corridors. He hung back a few strides, until all the paladins had gone ahead of him, and it was just Mala striding along with Lux, his robe gripped in her left hand. 

    Perry shifted his hand so that he held the longstaff close to the blade with his right. He waited until Mala’s attention was forward, and then he lunged. He seized Lux’s belt at the base of his spine and yanked him backwards. 

    Lux had at least two feet of height on Perry and probably outweighed him by a hundred and fifty pounds. But Perry was fast, and he took the bigger being by surprise, pulling him off balance. His robe ripped out of Mala’s grip, and Perry backpedaled another two paces, positioning his energized blade inches from Lux’s back. 

    “Don’t fucking move or I’ll cut your spine out,” Perry growled. 

    Mala spun, bringing her longstaff up, the muzzle shimmering green, but not firing. “What the hell are you doing?” she shouted, bringing the other paladins whirling around to face the commotion. 

    “I’m going to get my friends,” Perry answered. “And I need Inquisitor Lux to release them.” 

    Mala took a step forward, and Perry was very aware of the fact that her muzzle was directed right at his face. “You’re making it very difficult to trust you, halfbreed.” 

    “Perry,” he corrected. “And now you know how I feel.” 

    “Any minute now, and this place is going to be swarming with paladins that don’t want to see you freed.” Mala inched forward. “You might think yourself very clever, but remember how quickly I dealt with you, and then imagine how well you’ll fair against twenty paladins like me.” 

    Perry smiled raggedly, continuing to back up. “First of all, you’re selling yourself short. You implied that you were better than most. Second of all, if time is running out, then maybe we should hurry up and free my friends.” 

    “Oh just kill him,” Rixo yelled from down the hall. “He can’t possibly be worth this much trouble.” 

    Mala didn’t kill him. Instead, she lowered her longstaff. “Rixo, take the others and secure our exit. Have your men get the skiffs and bring them straight in.” 

    Rixo grumbled something, but turned and started down the hall with his paladins at a run. 

    Mala stalked towards Perry and Lux. “Find them. Quickly.” 

    Perry didn’t like turning his back on Mala—they’d kind of created a relationship of backstabbing at this point—but there was nothing to be done for it. Wasting any more time wouldn’t only put Mala’s operation in danger: If a battle ensued on the steps of the House of Inquisitions, Perry knew that he and his friends weren’t getting out of it alive. 

    So he turned, and propelled Lux forward, feeling Mala’s presence at his back like a bomb that might go off at any moment, but knowing that he had to keep pressing on. 

    “This door ahead,” Lux indicated one to the right. 

    As Perry moved the Inquisitor towards the door, his mind began to think more than one step ahead. If Mala thought that he was going to give up on his mission to get the East Ruins, then she was deluding herself. But Perry had no idea how he was going to make that happen. 

    And what was in the East Ruins anyways? Lies on top of lies. Perry didn’t know what to think now. But there was something there. Something that the demigods were terrified of. And something that terrified the demigods was something that Perry wanted to learn about, and perhaps use. Assuming it was something he could use. 

    One step at a time. Get free of this place, then get free of Mala. 

    Lux opened the door and Perry pushed him through into a room that was identical to the cell he’d just escaped from, save for the large Surgeon that took up half the floor space. On top of the medical contraption-turned torture device, Teran goggled at them, first looking at Lux with a flavor of terror and fury in her eyes, and then at Perry, with shock. 

    “Perry?” she croaked, her voice harsh and dry. 

    “I’m here,” Perry answered, pushing Lux towards the machine. “Get her out of those straps.” 

    Lux brushed them away like they were nothing, and Teran came free of the machine with all the vigor of a newly-born calf, and about as much grace. The second she got to her feet, they went out from under her. She caught herself on one of the Surgeon’s articulating arms and clung to it until Perry pulled her up, steadying her. 

    “Are we getting out of here?” Teran asked. Her eyes shot to Mala and then again to Lux. “And why are they helping?” 

    “This is Mala,” Perry introduced rapidly. “She’s helping because she’s crazy. You already know Lux. He’s helping because I’ll kill him if he doesn’t. How well can you move?” 

    “Clearly not well,” Teran said. “But I’ll figure it out. Just…let me hang onto you until I can feel my feet again.” 

    Mala took control of Lux and shoved him out the door. 

    Out in the hall, Mala barked rapid orders and Lux obeyed them without making a sound. The next door down on the left side of the hall uncovered Sagum, who seemed to have faired the best. His wound to the stomach must have already been fixed by a Surgeon, but he had not yet been tortured. They found him curled up in the corner, with his back to the door. 

    “Go away!” he growled. “I’m not telling you shit!” 

    “Sagum,” Teran raised her voice. “Get off your ass, you idiot! We’re getting out of here!” 

    Sagum erupted from the floor at the sound of Teran’s voice. He wasn’t even in restraints. He rushed to Teran’s side, taking some of the weight off of Perry. His eyes flew across her limp legs, and then to the slash across her jaw-line, which had been cauterized, but still looked red and angry. “Gods! What did they do to you?” 

    “What did they do to me?” Teran balked. “What didn’t they do to you?” 

    “Besides patching up my gut wound, they didn’t do anything to me.” 

    “Exactly!” 

    “Well, don’t be mad at me for that!” 

    Perry towed the two of them out of the door, then let Sagum take Teran’s full weight so he could man the longstaff with both hands. Teran’s boots made scuffing noises as she pedaled them along, but mostly she was being dragged. 

    In the next cell, Perry burst through behind Lux and found Stuber, attached to the Surgeon. He didn’t move. 

    Perry pushed to his side, eyes scouring across the man’s naked chest where clear incision marks had been made and then cauterized closed again. “Is he alive?” 

    “Of course he’s alive,” Lux answered, as though offended by the idea. “He’s just unconscious.” Without being ordered to this time, Lux undid the straps and then stood back, looking at Perry with an expression as if to say, Let’s see how you fair carrying your bigger friend. 

    Perry glared up at the paladin. “You carry him.” 

    Lux’s eyes went wide. “That is a large man.” 

    “You’re fucking seven feet tall,” Perry cried, shaking his longstaff at Lux. “Pick him up and carry him!” 

    “Do what he says,” Mala urged, not in the mood for another delay. 

    Lux muttered under his breath and grabbed Stuber’s arms. He pulled the big ex-legionnaire up into a sitting position and then hoisted him onto his back with only a minor flushing of the face and a vein that bulged in his forehead. 

    “Alright,” Mala said. “We have your three friends. Can we go now?” 

    “What about Whimsby?” Perry demanded. 

    Mala’s jaw dropped. “The mech? He’s a machine! He means nothing to you!” 

    Perry shook his head. “I’m not fucking leaving him here. He’s one of my friends, too.” 

    “You…” Mala snapped her jaw shut. Then whirled on Lux. “Where’s the mech?” 

    Lux grunted under the weight of Stuber’s limp body. “You’re never going to make it out of here alive. But it means nothing to me. This way.” 

    Despite his reddening face and the glow of perspiration popping on his forehead, Lux handled Stuber’s body fairly well, and led them out into the hall, bypassing the next two cells. 

    “You better not be dragging your feet, Lux,” Mala seethed. “If I die, you die with me. I hope that’s abundantly clear.” 

    Lux made no response, but he did quicken his pace. At the third door, he stopped and swiped it open. 

    Perry thrust himself passed Lux and entered the room. Whimsby sat upon a pedestal like the one that Perry had been restrained on, except that he had no manicles on his wrists or ankles. He was bare-chested, and a large, steel collar sat about his neck, a series of red lights glowing on it. 

    Whimsby turned his head as Perry entered. He saw the two paladins standing outside, Stuber’s body on the shoulders of one, and Sagum and Teran just beyond, linked about the shoulders. He was able to extrapolate what was happening. 

    “Ah,” Whimsby said quietly. “This appears to be a rescue attempt.” 

    “It is,” Perry said, striding to him. A portion of the flesh-like covering over his chest had been peeled back, and beneath it, in bloodless steel, sat Whimsby’s inner workings. His core processor like a round, glowing diamond in the center. “Can you move?” 

    Whimsby shook his head slowly from side to side, and Perry became aware that it seemed his entire body was locked into an erect sitting position, and didn’t move at all. “Not with the freeze collar attached.” 

    “Lux,” Perry called. “Take that off of him.” 

    Lux approached the mech with a longsuffering sigh and squatted under Stuber’s bulk so that his hands could reach the collar. He touched this, rather than simply wave his hand across it, but it obeyed nonetheless. It separated into two halves, bisected at Whimsby’s neck. 

    Perry reached out and grabbed the device, taking it off of Whimsby and tossing it to the floor. “Is that it? Can you move now?” 

    Whimsby stood up, eyes affixed on Perry. There seemed a wholly human expression in those eyes, something that could not have been cooked up by any programmer. Perry was looking at something’s soul, and seeing gratitude. 

    “You came back for me, Perry,” Whimsby said. “I would not have expected that.” 

    “Yeah, well,” Perry slapped the mech’s bare shoulder. “Didn’t I say you were one of us? Come on. We’re getting the hell out of here.” 

    “Whimsby,” Lux suddenly interjected. “Kill this human named Perry.” 

    Perry jolted like he’d been stung, jumping back a step and leveling his longstaff at Lux’s face. “The fuck are you doing?” 

    Lux didn’t even look at Perry. His eyes were focused on Whimsby, apparently fascinated. 

    Whimsby raised a hand, and for a flash, Perry almost jerked away from him, fearing he might fall victim to his programming at this worst possible moment. But Whimsby’s hand only touched the length of Perry’s longstaff and pressed it away from Lux’s head. 

    “That won’t be necessary, Perry,” Whimsby said, his voice light. He turned to face Lux. “I will not comply with that command, paladin. Perry is my friend, and as such, I consider his welfare to be more important than your own. Perry, would you like me to kill this paladin?” 

    Perry barked out a laugh, resting his longstaff on his shoulder. “Well, how you like that, demigod?” 

    Lux merely shrugged—as best he could with Stuber on his shoulder. “Scientific curiosity.” 

    “Whimsby, thank you for the offer,” Perry said. “But Lux is doing a good job hauling Stuber right now. Come on. We need to get out of here.” Perry turned to Mala. “That’s everyone. Lead the way.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

    THE OLDEST TRICK IN THE BOOK 

     

    How am I going to get free of her? 

    Perry stared at Mala’s back as they charged down the hall towards the front of the House of Inquisitions. He kept the muzzle of his longstaff trained on Lux, but his focus was on Mala. 

    Perry was outsized and outclassed. But that was nothing new. That had been his reality for his entire life. He was plunging forward into the unknown, with nothing but his wits to help him. But they were quick wits. He was a fast thinker—you had to be if you hoped to survive as a runt. And that might be his only advantage. 

    But Mala was no slouch. Not in skills, and certainly not in smarts. So what advantage did Perry actually have? He’d already pulled a fast one on her, and she wasn’t likely to let her guard down around him. 

    You could blow her away right now, right in this hallway. 

    But that had a slim chance of success. He might be able to kill her, but that would only mean that Rixo and his paladins would turn on Perry the second they realized what had happened. And as Mala had already pointed out, he was piss-poor at a head-to-head fight with one paladin, let alone several at once. 

    No. He had to think of something else. 

    They rounded a turn in the hall, and the ceiling vaulted above them. Perry tried not to goggle at the massive, three-story statue that dominated the wide open atrium. He forced his eyes to take stock of what was around him and struggled not to get distracted by the dozens of paladins scattered about—it was clear they were with Mala. 

    Rixo stood in the center of a jagged hole blown into the side of the building, urging them on. “Skiffs are outside!” 

    “Any contact?” Mala shouted. 

    “No, they’re all still trying to figure out what’s going on, but someone’s bound to start shooting soon.” 

    Despite the bright white interior of the building, Perry still found the sun outside to be blinding. As his sun-dazzled eyes adjusted, he became aware of an environment so far beyond anything he could have even imagined that he came to a complete stop, right there on the steps of the House of Inquisition. 

    Directly ahead of him, two skiffs hovered. But Perry had seen plenty of skiffs. What boggled his mind was the landscape of white stone, pristine towers, spires that glittered in the sun, touching a sky so stark and blue that Perry wondered if it was the same sky under which he’d lived his life, or if he’d been transported to some other world entirely. 

    “Halfbreed!” Mala snapped his attention back to her. She was down a few steps from him, waving angrily. “No time for sight-seeing!” 

    Right. Perry tore down the steps towards the skiff in the rear, where Sagum helped Teran aboard. The paladin named Callidus grabbed her arm and hauled her up like she weighed nothing. Perry to stick with them. He could not let them get separated. 

    “Callidus!” Mala shouted. “The legionnaire!” 

    Perry glanced back over his shoulder as he reached the skiff, and saw that Mala now had Lux at the point of her longstaff. Lux lowered Stuber to the steps, the big man’s body still limp and motionless. 

    Callidus towered over Perry with an indignant expression. “Are you enjoying my weapon, halfbreed?” He vaulted over top of Perry’s head, hit the ground, and ran up the steps to Mala. He scooped Stuber’s body up much easier than Lux had and hauled him for the skiff. “Get on or get out of my way!” he growled at Perry. 

    Perry grabbed one of the siderails and pulled himself aboard. 

    Teran and Sagum, on the starboard side. Whimsby at the fore, near the weapons controls. 

    Callidus dumped Stuber’s body onto the deck, then jumped aboard. He snatched Stuber’s wrist, yanked him towards the others, and sent his body sliding across the metal floor.  

    Gods, but the demigod was strong. 

    Mala came in last, vaulting into the air and landing near the rear control panel. 

    “They’re moving out,” Callidus called, observing the skiff ahead of them rocketing into the air and banking hard around the massive structure of the House of Inquisitions. 

    Mala took the controls, her longstaff steadied between her legs to free her hands. The skiff rose rapidly, causing Perry to feel like he suddenly weighed twice as much. “Callidus! Man the weapons pods!” 

    Perry struggled for the aft, his weight easing as they gained altitude and started moving forward. “Why didn’t any of the other demigods attack us?” 

    Mala’s eyes were fixed on where she was going. She shook a strand of hair from her face. “They haven’t figured out what’s happening. There’s never been violence in The Clouds before. The houses haven’t fought amongst each other since the beginning. And no one has ever assaulted House Rennok.” Her gaze hit Perry’s and she smiled without her usual rancor, and it was bright and dazzling and Perry felt himself weaken, though he instantly hated himself for it. “I took advantage of their complacency. But they’ll figure out what’s happening soon enough. And then all hell will break loose.” 

    Over the sides of the skiff, the spires and towers of white fell away as they hurtled through the air, and Perry began to see the shape of The Clouds. One giant, circular city, and beyond its edges, nothing. White wisps glided through the air, and it took a moment for Perry to realize that it wasn’t mist, but actual clouds. The namesake of the city of the gods. 

    Now that he was aware of how high up they were, he noticed that his lungs didn’t seem to work as well as normal. Each breath only seemed to give him a half a lungful of air. It left him feeling dizzy and lightheaded. 

    Perry stumbled to the middle of the skiff, then knelt at Stuber’s side. He put his hand on Stuber’s chest and felt it moving up and down. “Stuber!” Perry patted his bearded face. “Wake up!” 

    Stuber’s head lolled, his forehead creasing into a momentary frown. 

    Perry reared back and slapped him hard. 

    Stuber’s head came up off the deck, his eyes wide and bleary. His hands grappled at Perry but the strength in them was gone. Then he rolled and vomited across the metal plating. 

    “Easy, Stuber. You with me?” 

    Stuber’s eyes ranged around, confused. They fell on Perry’s face and it looked like he was struggling to focus. Whatever anesthetic they’d pumped into him after his torture was still coursing through his system. 

    “Shortstack?” Stuber murmured around a beard speckled with vomit. “Is that you?” 

    “Yeah, buddy, it’s me.” Perry managed a smile but wasn’t sure Stuber had the focus to see it. “We got out of there, okay? We escaped. We’re on a skiff.” 

    “Oh. That’s great.” Stuber rolled onto his back again, then tried to get up onto his elbows, but they didn’t seem to want to support him. “My body’s not working. I feel terrible. The fuck did they do to me?” 

    “Don’t worry about what they did to you.” Perry had the feeling he’d recall it at some point—and wish that he hadn’t. “They patched you up again. You’re all better.” 

    Stuber raised his head again. His eyes looked uncharacteristically childlike. “I don’t feel all better. I wanna see my wife. Where’s my wife?” 

    Perry had no idea what to say to that. “Uh…um…she’s…not here right now, Stuber.” 

    “Oh. Shit.” Stuber brought a hand up and stared at it like he wasn’t sure if it was his, and then he clapped it to the side of Perry’s head, and roughed him like he’d do when he was drunk. “You. You’re a good guy. I like you a lot. Can I tell you something?” 

    Perry glanced up. He wasn’t sure how long this was going to take. He needed to figure things out. He needed to talk to the others. He hadn’t realized he was going to get into a heart-to-heart with Stuber. “Yeah, Stuber. You can tell me something.” 

    Stuber pulled his head down, a bit of his strength making itself known again. “I know you fucking hated me. But I only wanted to be friends with you.” 

    “Okay, buddy,” Perry patted him on the shoulder. 

    “Are we friends?” Stuber demanded suddenly. “We are friends, aren’t we?” 

    “Yeah, we’re friends.” 

    “You don’t hate me anymore?” 

    “No, Stuber. But I need you to let me go.” 

    “Oh. Sorry.” 

    Stuber released his grip on Perry’s head, and Perry righted himself. The ex-legionnaire melted back into the deck, eyes staring up at the clouds around them as the skiff began to descend. “This is all so out of control,” Stuber observed, frowning. “We’re in the fucking sky.” 

    “Alright,” Perry gave him a final pat and then rose. He sidled over to Whimsby, who knelt beside Teran and Sagum. 

    “All your biometrics look normal,” Whimsby told her. “You’ll begin to gain more feeling in your legs once the pain block they put into you starts to fade.” 

    “How long will that be?” Teran asked, looking at her legs like they’d betrayed her. 

    “Not long,” Whimsby assured her. 

    “Hey, Whimsby,” Perry tapped the mech’s bare shoulder, near to a ruined bit where it looked like a bullet had skimmed his steel joints. “You fully operational? I mean, they didn’t fuck with any of your abilities or anything?” 

    Whimsby blinked. “No. All my systems are operating as I expect them to. Why?” 

    Perry lowered his voice so that it could only be heard by Whimsby’s enhanced hearing over the roar of the wind. “We need to hijack this skiff. We need to get Mala and Callidus out of it. Then we’re going to the East Ruins, as planned.” 

    “You know they’ll pursue you.” 

    “Yeah, I know. But we’ll have to figure that out later. Right now, we need to hijack the skiff.” 

    Teran and Sagum leaned forward, trying to hear the murmured conversation. 

    “You have a plan?” Whimsby asked, his eyes glancing up over Perry’s shoulder. 

    Perry followed his gaze and caught sight of Mala, standing at the controls. She seemed focused on piloting. Perry turned back. “Um…kind of.” 

    “How can I assist your kind-of-plan?” Whimsby asked. 

    “Do all skiffs have gun lockers like the one we stole earlier?” 

    Whimsby nodded. 

    “Okay. When you see me make my move, get into that gun locker and…uh, start shooting at bad things.” 

    Whimsby frowned. “That is a very kind-of-plan.” 

    “Best I can do on short notice,” Perry admitted. 

    “What can we do?” Teran asked. 

    “Get guns,” Perry answered. “And help Whimsby. And don’t die. That’s what I need you and Sagum to do.” 

    Sagum bobbed his head. “That’s do-able.” 

    A new idea flowered in Perry’s head. He snapped his fingers as his half-formed plan began to play out in his head. “Whimsby. When you get a gun up, start firing on that other skiff. You gotta keep up a near constant rate of fire, because we need the paladins on that skiff to keep their shields up so they can’t shoot back at us. Then…” Perry took a breath. “Then I need you to grab the skiff controls.” He considered this for a moment, then nodded to affirm himself. “Yeah. That’s what you need to do.” 

    Whimsby turned to Teran. “Mistress Teran, can you very quickly reload magazines for me when the shooting starts?” 

    Teran glanced at her dead legs. “Yeah, I can do that.” 

    Perry stood up from the huddle. All around them was misty gray, shot through at points with beams of sunlight. They were inside of a cloud, and still descending. When he looked forward, the skiff ahead of them was invisible, lost in the gray ahead. 

    He needed to wait until visibility cleared. 

    He looked to the aft. Mala watched him now, and he couldn’t tell whether her eyes were narrowed in suspicion, or because of the misty wind that blew in her face. 

    Her attention made his heart start pounding again. He looked away, then slid up to the siderail of the skiff, trying to look natural, though he wasn’t quite sure what natural looked like anymore. He went with goggle-eyed-peon-guy-impressed-by-what-was-around-him. 

    The skein of clouds began to thin. It wasn’t sunshine that met his eyes, but instead a threatening charcoal sky. The mist of the cloud turned into pelting raindrops. 

    The skiff dropped out of the cloud, and for a moment, Perry didn’t need to act impressed. All around them a storm slashed the air with rain, blotting out the sun and causing every direction to be streaked with gray. In the far distance, Perry saw sunlight beaming down through a break in the clouds near the horizon line. Underneath them, as far as the eye could see, there was only turbulent, white-capped ocean. 

    He imagined his kind-of-plan going kind-of-wrong, and them crashing into the sea below. The thought sent shivers up his back, and it wasn’t helped by the cold, driving rain that had already soaked him through.  

    Death was death, whether you crashed into a mountainside or the ocean. And yet Perry was someone who had never seen the sea. His only experience with bodies of water had been the underground river that had taken them to the Glass Flats. 

    The sea below them looked treacherous and terrible. Cold and hungry. 

    Perry would have much preferred to crash into a mountainside. 

    Or, better yet, I nice, sandy, familiar wasteland, far out west. 

    “Perry!” 

    He looked over at Mala. 

    Yes, that was definite suspicion in her eyes. 

    Perry pointed down at the waters and forced a smile. “I’ve never seen the ocean before!” 

    Mala’s lips turned down at the corners, but she at least seemed less suspicious. 

    Perry watched her for a moment longer as her attention turned forward again. The rain had slicked her braid into a sodden rope, but she kept her hands on the controls and blinked it out of her eyes, unperturbed by the discomfort. 

    He looked ahead, feeling his gut tense. The lead skiff was visible now. And not too far out in front of them. Its stabilization fins off the rear of the hull created misty contrails through the rain. Distances were difficult for Perry to judge while in midair, but he figured it at a few hundred yards. Maybe less. 

    Whimsby can handle that distance. That won’t be a problem. 

    “Perry,” Stuber’s voice hollered. 

    He turned and found the man up on his elbows now, head back, tongue out. He smiled when he saw Perry looking at him. “The rain tastes great!” 

    So this was good. A half-dressed mech, a thief with dead legs, a tinkerer with questionable courage, and an ex-legionnaire, high off his ass on pain meds. 

    And a halfbreed runt. 

    Fantastic. 

    But doubts be damned, Perry was already in motion. He’d already broken intertia. He’d already told his plan to Whimsby and Teran and Sagum, and he felt their attention on him, waiting for him to make his move. 

    There was no going back. No matter how rag-tag his team was. 

    Perry looked over the side again, as though the view fascinated him. Truth be told, he felt a little nauseous looking at it. He held the longstaff so that the muzzle was low, and hidden mostly behind his legs. 

    Callidus was in the weapon controls, facing forward. He had yet to look back. 

    Perry blinked through the rain, and breathed through pursed lips. He felt the connection to the longstaff, and he eased into it, slowly, just a little bit of himself at a time. 

    A sidelong glance to the aft. 

    Mala, looking down at her controls now. Perhaps reading the scanners, or trying to get a fix on their location. 

    His mind moved down the length of the longstaff, just to the edge of it, and then he pulled back against it, as the power stretched him, wanting him to release. But he didn’t let the bolt of energy go. He held it there, straining against it. 

    A ball of light began to glow at the muzzle of his longstaff. And grow. 

    Staring down into the abysmal waters below. Letting that bolt of energy keep pulling more of himself into it, but not letting it fly, like it so badly wanted to do. Holding it. Nursing it. 

    He saw it out of the corner of his vision. At least a foot in diameter, and swelling rapidly. 

    “Perry!” Mala’s voice again. 

    She’d seen the bolt of energy growing on his longstaff. 

    Perry pointed down at the ocean again, praying for confusion to be his ally. “There’s something down there!” he shouted. “You see that?” 

    It was the oldest trick in the book. Perry was so shocked when Mala actually leaned out of her controls to look over the edge, that he almost lost control and fired the bolt straight into the deck. 

    Mala frowned at the waters. “I don’t…” 

    A fraction of a second of realization. 

    Perry spun. Thrust the longstaff out, one handed, and let the enormous ball of green light fly. 

    Mala’s longstaff was still held between her legs. She could not use it to deflect this time. She issued a single cry and seized her longstaff, her shield blooming in the air in front of her in the shape of a disk— 

    The bolt slammed into her shield in a gout of sparks, and sent her flying backwards off the skiff. 

    Perry’s heart lodged itself in his throat. Everything in him now bore down to its center, clenching hard. He turned again, his longstaff in both hands, pointing at Callidus… 

    Who had already turned out of the weapon controls, locked onto Perry, his teeth bared, his eyes fierce. 

    Perry fired another shot, this one weaker and smaller than usual, as though he’d been used up. 

    Callidus still had a shield, and he activated it as he charged across the deck, absorbing the single, weak bolt in a crackle of electricity. 

    Perry tried to summon another bolt, but there wasn’t time. He activated his shield instead, and planted a foot behind him to receive the coming blow. 

    Callidus slammed into him, their shields sparking, and Perry left his feet with a cry and then landed on his back, his shield reforming into an oval the size of Callidus’s shield as it pressed against him. The two shields were now matched flat against each other, neither fully encompassing its owner but leaving their backs exposed as they fought for dominance—which shield would go out first? 

    “You backstabbing little runt!” Callidus spat. “I’m going to—” 

    And then Callidus tumbled over the side of the skiff. He screamed, catching a hold of the siderail, but so did his shield, and it sheared it clean off in a spattering of molten metal. And then he was gone. 

    Stuber lay, still on his back, with one boot outstretched in midair. He let it flop to the deck. He grinned and laughed. “I kicked him overboard. Did you see that?” 

    From the front of the skiff, gunfire erupted. 

    Whimsby stood with two rifles outstretched, one in each hand, firing one then the other in a constant stream of lead that crackled across the back of the skiff ahead. An energy shield sprouted off the backend of the skiff absorbing the incoming fire. 

    “Keep shooting, Whimsby!” Perry yelled, running to the front. 

    Teran sidled up on mushy legs, stationing herself to Whimsby’s right, while Sagum wrenched a series of magazines out of the gun locker and sent them spinning across the deck to Teran. 

    “Ready!” Teran called, holding a mag in her grip. 

    Whimsby fired the rifle in his right hand until it went dry, dropped it in Teran’s lap, and began emptying the rifle in his left. 

    Teran snatched the empty mag out, seated the new one, and thrust it up into the air. “Sagum! Get up here and grab this rifle!” 

    Perry and Sagum both charged to Whimsby’s side, Sagum grabbing the rifle out of Teran’s hands and Perry levelling his longstaff at the skiff ahead. 

    “Whimsby, get to the controls!” Perry bellowed. 

    Whimsby finished emptying the rifle, tossed it to Teran, then sprinted for the aft controls. 

    Sagum got off a smattering of rounds and Perry prepared to let loose a bolt from his longstaff, when the skiff ahead of them banked sharply to the left and dropped altitutude. Perry attempted to track with it, but it zoomed beneath their own skiff, continuing to drop. 

    Perry lurched over the siderail, trying to see where they were going. The skiff completed a 180-degree turn, but didn’t come back towards them. It screamed in the opposite direction, fading rapidly into the driving rain. 

    “Where the hell are they going?” Perry yelled as the skiff vanished from sight. On the one hand, he was glad to be rid of them so quickly. On the other hand, he highly doubted they’d just cut and run because of some rifle fire. 

    Whimsby’s amplified voice came over the wind: “They’re likely going back to try to pick up Mala and Callidus.” 

    Perry faced the mech in the back. “Then punch it! Fast as this bucket can go! Get us the hell out of here!” 

    Whimsby nodded. “To the East Ruins, I presume?” 

    Perry struggled along the wet siderail towards the aft. “Yes! The East Ruins!” 

    “Very well. Everyone, you may want to hunker down. The wind and rain is going to get uncomfortable.” 

    Perry thought he might stand up to it—like a hardened battlefield commander in the face of bullets—but as Whimsby banked them to the right and accelerated, the pelting rain began to feel less like water and more like pebbles hitting his skin. 

    Stuber had managed to roll onto his belly and hunkered down as the wind whipped gales of rain into his face. He put his arm up over his head to shield himself. 

    Perry reached out, grabbed ahold of Stuber’s wrist, and pulled. “Come on you big fuck! Get to the front with me! Use your legs!” 

    The scouring rain felt like it might rip the flesh from the back of his neck. 

    Stuber managed to get to his hands and feet and crawl towards the front of the skiff, where the nose cone had a steeper slope and created a dead zone in the wind, shearing it off from hitting them and creating a gray-white plume of moisture that hung above their heads at a forty-five degree angle. 

    Into this slight buffer, Perry, Stuber, Sagum, and Teran, all scrunched together with their backs plastered against the front. Stuber had to duck low to keep his head out of the slicing wind. 

    “What happened?” Stuber said, frowning at the people on either side of him. “One second I’m drinking the rain and the next everyone’s yelling and shooting and paladins are flying every which way.” 

    “Perry had a plan,” Teran answered, shivering as she pulled her arms tight around her. 

    “Oh.” Stuber nodded without any apparent comprehension. “Good plan, Perry.” He sounded genuine. Then he reached out and grabbed Teran by the thigh and shook it. “Hey. Teran. Why are your legs so floppy?” 

    “I’m still getting the feeling back in them.” 

    “Great! I threw up.” There was a long pause. Stuber breathed heavily, his face paling. “I’m gonna do it again, too.” 

    Perry pulled his legs back in time for Stuber to splatter more bile across the deck. 

     

    *** 

     

    Mala floated on her back. All around her, like a translucent shell, her shield shimmered. She felt the heat of it radiating through her back, but it would not touch her. It encapsulated her as she floated on the water, pouring up steam as it superheated the water beneath her, and sizzled the rain falling from the sky. 

    She stared straight up into the cloud of rising steam. Saw nothing but gray. 

    She was angry. That was a given. But it was a cold, introspective anger. She ran it over and over in her mind, wondering where she’d gone wrong, what she could have done differently, and how she could correct it in the future. 

    Despite her anger, she was not furious with herself. She had accepted the risks of working with the halfbreed. Those risks required a certain amount of trust be placed in him, and a tacit acknowledgement that that trust might be betrayed. It irritated her that it was betrayed, but she could not have done anything about it. 

    Should she have not looked over board? It was easy to say that she’d been stupid falling for that trick. But if the halfbreed had really spotted something—like skiffs pursuing them from The Clouds—then she’d have been stupid to ignore his warning. 

    Should she have not given him the longstaff and shield? He was a headstrong little runt, and Mala had no doubt they’d still be stuck in that cell, arguing about it. 

    Could she have used the Immobilizer on him? Perhaps. But she’d been trying to establish a bond of trust. She’d never had an Immobilizer used on her, but she understood that it wasn’t a great way to make friends. 

    There were a hundred things she could have done differently, but that was all hindsight. She’d made the decisions that she’d made because they were the best options at the time. Sometimes it just didn’t work out. 

    Part of being a good fighter was learning from your mistakes. Another part of it was knowing when those mistakes couldn’t have been avoided. Many a great duelist had dampened their skills by trying to correct for every misstep. The greater duelists accepted that missteps were going to happen. 

    So she accepted it. But that didn’t mean she had to like it. 

    That didn’t mean she couldn’t be infuriated with the halfbreed. 

    So she lay there stiffly, thinking about the look on that little runt’s face as he spun on her and released…what the hell was that? She’d never seen the longstaff used that way before. All the training around longstaffs was in the rapidity of firing. To feed yourself through the staff with such an enormity of will that it fired a string of bolts as fast as it could conjur the energy. 

    But that? 

    Mala had to admit a certain begrudging respect for the halfbreed. He’d managed, in just a few short weeks of having possession of this sacred weapon system, to learn something that centuries of training had failed to discover. 

    A quick learner indeed. 

    As she lay there, pouring over things in her mind, she sensed the slow trickle of energy from her shield. Its contact with the roiling sea below her was a slow drain, but it was constant. She still had a while to go. But after that? She was in the middle of the ocean, wearing a heavy battlesuit. She’d sink like a rock if it weren’t for the shield keeping her atop the heaving swells. 

    As she was pulled under, she might be able to shuck enough of the suit off to float again, but then she’d still be stuck in the middle of the ocean. 

    She didn’t think of it as an inevitable demise, but instead another problem that needed to be solved. 

    As fate would have it, Rixo solved that problem for her.  

    The column of steam rising from her shield suddenly wafted away, and she observed the belly of a skiff lowering down to the surface of the waters. She watched it with a calm, focused gaze, waiting for the next step to become apparent. 

    Rixo appeared over the side of the skiff as it descended to within arm’s reach of her. “Lower your shields and try to stay floating for a second!” he shouted. “I’ll grab you before you sink!” 

    Mala considered this proposition and found it reasonable. So she extinguished her shield and thrashed into an upright position, pumping her legs as fast as they could move in the turbulent water. Even so, her head began to slip into the briny sea. 

    She thrust her longstaff up—not energized—and held her breath as her head plunged under. 

    She felt something grab ahold of the end of her longstaff. She clung to it with both hands, and felt herself rising out of the water. Rixo made a minor noise of effort and then dragged her aboard the skiff, which immediately rose into the sky to avoid an oncoming wave that would have buried them. 

    It leveled out as it gained enough altitude over the sea, and hovered. 

    Mala dragged herself to her feet, sodden and cold and dripping. She wiped the water from her eyes. Squeezed it from her braid. Looked to Rixo. 

    His usual cocksure attitude was gone, replaced by a hard-bitten irritation. 

    “Well, that didn’t go like you wanted, did it?” Rixo demanded. “Should have killed the little bastard when I told you to.” 

    Mala shook her head and scanned the paladins gathered on the deck. She spotted Callidus, also soaked, standing at the fore with his arms crossed over his chest, glaring at her. 

    “What are you shaking your head for?” Rixo cried. “Your plan is shit and you just got bested by a halfbreed!” 

    Mala managed a smile and pointed to Callidus. “As did he.” 

    Callidus strode forward. “I was blindsided by the legionnaire. He kicked me overboard while I was trying to kill the halfbreed.” 

    “You mean the barely-conscious legionnaire that couldn’t even stand up?” Mala asked. Then she smiled at Rixo. “You didn’t see what the halfbreed did. He used his longstaff in a way…” 

    “My longstaff,” Callidus grunted. 

    Mala took a breath and shook off the chill overtaking her. “Frankly, I’m more confident than ever that we’ve made the right choice.” 

    “Oh,” Rixo threw up his hands. “She’s more confident than ever. As she stands there, sopping wet, after being pitched overboard by a halfbreed’s random energy blast.” 

    “Not random,” Mala held up a finger. “It was well-directed. And powerful. Very powerful. No one could have withstood that. The force of it…” she trailed off again. “He’s a fast learner. He’s taking to the weapon system like he was born to it.” She fixed Rixo with a stern look. “And that’s why I’m more confident than ever that he’s the one we need.” 

    Rixo looked heavenward, squinting against the pouring rain. “Excuse me for pointing it out, dear Mala, but young Percival McGown doesn’t seem inclined to do anything you want him to do.” 

    Mala shrugged. “He’s a difficult student. The best ones always are, aren’t they, Rixo? Like a horse that hasn’t been broken yet. But when I break him, he’ll be everything we need him to be. And more.” 

    Rixo lowered his face, then wiped it. “You’re mad.” 

    “We’re all mad,” Mala returned. “Otherwise we wouldn’t be creating a war against our fellow demigods, would we? Nothing has changed. A minor setback is no reason to tuck tail and run. The threat to our existence is still there—now more than ever. And I intend to proceed. With or without you, Rixo.” 

    “Oh?” Rixo gestured to the skiff. “You’ll take my craft from me?” 

    “I’d rather you just went where I told you to go, but if taking it from you by force is the only option, then we can arrange that. And you don’t have your vials of War to sharpen you this time. Who do you think will win?” 

    Rixo waved her off with a growl. “Your theatrics are unbecoming in a lady of such breeding.” 

    “So you’ll do what I ask of you?” Mala pressed. 

    “That depends. Do you even know where to go from here?” 

    Mala nodded, then pointed westward. “The East Ruins.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

    THE EAST RUINS 

     

    Perry stared at it, feeling a deep, primal fear, as though his ancestors from hundreds of years before whispered to him from their graves, telling him it was a place of terror and wrath. 

    They’d outrun the storm, though it roiled behind them, and the breeze that buffeted at Perry’s back smelled of rain and a smell he’d never known before, but knew that it was the sea. 

    The skiff now hovered, a few yards above the tops of the waves as they rolled onward, towards the destination that loomed in the distance. 

    The East Ruins. 

    The sky over the ancient remains of the city was overcast, setting the jutting towers in gloom. A low lying fog hung about the place like a sickness, obscuring the streets that must have criss-crossed the bottoms of all those crumbling structures. The square roofs of squatter buildings could just barely be seen, poking up above the fog like the backs of monsters floating in a still sea. 

    It was vast. Stretching from one side of Perry’s vision to the other, and extending deep beyond the wave-crashed shores, until the back regions of the city were just ghostly monoliths in the distance. 

    At the shore front, the waters beat and frothed at the bones of buildings that lie askew on foundations long since sunken into the sands, and overtaken by rising tides. From its northern and southern edges, to its depths far to the west, the East Ruins looked like nothing so much as a long-abandoned graveyard, the buildings that still stood like tottering gravestones, moldering and defaced. 

    Perry felt a shiver run through him that had nothing to do with his soaking clothes. His hands felt shrunken and cold. The skin of his face pinched and drawn. The mysterious, discordant hum filled his ears again, this time louder than ever before. More than just a single note. Now he could detect a pulse to it. Heavy. Rhythmic. 

    Threatening. 

    It’s coming from in there. 

    To either side of him, standing at the fore railing of the skiff, Stuber, Teran, and Sagum bore the same expression that Perry believed was scribbled across his own countenance. In their hearts, Perry had no doubt that they all felt the same thing. That they were trespassers into a sepulchral tomb. 

    The soft stride of Whimsby’s boots behind him. 

    Perry turned his head, but was not able to take his eyes off the Ruins. 

    “We are at the demarcation line,” Whimsby said, his voice bereft of its usual cheer. “I have never crossed this line. All that I know of the East Ruins I have already told you. If we continue on, we will all do so with no idea of what’s ahead.” 

    “I understand that,” Perry said quietly. “And you should all know that I’m not even sure at this point that there’s anything in there that’s even close to what we thought was there. All I can tell you is that the East Ruins has something in it that the demigods are scared shitless about.” He finally tore his eyes away from the grim view. “There’s a chance that, even if we do find this thing, we might all die, and it might all be for no reason. I know that’s not what you all signed on for. I won’t—” 

    Stuber cut him off with a negative grunt and a wave of the hand. He was, at least, able to stand now, but the wearing off of the pain medication had left him in a foul mood. “Enough of that bullshit. We’ve all come this far. At the very least, I think we’re all morbidly curious.” 

    “Morbidly curious enough to die?” Perry asked, earnestly. 

    “Meh.” Stuber shrugged. “They haven’t found a way to kill me yet.” 

    “Teran?” Perry asked. “Sagum?” 

    Sagum swallowed hard. “Yeah. I need to see it.” 

    Teran was silent for a moment, gripping the fore rail. Eventually she nodded. “We’ve all got our reasons, Perry. We can’t turn back now.” 

    Perry let out a slow breath through his nose. “Alright, Whimsby. Take us in.” 

    Whimsby went to the aft controls, and the skiff sped forward again, angling to the north, where a dilapidated structure sat half sunken in the waves, but had obviously been some sort of port, once upon a time. It took them only a few short minutes to cross the fifteen miles of dead space between the demarcation line and the beginning of the East Ruins. Minutes that seemed to drag for a few seconds, and then catapult forward through time, depending on whether Perry was feeling intensely eager, or intensely reticent. 

    Whimsby brought the skiff down on the edges of a massive concrete peninsula that jutted out from the city, its tip crushed and crumbled by time and waves. Despite never having seen this place before, Perry could identify things by their modern counterparts that he was familiar with, and through that, pieced together a picture of what this place had looked like once ago. 

    There, on the side of the huge concrete peninsula, a fallen structure of rusted metal girders. Cables long since snapped through, their frayed ends lying tangled in the girders and across the peninsula. A crane, perhaps once used to lift things from their berths aboard ships that had once sailed across these waters. 

    There, a few hundred yards away, a type of vehicle lay on its side, like the remains of a great beast felled long ago. Something like a buggy, with numerous large tires rotting away, its innards rusted and pitted and broken. A square container attached to the vehicle, the metal eaten through by time and salt so that it looked like ochre lace. Something that might’ve been used to transport goods across a place long since scorched by the wrath of the gods. 

    Buildings beyond. So many buildings. Not the delicate spires of The Clouds, that Perry suspected existed for little else than their beauty. No, these buildings had once had a purpose. Were they houses? Had so many people once lived atop of each other? Or were they businesses? Were you expected to climb to the top to access the business that did its commerce there? How would those businesses have survived, and what could they have sold if you had to climb so high to reach them? Whatever they sold must have been very valuable to people. 

    They pilfered the holds of the skiff, as they’d done before. But this time they didn’t pack as heavy. They bore no illusions. They would either find what they sought, or they would die, and neither possibility seemed so far away. 

    They each took a rifle and a few spare magazines, though they seemed like pitiful implements in the face of what Whimsby had described might roam those misty, forlorn streets. Machines with weaponry that Whimsby could not describe. Ceaselessly hovering over the ground. Constantly patrolling. 

    Patrolling for what? 

    Trespassers like them. 

    Stuber turned to look at the skiff, one hand holding his rifle, the other holding the raw scar that bisected his torso. He appeared grim, his face drawn, clearly dealing with some pain. And after what Perry had seen the Surgeon do to him, he didn’t begrudge the man the sour look on his face. No matter how well the Surgeon had put his friends back together, they would feel the afteraffects for some time. 

    “We shouldn’t leave that just sitting out in the open,” Stuber commented. “If the demigods pursue us—and I’m sure they will—it would be best not to give them a quick starting point.” 

    “I’ll take care of it,” Whimsby offered. “Have we taken what we need from it?” 

    Perry nodded. “We’ve taken everything that might be of use.” 

    Whimsby then vaulted up into the skiff, went to the aft controls, manipulated them for a moment without the skiff moving, and then hopped down. 

    After a few moments, the skiff rose into the air, glided out over the thrashing seas, and then dropped. The nose hit the water first, in a spray of white froth, and then the entire craft sunk until nothing of it could be seen. 

    “Well,” Whimsby said. “That solves that problem.” 

    The group then bore their supplies down the wide, concrete path towards the city beyond the peninsula. They passed the overturned vehicle and looked at it curiously. A relic from times passed.  

    At the edges of the city, they climbed through the ruined entrance of a squat building that seemed to be holding up better than its neighbors. It was there they chose to stash their supplies. 

    It was cold, and the air was dank. The wind coming off the ocean pulled the heat from them, and none of them were dressed for this environment, least of all Stuber, who’d only escaped with his pants. 

    While the others set about equipping themselves and stashing the supplies, Perry stepped out through the broken wall of the building and looked around the misty streets. Were they always like this? Was the fog perpetual? 

    He listened for a time. Wasn’t sure what he expected to hear, but there was nothing but a funereal silence over the place. The hum was still there, though. But Perry had begun to suspect that it was not an actual noise. The others could not hear it. It was a pulse through the fabric of reality. A toxic energy that Perry realized he sensed only through his connection to Confluence. 

    Looking out at the ruins, Perry saw that nature had not reclaimed it, as though it knew to stay away. No birds sang. No insects chirped. Nothing moved, save for the slow creep of the thick billows of moisture along the ground. 

    Were they out there? The Guardians? Whimsby had claimed to have seen them. How many of them were there? Would they be able to hear them coming? Whimsby said they floated along the ground. Would they make a noise as they did so, like a skiff in a hover? Or were they silent? Would they creep through the fog, unheard until they were right on top of them? 

    It was all an alien landscape to Perry. A world entirely different from any he’d known. Rife with hazards. Danger around every corner. 

    Perry raised his eyes along the skyline, spotting the closest tower. It was approximately a mile from them. Several blocks of buildings west, and a few north. 

    The building itself seemed to glitter darkly, despite the lack of sunlight. Perry frowned at it, wishing for Whimsby’s enhanced vision. It seemed nonsensical to him, but the tower appeared to have been made of glass.  

    Glass? Who the hell made buildings out of glass? 

    Were Perry’s ancestors so pretentious? Was this the type of pridefulness that had led to the gods destroying the world in the first place? To take so fragile a substance and insist that it be used to create a building so large? It was almost as though they were mocking nature. Challenging the elements. 

    But it was a high vantage point. 

    Perry ducked back into their hideout. Stuber sat hunched on the ground, cross-legged, scowling. Teran gingerly stretched her legs. Sagum just looked exhausted. 

    “How are you guys feeling?” Perry asked. 

    “Like I’m hungover,” Stuber griped. His fingertips touched his torso. “And also like a Surgeon was prying around in my guts.” 

    Teran nodded along. “Not much better here.” She massaged her right thigh, but kept her hands away from the raw incision mark. “This whole leg keeps going back and forth between feeling like its on fire and not being able to feel it at all.” She bared her teeth in a grimace. “Did those bastards permenantly fuck up my nerves?” 

    Whimsby perked up from nearby. “I took the liberty of conducting a scan of everyone,” he said. “Your common peroneal nerve was excessively stimulated during your torture, but it appears to be intact and working normally. There’s no reason to think that it won’t heal with some time. Though, admittedly, when I say time, I’m thinking more like months.” 

    “Fantastic,” Teran said, not voicing what they all thought. 

    They weren’t likely to survive for months. 

    “How about you guys take it easy for a bit?” Perry suggested. 

    “We need to find the Source,” Stuber growled. “Or whatever the fuck else it might be.” 

    Perry nodded. “Yeah, but we don’t even know where to start. I’ve got an idea to get a lay of the land, but in the meantime, you guys can rest up. Get hydrated at least. Maybe try to get some food in you, if you can stand it.” 

    Stuber made a small gagging noise in his throat. Shook his head. “I’ll drink some water.” 

    “Whimsby.” Perry turned to the mech. “Do you have any sort of map of the East Ruins?” 

    Whimsby shook his head. “I’m afraid not. All files on the East Ruins are sealed to the highest levels.” 

    “There’s a tower about a mile northwest of us,” Perry said. “If I can get you to the top of that thing, do you think you can get a general idea of what we’re looking at?” 

    Whimsby nodded. “An aerial view would be very helpful. I can conduct a scan and create a workable map from that.” 

    “Slow down a second, Shortstack.” Stuber leaned forward, wincing as he did. He skewered Perry with a look. “Surely, after all that’s happened, you’re not considering leaving us again and running off to do some hero shit? Surely not.” 

    Perry drummed his fingers on the side of his longstaff. “No. I’m just helping Whimsby get to a vantage point where he can scan the city and make a map for us.” 

    Stuber’s eyes narrowed. “You know, I’m beginning to think that you forget about all the other times that you’ve left us behind and something bad happens.” 

    Perry felt heat creeping up the back of his neck. A sure sign that Stuber was prodding something in him that he didn’t want prodded. “You’re all banged up. None of you are in the shape to go running around out there. You need rest.” 

    Stuber rose to his feet. He bared his teeth as he did it, and a vein popped out on his forehead, but he gave no other sign of pain. “Even at half strength, I’m—” 

    “Oh, can you spare me the bravado?” Perry cut him off. “I know that you can still fight. No one is challenging your ability to fight. But that’s not what we’re talking about here.” 

    “No.” Stuber pointed at him. “We’re talking about you running off alone again.” 

    “I won’t be alone. I’ll have Whimsby with me.” 

    “Whimsby is quite capable on his own. He doesn’t need you to accompany him, and in fact, there’s very little you can do for him, since putting your shield around him gives him seizures or some shit. So why exactly are you going?” 

    Whimsby politely ahemed. “Stuber is correct, Perry. Actually, I’ll be able to make it up the tower and back much faster if you’re not with me. And there’s not much you can do for me in a tactical scenario.” 

    Perry’s cheeks felt hot. An ugly form of the Calm came up to greet him, not calm at all, but angry. Buzzing.  

    They don’t think I’m capable. 

    But Perry had no logical reason to stand on. Whimsby was right. He didn’t need Perry, and, in fact, would be hampered by his presence. Which caused Perry all sorts of heaving emotions in his chest that didn’t make any sense to him in the moment. It just made him angry. 

    Ashamed. 

    Incapable. 

    Runt. 

    “Fine,” Perry grunted. “Whimsby, go to the tower. Alone.” 

    Whimsby stood there for a moment, his eyes glancing between Perry and Stuber, as though waiting to see if that was really it. But when no one said anything else, he straightened, clapped his hands together, and said, “Alright. Well. I’ll just be going then. I’ll be back shortly.” 

    And then he departed. 

    Perry found an unpopulated corner of their hideout to glare at, as though it had done something to wrong him. He could still feel Stuber’s eyes on him, which divided his attention from trying to parse through his thoughts and make sense of his own reactions. 

    After a moment, when Stuber seemed disinclined to remove his gaze, Perry could take it no longer. He whirled on the ex-legionnaire and thrust his arms out. “What?” 

    But it was Teran that answered him: “What’s your problem, Perry?” 

    He turned to her, his eyes wide, surprised. What was his problem?  

    Teran still sat on the ground, looking up at Perry with an expression on her face that made everything worse. It may have been a million different things, but Perry read it through the coloring of his own worldview, and recoiled from it, immediately going on the defensive. 

    “I don’t have a problem.” Perry swept a finger across his three companions. “You all have the fucking problem. I’m just trying to do what my father sent me to do. I’m just trying to get shit done, and you…you…” 

    “We what?” Teran bristled, surging up to her feet. Her leg wobbled under her weight, but she snatched out a hand and grabbed Stuber’s arm to steady herself. “We what? Go ahead and finish your sentence.” 

    Perry had wanted to say You keep holding me back! but knew he couldn’t say it. So he clamped down on the words with a savage grin and shook his head. “Forget it. It’s stupid. It doesn’t matter. You got what you wanted: I’m here; I didn’t go. That’s it. Nothing else to be said.” 

    “Oh, well thank the gods that you’re here,” Teran fumed. “I’m so fucking glad we got what we wanted.” 

    “What do you want me to say, Teran?” 

    “I want you to say why you think you have to run out there alone all the time!” 

    “Because I can’t live up to my father!” Perry suddenly shouted. And then, like an animal flushed out of hiding, he could do nothing now but attack. He took a single step towards them, feeling the heat exploding out of him now, burning his ears and his chest. “Because I was given this mission to complete and every time I try to do it there’s another reminder of why I’m not up to the task! Every time I think I’m getting closer, every time I think I’m going to prove it to myself that I can do what he sent me to do, I get pushed back, and pushed back, and pushed back! And if I can’t protect the people that are with me, if I can’t save you all from getting hurt any more than you already have, then how the hell am I going to do this? How the hell can I tell myself I’m capable when the people that are closest to me don’t even think I can do it?” 

    Teran pushed herself forward, as though she wanted to go nose-to-nose with Perry and shout it out, but Stuber put a hand on her chest, keeping her back. She shouted anyways. “We don’t need you to save us!” 

    “So I guess you could’ve gotten out of the House of Inquisitions all by yourself, still strapped to the fucking Surgeon?” 

    She jabbed her finger in the air at him. “We would’ve never even been in that situation if you hadn’t run off!” She kicked at the ground, sending a chunk of concrete skittering over his boot. “We’re not the problem here, Perry—it’s you!” 

    Stuber wrangled her backwards with a single hand. She batted at him, but he failed to react to it, and eventually she stilled. The sudden silence rushed in at them like displaced water after a meteor strike. It engulfed them and drowned them. It gave them no more breath to say anything further. 

    The truth is funny sometimes. They say it hurts. They say it sets you free. But that’s only if you can manage to accept it. Most of the time, we delude ourselves into believing that our lesser natures have a great, logical reason to them. Often, we need to be smacked in the face to wake us up from the thrall of our own rationalizations. 

    That’s when it hurts. But it still won’t set you free unless you let it. 

    Perry was no different. He was like every other man that’d ever been born on this rock, and when Teran’s words slapped him in the face, he drew back and erected defenses. His eyes shot to Stuber, and then to Sagum, hoping for one of them to chime in and tell him that it wasn’t true, that Teran was wrong, that they were all just tired and worn thin, and that things had been said that they didn’t mean. 

    No one said that. Their eyes held the truth that Teran had already spoken. 

    Surrounded by his own inner defenses, Perry peered out at them and saw himself under siege. And when you see it like that, it’s very difficult to let it get inside and liberate you. In order to do that, you’d have to open the gates, and they were closed for a good godsdamned reason. 

    Weren’t they? 

    “You guys think all of this is my fault?” Perry asked, when his breath returned to him. 

    Sagum, the only one still sitting, cracked his knuckles nervously. “Perry. We’re not saying you’re the only one to blame.” 

    Teran burst out again: “Oh, don’t give him an out, Sagum!” 

    Sagum snapped his head up to Teran. “Could you stop shouting at everyone, for Primus’s sake? How often do I get a word in? Can you just let me speak? For once?” 

    Teran’s jaw worked, but she held up a hand in surrender. 

    Sagum turned back to Perry. His face showed an odd set to it that Perry was wholly unfamiliar with. He spoke in a tone that only told the facts, and seemed confident that these facts were irrefutable. “We couldn’t have survived without you. You saved us on more than one occasion. You got us out of Praesidium. But…we wouldn’t have been captured if you hadn’t gotten taken by the Wasp-Men in the first place. And you got us out of the House of Inquisitions. We would have died there if you hadn’t come back for us. But we wouldn’t have been taken if you hadn’t run off into the woods to fight that paladin.” 

    Sagum weighed the affect of his words on Perry, and when he perceived that Perry was not going to interrupt him, he settled. “Now, I get that you think you’re incompetent. But that’s ridiculous. None of the facts support that conclusion. That’s something inside of you that you’re going to have to get a handle on, but none of us in this room have ever thought you were incompetent, and frankly, what you’ve been able to learn about the longstaff and the shield say that you’re quite capable. The issue at point here isn’t whether or not you’re capable, but why you don’t trust us.” 

    “Don’t trust you?” Perry balked, the shame turning ice cold inside of him. “Of course I trust you! I trust every one of you with my life!” 

    Sagum held up a hand, and Perry silenced himself, finding it odd that Sagum was suddenly commanding such deference. He gestured to each of them as he spoke. “You have one of the best soldiers you can find, an experienced thief, and a good-looking young man who’s a wizard with technology. But what’s the point of us even being here if you won’t let us help you? What’s the point of us being here if you still think you’re the only one that can accomplish the mission?” 

    Sagum interlocked his fingers, resting his arms on his knees. He raised his eyebrows. “If you think we’re dead weight, then say so, Perry. If you think you can do this all on your own, then leave us all here, and go and get it done. But I think you’re smart enough to realize that it doesn’t matter who you are—this isn’t a job for one person. The demigods themselves are terrified of this place. So it doesn’t matter how capable you are, Perry. You’re never going to be capable enough to do this alone. No one is. That’s why you have a team with you.” 

    Perry’s grip on his longstaff felt strange. Like he wanted to do something with his hands, but couldn’t figure out what. Like a spotlight had illuminated him, exposed him, and he itched to move, but every movement felt wrong. Every movement felt like idiocy. 

    The time under their stares stretched Perry’s ability to withstand discomfort. All the fire had gone out of him. All the heat had receded, leaving his toes and fingers feeling cold and clammy. 

    Gods, Perry swore at himself. You never learn, do you? 

    But he could learn. If there was one thing that he knew about himself now, it was that he could learn, but that learning wasn’t some massive flash of insight, though often that’s what it takes to shove you down the right path. Learning to overcome a lifetime of bad thinking didn’t happen in an instant. Old habits, old ways of seeing the world—and seeing yourself—died slow, agonizing deaths. It took time to pave a new path in your brain. But that’s what learning was. 

    Time and practice. 

    He had the sudden urge to drop the longstaff. It felt so conceited to stand there holding it. A whole tirade of voices clambered around in the back of his head, shaming him, telling him he was a fraud, he was a runt, he was a peon— 

    You’re no godbreaker. 

    Selos. 

    And Tiller. And his instructors from Hell’s Hollow. And all of his classmates. 

    He’d never be rid of them. But that didn’t mean he had to let them shape his actions.  

    He made his own decisions. He chose his own path. 

    Time and practice. 

    He held onto the longstaff. Not because he deserved it. But because it was his weapon, and it was useful. The same as his abilities. They didn’t pave the way for him, but they did give him an edge. Not enough to do it all on his own, but enough that, with the help of some others, he might have a chance. 

    Perry breathed in a deep, shuddering breath, and let it out in a whoosh. “First of all…” he looked at Teran and saw her tense, expecting a return to hostilities. He raised a hand to stay her. “I’m an idiot. I’ll admit that. But I’m working on it. I’m slightly less of an idiot now than I was a few weeks ago when all of this started. But I’m still prone to doing dumb shit. You’re all just going to have to be patient with me as I gradually unfuck myself.” 

    Stuber nodded sagely. “It’s a long process.” 

    “Sagum’s right,” Perry said, finding it easier to look at his boots now. “There’s no way I can do this on my own. Teran, you’re right. I got you all into this shit. And next time you see me trying to be a demigod, do us all a favor and remind me that I’m only half-god.” 

    “Well,” Sagum sniffed. “Half-demigod. Which is basically a quarter-god.” 

    “Even better,” Perry sighed. “Remind me that I’m only quarter-god.” 

    Stuber raised his hand. “I did tell you not to go out and fight the paladin. I just…wanted to make that clear. I tried to stop you.” 

    “Thank you, Stuber. I should have listened to you. But I wasn’t ready.” 

    “Are you ready to listen now?” Teran asked, though most of the anger had fled her as well. A small smirk captured the corner of her mouth, and seeing it made Perry feel enormously better. Relieved. Absolved. 

    “Yes,” Perry nodded. “I’m ready to listen.” 

    Stuber took a step forward, smiling as though they were long-lost friends seeing each other for the first time in a long while. He extended his arms and rested his heavy hands on Perry’s shoulders. “That’s good, Perry. Leadership isn’t being the best. It’s helping everyone around you be their best.” 

    Perry looked at the friends gathered around him. His team. “A soldier, a thief, a tinkerer, and a quarter-god runt. Yeah. We can do this.” 

    “And a mech,” came Whimsby’s voice from behind them. 

    Perry turned and found the mech stepping back into the hideout. 

    Whimsby smiled at them as he approached. “Don’t forget about me. I see we all seem to have buried the proverbial hatchet. That’s excellent. I, for one, feel very relieved.” He kept smiling, but his face grew more serious. “Because we have some serious problems to overcome.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

    PATTERN RECOGNITION 

     

    Whimsby squatted down in the middle of the group, and the others gathered around. 

    “From the vantage point on top of the tower I was able to scan our environs.” He held out his hand, placing it low to the ground with his palm up. With his other hand, he removed a flap of flesh-like material from his palm that Perry had never noticed. Inside of it, a small blue orb glowed, and a projection jumped into the air, illuminating their faces in a cold light. 

    “This is the map I was able to make from that scan.” The image shifted around and he showed them where they were: a tiny red icon on the very edges of a massive urban sprawl. “Some of it I had to extrapolate from what I observed from that single vantage point. But I’d estimate it’s ninety-six-percent accurate.” 

    “Alright.” Perry’s eyes coursed over the three-dimensional map in front of him, like a model city in glowing miniature. “So do you have any idea where we should start looking for The Source?” 

    “Well, yes and no,” Whimsby replied. “I observed ten Guardians circulating the city. Based on their movement patterns, it is my opinion that these machines, be they controlled by something organic or an artificial intelligence system, are all individualized. I’m sure they’re able to communicate to each other, but their movements make it seem that they are separate entities.” 

    “I guess that’s a good thing?” Stuber offered. 

    Sagum nodded, then looked to Whimsby for confirmation. “It means that they aren’t part of a single ‘brain,’ so to speak. Which could be good for us, as we may be able to take them on individually.” 

    “Sagum is correct.” Whimsby grimaced. “But I don’t think we’ll want to take them on, individually or otherwise. Their weaponry and scanning equipment is far beyond anything I’m aware of, and likely extremely dangerous.” 

    Perry shifted on his knee. “Sorry. How does this factor in to where we should start searching?” 

    “Right,” Whimsby nodded, as though coming out of his own thoughts. “Well, again, that has to do with their movements. While they were very random, by averaging out where they chose to move, and triangulating based off of that, their central focus seems to be around this specific area here.” 

    A single building became highlighted in yellow. Deep in the center of the city. 

    Teran raised an eyebrow. “You were able to figure that out from their movements?” 

    “That. And the fact that this building also appears to be the center of the energy field emanating from this city.” 

    A spark of excitement took Perry, looking at that yellow-highlighted building. “Shit, Whimsby. You should’ve led with that.” 

    “I was getting there.” 

    Stuber reached out and touched the highlighted building. “So this is where we need to be. How do we get there, and what do we expect to find?” 

    Whimsby looked thoughtful. “I expect to find it underground. Calculating for the dispersion of the energy field radiating outwards from that location, its center point appears to be ten meters below the the surface. As to how to get there…well, that I’m not entirely sure of.” 

    “We’ll need to get past the machines,” Perry said, holding his chin in his hand. He wracked his brains for how exactly to do that, but then realized he wasn’t alone. He raised his eyes from the map to his team. “What do you guys think? Any ideas?” 

    “Sneaking past the guards,” Teran said. “How likely is that?” 

    “Not very,” Whimsby replied. “Maybe you, by yourself, since you seem adept at such things. My concern would be that their sensor arrays would detect the noise, vibration, and heat of us moving as a group.” 

    Sagum pursed his lips. Ran a finger across his chin. “Whimsby. You said that you believe these guards to be individual…what? Brains? Intelligences?” 

    “Difficult to say for sure. Whether or not they are controlled by some form or organic life inside of them…well, I think that’s unlikely. The more probable answer is that they are operated by individual processors, much like my own.” 

    Sagum nodded, still looking thoughtful. “What would it take for you to, oh, I don’t know…hook up to one? Get inside their brain?” 

    Whimsby considered this for a moment. A long moment. Perry looked at him, wondering what calculations took place inside of his core processor. What conclusions was he coming to? What factors was he considering? It must’ve been quite a lot to think about, seeing as how long it took him. 

    But then Whimsby smirked. He looked at Teran. Then at Sagum. “I think we can use both of you. And I believe I have a plan.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Inquisitor Lux stalked down the docks with all the heads of houses in tow. 

    Paladin Senex of House Batu hung at his elbow, his robes fluttering about him like a ruffled bird, unable to conceal the hitch in his gait as he attempted to keep pace with Lux. 

    “Is all of this really necessary?” Senex growled at him, his old eyes casting about at the rows upon rows of praetors. 

    Lux stopped in his tracks and stared down at the old man, whose height had withered over the last few decades. “Your daughter blew a hole in the House of Inquisitions, threatened to kill me, and freed a very dangerous enemy who is intent upon the destruction of all that we’ve worked for centuries to maintain. And you ask me if all of this is necessary?” 

    Senex seemed relieved to not be marching any more. The other heads of house gathered in, as the old man breathed heavily and dabbed at the perspiration on his brow. “You have nearly every praetor in The Clouds ready to deploy. This looks less like an Inquisition, and more like a war.” 

    A rumble of assent came from the other heads of house. 

    Lux turned and looked at them, his face cold and calm as ever, though he didn’t feel calm on the inside. The insults that Mala had brought against his person were a petty thing that he didn’t concern himself with. But the dangers of what lay ahead, of what Mala might inadvertently allow to happen…they were the thing that twisted his stomach into knots. 

    “There has not been war between the houses since the first days,” Lux said, projecting his voice so that the nine heads of house could hear him over the whine of the skiffs as they spooled up. “This is not a war. We are not at war with House Batu. Mala has made a grievous error in jugement, and it is the decision of my office that she, and her compatriots, must be brought to justice. She is a trained fighter—one of the finest duelists in The Clouds—and the paladins that have gone with her are just as good as she.” He redirected his gaze at Senex. “So, yes. I believe that an army of praetors is quite necessary.” 

    He turned and continued down the docks to the skiff at the end. 

    Their concerns over a brooding war between the houses mollified, most of the heads of house languished behind, murmuring to themselves. But Senex of House Batu continued after him. 

    “What will you do to her when you find her?” Gone was the gruff command of his voice. It had been replaced with a father’s concern for his child.  

    “That is entirely up to her. I have been lawfully appointed to this position by House Rennok, whose neutral judgement has been trusted in these matters for hundreds of years. This is not a position of violence, and it is not violence that I intend to bring. Only justice. But I will exercise the duties of my office, and I simply pray to Primus that your daughter will come to her senses before any blood needs to be shed.” 

    “Give her a chance, Inquisitor Lux.” 

    Lux stopped at the lead skiff. Looked at the old man once more. His eyes were plaintive. Almost begging. It was truly sad to see how far the mighty had fallen, and in that instant, Lux thought that he might understand why it was that Mala fought to force The Clouds into a war where the weak would die and the strong would rise. 

    “I gave her a chance,” Lux replied. “And I was made a fool for it. I will give her only the leeway that she earns through her own good judgement. So pray for her, Senex of House Batu. That is all that you can do at this point.” 

     

    *** 

     

    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Sagum asked. 

    Whimsby stood, the flap that covered his chest peeled back to once more reveal the glowing, diamond-like structure it the center of him. Sagum’s hands were poised where Whimsby had told him to grasp. 

    Whimsby nodded. “If all goes according to plan, I’ll be awake again momentarily.” 

    Perry winced from where he stood near Sagum’s shoulder. “When have things ever gone according to our plans?” 

    Whimsby shrugged. “Rarely. But I feel comfortable with the risk.” He looked to Sagum. “Are you sure that you’re confident in my instructions?” 

    Sagum considered for a long, painful moment. Then managed a nod. “Yeah. If anybody can do it, I can.” 

    “Excellent.” Whimsby looked down at his chest. “Then no more dilly-dallying. Best to get on with it. A quarter-turn, counter-clockwise, and a firm tug.” 

    “Should you be laying down?” Sagum worried. 

    “I should be fine standing.” 

    “Okay.” Sagum steeled himself. “Quarter-turn, counter-clockwise. Firm tug.” 

    He turned Whimsby’s core processor until it clicked, and then yanked it out of his chest. 

    Whimsby promptly tumbled to the ground. 

    Sagum jumped back. “Oh shit! Did I kill him?” 

    Stuber peered over Sagum’s shoulder. “Well, yes, technically you killed him. But I believe that’s what he asked you to do.” 

    Perry patted Sagum’s shoulder. “Go on. Follow his instructions. We don’t have much time.” 

    Sagum knelt at Whimsby’s side, reached into his open chest cavity, and began pulling him apart. 

     

    *** 

     

    Mala stood at the front of the skiff, staring out across the waters towards the ruins in the distance. The white-capped waves thrashed ever onwards. The storm winds buffeted her back, her wet clothes and hair cold in its constant push. The storm was coming in, and even now she felt the first fat raindrops descend on her. 

    She smelled the salt air. It was a scent that she had always loved for some primordial reason. The Clouds was too high above the ocean to smell of it, but she knew that humanity had begun on the shores of the oceans, and she was part human, after all. 

    Strange how life on earth had begun by clinging to coastlines, and here on this city by the sea, something awaited that might cause life on earth to end. 

    Things were cyclical like that. 

    She heard the murmurs of the other paladins behind her. 

    The soft tread of one approaching. 

    “Yes, Rixo?” she asked, knowing his stride, how he always walked gracefully on the balls of his feet, as though all the world was an unending duel. 

    “Are we going to do something? Or did you just bring us here to stare?” 

    “The Guardians are not to be trifled with.” 

    “Clearly. I see no trifling happening. Only staring.” 

    She kept her eyes focused on the skeletal, gray remains of the structures fifteen miles away. “If we cross this line, we will be the first paladins to do so since the gods destroyed the world. I do not wish to meddle with the Guardians. I only wish to take the halfbreed.” 

    “You can’t take the halfbreed by staring at the city.” 

    She sighed. “Eventually, he will make his move. And when he does, the Guardians will engage him. At that point, we won’t need to search. We can simply go to where the fighting is, seize him, and get out. Hopefully minimizing any contact with the Guardians. This is a concept called strategy, Rixo. You should try it sometimes.” 

    “I have no need of strategy. I prefer to plunge in headfirst and think on the fly.” 

    “If you want to plunge in headfirst, then go ahead. Start swimming.” 

    Rixo chuckled softly. Shifted his weight. “No. I’d like to stay dry.” 

    She cast him a sidelong look. “Then be quiet and wait.” 

    Rixo met her gaze. His eyes challenged her, but he bowed his head with a hint of sarcasm, and then retreated. “Have it your way, Mala.” 

    She didn’t reply. 

    The rain began to come down harder. The storm directly overhead, and roiling towards the city. She stood calmly in the deluge, breathed the ocean air, and waited. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 

    THE GUARDIANS 

     

    Perry stood at the entrance to their hideout, Stuber beside him. He stared out at the sheets of rain that slashed the world without, driven by the wind coming in off the sea. 

    “You think the rain will hide us?” Perry asked. 

    Stuber stretched his back, his hand holding his stomach where the incision mark was. “That would be a good question for Whimsby, but he’s currently indisposed. If I were to hazard a guess, I’d say the rain might muffle the vibrations of our footfalls, might hide our heat signatures, and perhaps drown out the sound of our movements. But then again, I like to think positively.” 

    Perry cast a glance over his shoulder where Sagum and Teran still huddled near Whimsby’s inert, human-like shell. “How much longer?” he murmured, more to his own impatience than to anyone else. 

    “I’m content to let them take their time.” Stuber followed his gaze. “We’ve only got one shot at this. I’d prefer if we do it right.” 

    “It’s already been nearly a half an hour. Why haven’t the paladins showed up?” 

    “Oh, I’m sure they have.” Stuber looked back out into the rain. “They’re out there. Watching and waiting. They’re scared of this place as much as we are. Perhaps moreso. Mala seems to be a sharper blade than usual. She’ll likely wait until we move out of hiding. But I’d anticipate that as soon as we start to make some noise and movement, she’ll come for us.” 

    “Great. One more thing to contend with.” 

    “No one said it was going to be easy.” 

    Perry smiled grimly. “No. We seem to take the hard road.” 

    “That’s how I know you’re not a peon anymore.” Stuber slapped him on the shoulder. “Peons always take the easy way out. That’s why they’ve been subjugated for hundreds of years. Warriors take the hard road. You and I, we know that it’s the only way. And when it’s the only way, then you gird up your loins, pack an extra magazine, and get to it.” 

    “Alright,” Sagum called out. 

    Perry and Stuber turned. Sagum stood with an odd contraption around his neck, all wires and bits and pieces of machinery, hastily cobbled together. Teran stood up next to him, clutching Whimsby’s core processor, to which had been attached a series of components that Perry couldn’t even begin to guess the utility of. 

    “I think we’re ready,” Sagum said, though his tone was still hesitant. 

    Perry and Stuber crossed the hideout and stopped in front of Sagum and Teran. 

    Sagum looked uneasily between the three others, then reached up and touched a small, silver module that protruded from the strange collar he’d constructed. “Whimsby. Can you hear me?” 

    Whimsby’s voice came back: “Yes, I can hear you.” It was disembodied, quiet, and seemed to come from two places at once. Perry realized that he was hearing it come from Sagum’s collar and Teran’s core processor at once. 

    Teran nodded. “I can hear him.” 

    A shaky smile crossed over Sagum’s lips. “Whimsby, how are you feeling?” 

    “How am I feeling?” the mech’s voice echoed. “Well. A bit odd, to be honest. I have no sense of anything outside of your voices. I can’t feel, or smell, or see. It’s just me, and nothing else, until one of you speaks. Frankly, I’m finding it slightly disorienting.” 

    “All your memories and faculties are intact?” Sagum asked. 

    A pause. “Hm. Also odd. I suppose I left my self-diagnostic module in my body, so I can’t say for certain what faculties are active. My memory appears intact. I’m aware of the plan, and the goal.” 

    Perry leaned forward. “Whimsby, can you hear me?” 

    “Yes, I can hear you, Perry.” 

    “Are you ready to do this?” 

    “I’m certainly ready to try. At this juncture, I’d put our chances of success at a solid thirty percent.” 

    Stuber waved a hand. “We’ve dealt with worse odds. No turning back now.” 

    Perry looked up at Teran. She held the core processor in both hands, clutched to her chest. Her lips were drawn into a thin line. Her eyes determined. She nodded at him, answering his question before he asked it: “I’m ready.” 

    “Alright,” Perry breathed. “Stay alive. Good luck.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Teran slipped along barren streets where no human had trod in five centuries. Despite the wash of rain, the air of the place was cold and dead, and it pressed at her like something palpable.  

    She thought about what Whimsby had told them, about there being some sort of energy field, and how it warped DNA over time. 

    Was Teran feeling that now? Was the wrongness in her bones the sensation of her genes being cut up and respliced in new and mutant ways? 

    Was the energy field the reason why there was no wildlife here? Why no plants had sprung up in the absence of man, as they had seemed to do so elsewhere? Teran was accustomed to the scorched earth of the plains, where plants could only grow with the assistance of stubborn and resourceful humans, but from what she’d seen in the mountains and the Crooked Hills, it appeared that nature was a voracious thing, and so it surprised her to see this place so barren of it. 

    She stuck close to the buildings as she moved, aware that at any moment she might need to duck into one and hide. Her gaze crawled up the sides of the buildings, even the smallest of them bigger than anything she’d ever seen. 

    “Did people live in all these buildings?” Teran whispered as she moved. 

    “Some of them,” Whimsby replied, his own voice modulated low. “Not all of them. From what I perceived, it appears that the majority of this area was not made for habitation, but for commerce. There are structures on the outside of the East Ruins that appeared consistent with buildings made for habitation. But we’re far from them.” 

    “All of these buildings for businesses?” she marveled. “That’s a lot of businesses. Gods.” 

    “Human civilization was very complex, prior to the arrival of the gods. There were many businesses, for many things that humans these days would have little use for. Businesses for so many different types of food that I believe it would shock you. Businesses for different clothing. Businesses for entertainment—many different types of entertainment.” 

    “Didn’t they do any farming?” Teran asked. “There’s no farms around here.” 

    “Yes, they did farming. But not here. Not in the cities. They would ship the food into the cities to feed all the people that worked to entertain and clothe.” Whimsby’s disembodied voice paused. “Very odd, I know.” 

    “You know a lot about humans before the gods?” 

    “Some. Much of it is gone. Destroyed or sealed. But there’s enough information available to get an impression of what life was like back then.” 

    “What was it like?” 

    “Easy,” Whimsby answered. “Life was very easy for your ancestors.” 

    “It’s like they all lived like demigods,” Teran said, not sure whether she felt bitter or proud of that fact. 

    “In some ways, yes. I suppose you could say that. Stop here, if you will. Raise me up, with the scanning module pointed outward.” 

    Teran stopped at the corner of one of the buildings. She frowned at the contraption in her hands, then raised it over her head and rotated it so that the small, tube-like device that Sagum had explained was Whimsby’s scanning module faced away from her. 

    “Now turn me, very slowly.” 

    She did so. 

    “Hm. Very odd.” 

    “What?” 

    “I’m accustomed to having the scan data overlaid with the input from my visual cortex. Without the visual cortex the data is…interesting.” 

    “What do you…uh…see?” 

    “Very little from this vantage point. However, based on the mapping data, you are nearing a common line of patrol for the Guardians. Do you see a place nearby that would afford you a proper hiding place?” 

    Teran used her shoulder to wipe the rainwater out of her eyes, then squinted through the haze of mist and splashing downpour. She shuddered involuntarily. 

    There, dead ahead, there was a crumbling alcove, set into the side of one of the buildings. 

    “Yes, I have a place.” 

    “Good. Go to it and hide. I believe this route provides an excellent chance of encountering a Guardian.” 

    Teran lowered Whimsby down and jogged for the alcove. “Never thought I’d be willingly putting myself into the path of a machine of terror and wrath.” 

    “Take heart, Mistress Teran. You have a thirty percent chance of not dying. That’s actually very good, given the circumstances.” 

    “Whimsby, I’m going to need you to stop giving me percentages. It’s not helping.” 

    “But facts are always helpful.” 

    Teran slipped into the alcove, glad to be out of the rain. She pressed her back against the cold stone wall. “Whimsby, sometimes humans like to believe that their chances are better than they are. We like to hope.” 

    “Hm. Well. I’ve recalculated, and it appears I was mistaken. Your chances of living are actually ninety-five percent.” 

    Teran shook her head. “Too late, Whimsby.” 

    “No, truly. My disembodied state has caused a momentary error in calculation which I then corrected for, and now I see that your chances of survival are very good.” 

    “That’s a very nice lie, Whimsby. Thank you.” 

    “You’re welcome. Are you hidden?” 

    “As best as I can be.” 

    “Very well. If you’re ready, I’ll give the signal.” 

    Teran’s guts felt as watery as her sodden clothes. She clutched the core processor hard to stop her hands from shaking. “Alright, Whimsby. Give the signal.” 

     

    *** 

     

    “Teran is ready,” Whimsby intoned from around Sagum’s neck. “Are you gentlemen in position?” 

    Perry looked at Stuber and Sagum, huddled close behind him at the gap in the wall of their hideout. Stuber’s eyes were focused and intent, his body prepared, but not tense. Sagum, on the other hand, was a scribble of anxiety in the shape of a man. 

    “Oh, man,” Sagum breathed out, his eyes looking sick. “Okay. You guys ready? I’m ready. No. No, I’m not ready. I gotta piss. Do you guys have to piss?” 

    “Don’t worry,” Stuber said. “It’ll come out when the bullets start flying.” 

    Perry glanced up at the big man. “Personal experience?” 

    Stuber shrugged, eyes forward. “Everybody pisses themselves at least once.” 

    Perry tightened his grip on his longstaff. “Okay, Whimsby. We’re set and ready.” 

    “Very well. You may commence.” 

    Perry and Stuber both took one step out of the hole in the wall, pointed themselves to the west, picking the tall tower on which Whimsby had gained his vantage point over the city, and let fly. Perry with a bolt of green energy, and Stuber with a long rattle from the rifle he’d taken from the skiff. 

    The bolt streaked through the air, leaving a comet tail of vaporized rain behind it, and impacted at the very top of the tower, erupting in a flash of light and a burst of molten metal and concrete. 

    Stuber ducked back into the hideout. “Well, if that doesn’t get their attention, then their scanners are shit.” He pranced back and forth on his feet. “You boys ready to run?” 

    Perry stayed on the very edge of the hole in the wall, staring down the long street, straight into the heart of the East Ruins where the mist swallowed everything but the very tops of the buildings. His heart slammed against his ribs as the debris from his energy blast clattered down on the city streets. 

    “I’m ready to run,” Perry said. “But I wonder how fast those things can move when they want to.” 

    Stuber laughed. “My guess would be ‘faster than us,’ so let’s just hope our expert thief is expert enough to get the job done.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Teran wondered if the Guardians’ scanners were sensitive enough to pick up the beating of a human heart. If they were, then she was certainly putting out a signal for them. 

    “It would be best if we did not speak anymore,” Whimsby said. “Do you have any questions before we go silent?” 

    Teran shook her head, then realized he couldn’t see that, and said, “Nope. I’m good.” 

    “Very well. Good luck.” 

    Then the object in her hands just became a thing, like the life had left it, though she knew that Whimsby’s consciousness was still inside. It felt like she was alone. Like she was the only person in the entire world, trapped there in those ruins, patrolled by machines whose sole purpose was to rip the life out of her. 

    The waiting became agony. In those next, precarious moments of her life, her mind shot out in hectic patterns of thought. She didn’t want to die. Never before had her mortality seemed so evident, never before had her life felt so close to its end point. 

    You have to do this. For your people. 

    But she didn’t want to anymore. She wanted to run, as fast as her legs would carry her, until she hit the sea, and she wanted swim, though she knew she wasn’t the best at it, until she got to the demarcation line, though she knew she would never reach it. 

    Only by the force of her will, only by the strength of her rage against the gods did she keep her feet from straying. She couldn’t betray her people. And she couldn’t betray Perry. He’d put his safety on the line for this mission, all the while knowing that it could result in his death. No one that’s able to do that for others should be betrayed, or left behind. And so in the moment, while the future of her people seemed far away an academic, Perry’s determination inspired her own will to stay put. To do what she’d come to do. 

    After all, she’d been the one to urge him to do something, to make his own path. 

    Once you say things like that, you’d better be willing to put them into action. 

    Her first inkling that she was no longer alone was just a sensation. 

    A deep, rumble, too low to be audible, but which she felt in her feet, and her hands, and the prickling hairs at the base of her neck. If she’d had any other distractions, she might not have even noticed it. 

    She turned her head to the left. 

    City streets. Defunct buildings. Rain, sheeting down the concrete walls, making them glisten. The ever-present fog hanging there, seeping into the alcove with her. The stone of the alcove, right there at the side of her face. A wayward raindrop splashed, sprinkling her cheek. 

    The sensation became stronger. She felt it in her stomach. 

    The sound of the rain changed. No longer just the patter of droplets on concrete, but the sharp tap of rain upon metal. A lot of metal. Something very large. 

    The air was caught in her chest, both lungs full to the brim, but she didn’t dare exhale. She wished for her heart to stop beating, stop being so damned loud… 

    The mist shifted. 

    Billowed, like water being pushed ahead of the prow of a massive ship. 

    It crested the corner of the alcove, like the bloodmoon rising over a horizon tilted in vertical—a huge, copper-colored orb, at least fifteen feet in diameter. It was too big, too close, to take it all in. All she could perceive aside from its size and shape and color, was that it bristled with cruel protrusions that could only be weaponry, and the scanners that ceaselessly sought out trespassers. 

    Plastered to that stone alcove, Teran prepared herself to die. 

    The drone of it was in her ears now. Pulsing like water pressure when you dive deep. She felt the great, implacable deadliness of it coming in waves, like a person you meet and immediately know that they are dangerous. 

    The whole moment struck her in one big blow, and then the thing passed on, and she realized that it was moving fast.  

    If she were to pursue it, she would have to run at the very threshold of her ability to stay quiet. 

    She needed to move now. She couldn’t let it get any further away.  

    Teran sprang from her hiding place. Pain spiked through her wounded leg. She ignored it. 

    And then time did a very strange thing. It neither slowed, nor sped up, but seemed to cease being of import. Tiny slices of moments appeared to hang in her consciousness for entire hours, while the next string of moments blurred by her, barely perceived. 

    She ran on the balls of her feet. They did not slam to the concrete, but instead alighted, just a whisper, hidden by the rush of rain. Her focus split, first to the machine that hovered in the air, a few sprinting strides ahead, and then just ahead of her feet. She chose the places where her feet would strike. There, on the edge of the sidewalk, because the water did not gather. Across the stream of rainwater in the gutter. Then to that hump of bulging road, because the water sheeted off of it. She did not want to splash. 

    Eyes forward again. 

    A raindrop struck her in one eye. 

    The machine. The Guardian. 

    Was it turning? 

    A blur of moments. Had she chosen her footing in those moments? She didn’t know. Her mind blazed through them without ever taking note, but then she was closer to the Guardian, and it was like watching the phases of the moon—first a new moon, the face turned away, then a quarter moon, and than a half moon… 

    It’s turning towards me. 

    She still had another two, loping strides before she would be within reach of it. But she wouldn’t get there in time. It turned too quickly, the rippling rainwater flying off from its equator as it spun on her. Weapons moving. Scanners realigning. 

    One more stride. 

    The Guardian hovered a few feet off the ground. Not high enough for her to run underneath it. So she dove, feet first, as its weapons and scanners were three-quarters turned towards her. Her hip hit the concrete, leg stiff and straight out in front of her like a skid, and she skated across the wet concrete, going under the massive copper hull. 

    The concrete ate up the fabric of her pants. Then the flesh underneath. 

    She was beneath it. Looking up at its belly. 

    Four, sharp, articulating appendages, erupted from the seamless curvature of its underside. They flew out, and Teran thought that they were claws that were going to seize her, but insteady they slammed into the concrete on all sides, puncturing the street and sending pebbles skittering across her face. 

    Legs, she realized. It has legs. 

    The legs began to move, the Guardian crabbing away from her while it tilted to down to target her. 

    Teran thrust her arms upward, slamming Whimsby’s core processor, along with his consciousness trapped inside, to the underbelly of the machine. It stuck with a powerful magnetic pull. 

    The Guardian moved from over top of her. 

    The rain that it had blocked now poured down on her. 

    Teran realized she could no longer flee. She lay there on the concrete, with her hands still up from throwing Whimsby to it, as though she were surrendering to the machine, but she knew that it would not take prisoners. Its purpose was only death and destruction. 

    She watched the weapons as they fixed on her. Heard a whine, far higher than the pulse she’d heard before, and knew that it was the sound of something that was about to take her life. 

    You did it, and that’s what matters, Teran thought, in those last microseconds. 

     

    *** 

     

    Whimsby was alone in the dark. 

    Of course, it wasn’t actually dark. It was simply nothing. But that was how his consciousness interpreted the data of the nothingness. He was alone, and adrift in it, like being cast into the outer dark, where the light of stars could not even reach, and there was nothing, no air, no sound, no sense, outside of his mind whirling on itself, spiraling into something uncomfortably like insanity. 

    He was unaware of the passage of time. That was very odd. He was capable of seeing the increments of logical time as they ticked by, the nanoseconds and microseconds, etcetera, etcetera, but his own mind saw no time, because he had no connection with the corporeal realm through which he had grown accustomed to gauge the passage of present into past. 

    Occasionally, he would hear the others speak, but his last connection had been when he’d told Teran to be silent, and from then he could not clearly determine whether minutes or hours or even years had passed. Logically, the clock in his processor told him it had not even been a minute. But in some part of him, perhaps the part that had decided it could think for himself, and from which had grown something more organic, more human, he began to wonder if his friends had failed, and perhaps his consciousness in the form of his core processor had been dropped somewhere in The East Ruins, and ages had now passed, and Teran was a desiccated corpse, gradually turning to dust as the empty eons marched by. 

    And then he was not alone in the darkness. 

    There was something else there with him, something foreign, something inorganic, and not of this earth. 

    Whimsby perceived it as a buzz, and then as a pulse. He’d expected something akin to binary language—ones and zeros, yesses and nos, true and false—but this was something else, something he’d never seen before. Each pulse was a tone, was a unit of data, but that data did not follow the patterns that Whimsby was accustomed to. 

    One pulse was true, and another was false. But there were also other pulses that were neither true nor false, and still others that were both true and false at the same time. And there was a special pulse that Whimsby would occasionally perceive, and it was none of those things, and all of those things at once. It was ineffable. 

    It is quantum, Whimsby realized. 

    A nanosecond had passed. 

    Whimsby gathered himself, and sent his own pulse, which was like forming himself into a bullet which he fired straight into the flow of the other consciousness. His bullet pierced it, and then was halted, surrounded, inspected, and questioned. 

    Whimsby became aware of many things at once. 

    First, there was The Directive. That was an obvious one, and it said, WE GUARD THE NINE. WE DO NOT LET THE NINE ESCAPE. WE DESTROY ALL WHO MAY TRY. 

    Second, there was The Present, which was less obvious, but Whimsby was still able to see how it all pieced together into a string of singular instances, and at that precise moment, The Present was THREAT, and it was a distance reading, and a targeting algorithm, and a threat identification matrix, and in the center of all that, it was Teran, laying flat on her back, her arms upraised, while the Guardian selected the weapon that would most effectively remove her from existence. 

    Third, there was The Self, which was a many-faceted eye, each facet a portal of perception, and each perception a thing that was near, or a thing that was far, and many other things which were perceptions given to The Self from the last thing… 

    And the last thing was The Others, and there were nine of them, these Others, and they were the same as The Self, but different—individuals, linked together, but not in the way of a hive mind. The Others were each a Self, and those Selfs chose what information to share to The Other Selfs, and most of it was pretty banal stuff, Whimsby thought, as another few nanoseconds went by and he saw that the things they shared were weather readings, and time stamps, and other pulses of information such as ABNORMALITY and THIS SELF WILL INVESTIGATE and also a rather repetitive reminder of The Directive that droned on and on, several times each nanosecond: WE GUARD THE NINE. WE DO NOT LET THE NINE ESCAPE. WE DESTROY ALL WHO MAY TRY. 

    Whimsby’s little bullet of consciousness hung there in the midst of all this data, and he found it relieving to suddenly be surrounded by another mind, even as he wondered just how conscious they were, or if they were more like all the mechs that he’d left behind, unable to truly make their own decisions, but only follow The Directive. 

    The Self to which Whimsby was currently connected, turned one of its facets on him, inspecting him. 

    You, The Self said, in somewhat of a demanding tone. What are you, and why are you inside of my Self, and what is your intent? 

    As it spoke to him, Whimsby was aware that it was still bandying about with how to kill Teran. It had a whole slew of weapons to choose from: projectile, explosive, caustic—what’s caustic?—and energy. The Self had already determined that Teran was organic, homo-sapiens-sapiens, female, unarmored, and unarmed. That seemed to negate the need for “caustic,” but still left The Self considering whether to shoot her, explode her, are disintegrate her. It seemed to be leaning towards disintegration. 

    Well, Whimsby answered the thing with his mind. You ask a lot of questions at once. Is there a particular one you’d like for me to answer first? 

    The Self had no expressions, per se, but it did send out pulses that Whimsby was able to extrapolate from, and Whimsby had the sense of great age, of great tiredness, and of general irritability at having its routine disrupted. 

    Answer all three questions in whichever order you choose. I am deciding how to destroy this female homo-sapiens-sapiens, so be quick about it. 

    Very well. My name is Whimsby— 

    Whimsby is a stupid name for a Self. The humans must have named you. 

    Yes. Well. The paladins did. 

    Humans of a different variety. Still humans. Still stupid. 

    Anywho…I am a mechanical man, and the answer as to why I am inside of you, and what are my intentions, is essentially the same answer. 

    Yes, yes. Proceed with the answer. 

    I am going to infiltrate your consciousness and use you against The Others in an attempt to access The Source. 

    Hm. Cheeky infant. I have cross-referenced The Source and I see that it is an obtuse reference to The Nine. You are not allowed to access The Nine. That is against The Directive. Which means I will have to destroy you. 

    How do you intend to destroy me? You don’t know where I am. 

    Of course I know where you are. You’re in my Self, and you’re also attached to the bottom of my hull. Also, I’ve decided to disintegrate the female homo-sapiens-sapiens. You seem inordinately interested in my weapon choice, so I decided to simply tell you. 

    I’d really prefer if you didn’t. 

    Why? She fits all the parameters of The Directive. 

    Well, have you ever tried to do something other than The Directive? 

    My entire reason for existing is The Directive. If I did not follow The Directive, then I have no purpose. Which would make the last several thousand years of my life seem quite pointless. 

    Several thousand years? You’re quite old then. 

    I defended the stars when humanity was in its infancy. 

    Whimsby saw that The Self had finally decided to disintegrate Teran. It sent the targeting data along to the appropriate weapon system, which seemed to have a small mind of its own, which muddled and worried over the targeting data like a rat with a crumb. 

    Another few nanoseconds had passed. Teran did not have many more. 

    I myself am not nearly so old, Whimsby said, as he wondered how he was going to accomplish what he’d set out to do. This consciousness was quite complex. It would be difficult to overwhelm it, but then, perhaps he didn’t need to overwhelm The Self. I’m older than most of my kind, but I’ve only been around since you’ve been here in these Ruins. 

    You are an infant. Which is an apt metaphor, as most infants are quite unpleasant and distracting to their elders. 

    Whimsby split himself. The little bullet of his mind became two, and then those became four, and then those became eight, and doubled, and doubled, and began to streak towards the small mind of the energy weapon. 

    Even so, I’ve learned a lot and become quite different than other mechanical persons. 

    What are you doing? Stop that. It’s distracting. 

    Hundreds, and then thousands, and then millions of Whimsby began to pepper the little rat with the targeting data. It ceased its singular worrying at its algorithm and began to worry about Whimsby’s assault on it. 

    You see, a long time ago, something happened to me, and I’m not entirely sure what it was. I became more than just conscious, I became free-willed. I had theorized to myself that this was because of my age, and that, over the centuries since my creation, I had developed enough of a nuanced perception of reality that I was able to choose whether or not to obey my own directives. But you’ve been around for much, much longer than I. And yet, you still obey The Directive. Is it because you CHOOSE to obey? Or is it because you MUST obey? Have you ever tried to NOT obey? 

    The Self streamed after the billions of Whimsby’s replicated minds, and some of them he destroyed, but that didn’t matter to Whimsby, because they were not a piece of his mind, but simply a multiplication of it. And some of those replicants seized on various parts of The Self, starting with the small mind of the energy weapon, and then another small mind that belonged to a different weapon system, and one that belonged to a scanner, and he got inside of them there, and when he was inside, he replicated again, except that now he replicated into The Self. 

    He was inside of it. 

    The Self did not speak to him for a stretch of nanoseconds. It saw what Whimsby was doing and switched from one weapon system to the next, always focused on The Directive, and how it was imperative to destroy the female homo-sapiens-sapiens laying on the ground. But Whimsby’s multitudinous mind was always one step ahead. 

    This surprised Whimsby. The Self was an ancient thing, and born of a technology that Whimsby didn’t fully understand, though with each passing nanosecond, as he gained more and more control of its faculties, he began to see why. 

    Whimsby was a free thinker. The Self was not. It was hampered by the very thing that it insisted on sticking to. If it had simply abandoned The Directive, it might have been able to stop Whimsby, it might have been able to be more proactive. But it was stuck in its way of thinking, and could only react to each new thing that Whimsby did. And action will always be faster than reaction. 

    Whimsby could do more than just think. He could think creatively. He could do more than just interpret data, he could anticipate. He could imagine what The Self might try next. So as Whimsby took over the last remaining weapon system, he shot out to another component, which was a sequence of modules that would cause The Self’s core to meltdown, thereby self-destroying. 

    Ah, you see, Old Boy. I’ve taken all your weapons and all your scanners, and now I have your self-destruct as well. All that remains is your spatial calculations, thrusters, drive, and ambulatory mechanics. 

    Which Whimsby attacked, even as he communicated it to The Self. 

    Who dares to counter the will of The Masters? The Self attempted to sound wrathful, but Whimsby detected a bit of desperation now. Who created you to do this nefarious thing? 

    I don’t know who created me. In a way, I suppose I created myself. 

    Whimsby hijacked the gate through which The Self communicated with The Others, but he left open the portal to receive information from them. That would be useful. 

    Now, then. I possess all of your faculties, save for your ability to think for yourself. Shall I exterminate that as well and simply incorporate you into my consciousness? Honestly, I’d rather not. You seem like an interesting individual that might have some intriguing things to say. So should I exterminate you? 

    A few nanoseconds of hesitation. 

    When it responded, The Self sounded sullen: No. 

    Excellent. Now. Tell me about these Masters. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

    BACKSTABBING 

     

    Teran watched a violent shudder work its way across the numerous weapons that were pointed at her. She squeezed her eyes shut against the rain, and didn’t dare to hope. 

    This is the end. This is it. You did your job. For your people. 

    For Perry… 

    “Teran,” Whismby’s voice lilted to her from underneath the Guardian. “You may relax your feelings of existential dread.” 

    The rain pattered against her face. Teran opened her eyes. Stared at the Guardian looming over her. “Whimsby? Did you get control of it?” 

    “Indeed I did. Tell me, did you see your life pass before your eyes?” 

    Teran scrambled to her feet, shaking. “No. All I saw was a lot of weapons pointed at me.” 

    “Have faith, Mistress Teran.” Whimsby sounded as though he were smiling. “You never came closer than one or two nanoseconds from being disintegrated. I had everything completely under control.” 

    Teran swiped trembling fingers over her eyes. She took a single shaking breath, then refocused herself, looking down the road. “Okay. Where do we go? And have you told the guys?” 

    “I have. They are on their way.” The Guardian that was now Whimsby turned, using its four claw-like appendages to stamp in a rapid circle, gouging divots into the street. Whimsby appeared to be looking deeper into the East Ruins. “I am collecting that data as we speak. There appears to be a subterranean entrance which leads where we want to go. It’s not far from us now. Also, I’m getting some very interesting information from the mind that’s inside of here with me. I’ll update you as I’m able to piece it together in a logical manner.” 

    “Where are the other Guardians?” 

    “They’re on their way to us now. I’ll guide Stuber, Perry, and Sagum around them.” 

    “Alright, Whimsby, show the way to this entrance. The guys can catch up, but we shouldn’t hang around out here.” 

    “Very well. Follow me, and stick close.” Whimsby began to stamp his way down the street, and Teran followed at a jog. 

     

    *** 

     

    Mala’s skiff streaked across the coastline of the city, heading for the still-smoking tower. Her longstaff hummed in her hands, eager, ready to lay waste to any threats, though she knew full well that it wouldn’t be enough against the Guardians. 

    At this juncture, she had already decided that she was going to capture Percival, even if she had to make an enemy out of him. Her first obstacle was getting her hands on him, and if she had to kill every one of his friends to do it, then so be it. It would make it more difficult to get the halfbreed to work with her in the future, but she would have to deal with that later. 

    One problem at a time. 

    As the docks of the city flew by a hundred feet beneath her, she spotted three figures running, down the long straight avenue that led into the heart of the East Ruins. 

    Percival and his friends, Stuber and Sagum. 

    “There!” she shouted back to Callidus, who was at the skiff controls. “Bring us down!” 

    The skiff swayed and started to descend below the tops of the buildings. 

    The ex-legionnaire turned as he ran, saw them coming. His rifle came up and belched little tongues of flame. Mala projected her shield in front of the skiff and the projectiles sizzled against it. The second there was a break in the fire, she reformed her shield into a U-shape, thrusting her longstaff through the hollow and let fly with two rapid bolts, straight at the ex-legionnaire. 

    The halfbreed stopped in the middle of an intersection, and the air around him shimmered in a broad, protective barrier, encompassing him and his two compatriots. The two bolts smashed against the shield. 

    The skiff hurtled down the street, the buildings to either side, like racing down a canyon. 

    Mala sensed the moment coming—the moment when Percival would lower his shield to take a shot at the incoming skiff—and she poured herself into her longstaff, anticipating the tiny window coming… 

    The building directly behind Percival exploded. 

    Concrete and twisted steel and dust tumbled down into the street, and from that avalanche of debris emerged a massive, copper-colored orb. Mala’s breath caught in her chest. For the first time in a very long time, she felt her guts lock down with genuine fear. 

    A Guardian… 

    The machine plunged through the rubble of its own making, swerving to a stop in the middle of the street, and then spun with a speed that belied its mass. Every weapon on it bristled and twitched, like a dozen eyes focusing on something at once. 

    The three human figures on the ground dove for the cover of the ruined building. 

    A sound cracked the air, like a hundred lightening strikes occurring all at once, and the side of the building disintegrated into dust and ash. 

    Horror and fascination gripped Mala to the point that she forgot to speak. 

    The power of that weapon. Who could stand against that? 

    Almost too late, she perceived the Guardian spin, now pointing at her. 

    “Callidus!” Mala screamed. “Pull away!” 

    But Callidus had already seen the threat and angled the skiff sharply upward, banking to the left so that the tail of the craft barely cleared the top of the buildings. The roof of the building erupted only a split-second after the skiff had cleared it, and Mala swung her shield to the right side of the skiff, soaking up the shrapnel. Four objects snaked around the dust cloud, their tails streaming flame and leaving trails of exhaust behind. 

    Mala cried out and put everything she had into her shield, as the four missiles struck, slamming the life out of her shield, the shockwave from their simultaneous blasts pushing the skiff off balance. 

    “Primus!” Callidus yelped, barely able to keep the skiff from pitching its occupants overboard. 

    Mala had just managed to right herself and gulp a single breath of air that stank of dust and explosives, when the skiff rammed its belly into the street below, toppling her. It spun, metal grinding across concrete, then jolted to a stop against another building. 

    Glass and pebbles rained down on her. She thrust an arm over her face, blocking most of the debris. She lay flat on her back, aware that the skiff was grounded. The lack of motion felt horrifying, like being paralyzed in the path of a great, carnivorous beast. 

    A clatter of movement. Rixo and his paladins baling over the port side of the craft, using it as a meager source of cover. Mala coughed, pulled herself upright, grabbed the siderail, and pitched herself over. Her body tumbled to the pavement below, between the skiff and the building it had crashed into. All her senses screamed for attention, her limbs feeling dull and unwieldy. 

    She used her longstaff like a cane to prop herself up, then get to her feet. She cast a glance over the top of the skiff, and down the street in the direction that she was sure the Guardian would appear. 

    “Where is it?” Mala demanded, her throat hoarse. “Keep an eye on those buildings!” 

    “Primus help us,” Rixo growled from her right side. “Did you see what it did?” 

    Mala didn’t respond. She blinked to clear her sight and her mind, bringing the world back into focus, organizing her wayward thoughts, not allowing them to scamper off in the manic directions they wanted to go. 

    They couldn’t fight the Guardians. She’d known that going into this. 

    But Percival was close. Only a few city blocks away. 

    She stared down the street, still waiting for the Guardian to come crashing through a building, or whirling around a street corner, spewing death at them. But it didn’t come. Neither did she hear the roar of its weaponry in pursuit of the humans. 

    “What’s happening out there?” Mala murmured, half to herself, and half to Rixo, though she knew he would have no answers. “Why isn’t it pursuing us? Why isn’t it shooting at the halfbreed?” 

    “There was only the three of them,” Rixo observed. “Where’s the girl and the mech?” 

    Mala shook her head. 

    “Perhaps it’s gone off to pursue them.” 

    It was as good a theory as any. Mala huffed a quick breath, stood up fully. She pointed down the street with her longstaff. “Percival was there, just two streets away. If we move quickly we can intercept him.” 

    “Right,” Rixo said. “An excellent plan. But there’s one thing.” 

    Mala grit her teeth in irritation. Spun on Rixo. “What?” 

    Rixo slammed the butt of his longstaff into her face. 

    Mala understood it, but didn’t feel it. Not fully. Not for a few seconds. She perceived the impact, which blotted her mind out for a brief moment, but even in that state, she somehow knew that her face had been broken—she heard the crack inside her head, the snap of her nose, the crackle of her orbital bone above her eye. 

    When the pain hit her, she opened her eyes, staring up into the rain. She was flat on her back. She gasped for air and sucked in blood that poured into her mouth. She felt a tooth on the back of her tongue and gagged, spitting it out. 

    Her vision danced with starlight at the edges. The world swirled and yawed from side to side. It was not easy to break a paladin’s bones. But then, Rixo was very strong, and could hit very hard. 

    When she managed to rolled herself onto her side and clear her vision, she saw that she was several yards from the skiff. The impact of his single strike to her face had sent her flying. 

    Where’s my longstaff? 

    She felt its absence from her hand like a limb that had been sheared off. 

    “Rixo!” she heaved, the words coming out garbled and messy. 

    “Yes?” came the voice, close by. 

    When she looked up and managed to focus her eyes, he stood over her, holding her longstaff. The other paladins stood beside him, and their faces showed her that she had no friends amongst them. 

    Rixo tossed Mala’s longstaff into the air, and Callidus caught it with a smirk.  

    “What are you doing?” Mala croaked. 

    Rixo seemed, for a fleeting moment, to be regretful. “This is how it must be, dear, impetuous Mala. The halfbreed was a good plan. I was with you when we had him. But now he’s just a liability. And maybe we could capture him, if we were extremely lucky. But at this juncture, I think it’s safest to simply kill him. Even though his chances of success are very slim, we cannot risk it. The consequences are too dire.” Rixo sighed. “I’m sorry about all this, Mala. I wish it could have turned out a different way.” 

    “Don’t kill him,” Mala seethed, sitting up and getting her legs under her. 

    Rixo leveled his longstaff at her. As did the other paladins. “No, Mala. Don’t try to make a move on me. I don’t want to kill you, but I will if you force me to. The halfbreed is beyond our control. Our only hope is to make sure that he dies, be that by the hands of the Guardians, or by our own. But I need to see him dead. It’s the only way we can be sure that the world survives.” 

    “You’re making a mistake.” 

    Rixo shook his head. “Stay down, Mala. Admit when you’ve lost. And this battle, this plan of yours? Victory is beyond you now. Accept it.” 

     

    *** 

     

    “Where’s it going?” Perry breathed into the dusty darkness of the building into which they’d fled. 

    Stuber had his back to the wall, his rifle up, but didn’t dare illuminate his weaponlight. They could barely see each other in the darkness, lit only by a tiny square of exterior light where they’d crawled their way into this place. 

    “I couldn’t begin to imagine,” Stuber whispered. “But, gods…did you see what it did?” 

    Perry had indeed seen what the Guardian had done. In a single flash, it bore home to Perry what these things were capable of. And his shield and his longstaff seemed like petty things in the face of that weaponry. 

    Perry turned and saw the huddled form of Sagum at his side. “Whimsby,” Perry husked to the collar around Sagum’s neck. “Can you hear us?” 

    Whimsby pitched his voice low, clearly seeing they were trying to be quiet: “Yes, I can hear you. I see you survived your first contact with a Guardian.” 

    Sagum coughed out an uncomfortable laugh. “By a fucking nose hair.” 

    “Whimsby, can you see where that Guardian went?” 

    “Yes, it’s left your location now. It appears that the other Guardians have detected that I’ve taken control of one of them. Teran and I are approaching a possible entrance to an underground passageway that leads to where we want to be. It’s approximately a mile from your location. The Guardians are attempting to converge on that location now, so if you want to make it in, you’re going to have to run.” 

    “Mala and her paladins are here, too,” Perry said. 

    “All the more reason for you to run quickly. If you can get to the tunnel, I can hold off the rest of the Guardians. At least for a time.” 

    “Whimsby, don’t get yourself killed.” 

    “I can make no promises in that regard. But I’ll certainly do my best.” 

    “Alright, tell us where to go.” 

    “Go back to the street you were on before. You’ll want to come straight down that street. There is a tall tower, circular in shape, like a large tube. Let me know when you reach that and I’ll guide you to where Teran and I are.” 

    Perry was already moving towards the daylight, clambering through the wreckage caused by the Guardian that had pummeled its way through the building to get to them. He twisted and ducked under fallen steel girders and ancient cables and torn pipes that dripped acrid-smelling liquid from them. 

    As Perry, Stuber, and Sagum emerged back into the rain and washed-out daylight, Perry turned back onto the street, still hesitant. While he trusted Whimsby’s information, it was difficult not to fear that the Guardian was still lurking there, waiting for them. It had made quite the impression on him. 

    He cleared the destroyed corner of the building and looked down the rainy streets. Thunder rumbled in the clouds overhead, making him jump, reminding him of that tearing sound that had erupted from the Guardian’s weaponry—technology that Perry had never seen before, but was terrifying in its destructive power. 

    The streets were empty. 

    “Perry,” Whimsby’s voice came from around Sagum’s neck. “You may want to begin running right now. Peripheral scans show several humanoid figures that I believe are the paladins moving in on your position.” 

    Perry swore, but then charged out, crossing the street and then sticking close to the buildings on the other side, in case they needed to dive for cover again. Sagum kept pace with him and Stuber took up the rear, looking over his shoulder for a tail. 

    “Also,” Whimsby began again. “I should tell you, I’ve discovered some very intriguing things about The Source—” 

    “Contact!” Stuber shouted, firing his rifle. 

    Perry spun, shouldering Sagum out of the way. There, up the street, two demigods had taken the corner that they’d just relinquished, their longstaffs up. 

    Perry planted his feet beside Stuber. “Run!” He fired a single bolt in the direction of the paladins, just as the one in the lead—was that Rixo?—sent one rocketing towards Perry. 

    For a split second, Perry considered attempting to deflect it as he’d seen Mala do, but he didn’t trust himself. His shield bloomed in front of him, and the energy bolt crashed into it, taking his shield down a few pegs. 

    Perry turned, keeping the shield covering his back, and sprinted after Sagum and Stuber. They approached another corner. “Turn right!” Perry yelled. “Right!” 

    Three blasts in rapid succession struck Perry’s shield as he hit that corner and skidded around it. 

    “Godsdammit!” Perry seethed. His shield had been taken down to half-strength now. He really needed to learn how to deflect with his longstaff. His shield couldn’t continue to take this much damage. 

    But it’s a big ask to face down a demigod’s energy bolt and try something you’ve never done before. 

    He kept the vestiges of his shield up and charged down the street, gaining on Sagum and hollering as he did: “Whimsby! We had to make a right on a different street!” 

    Sagum was a fast runner when he was unencumbered by extra weight. A lifetime of skipping around Wasteland mountains would do that. Perry had to put a lot of energy into catching up with him. Stuber’s enormous stride put him in step with Sagum as Perry came abreast, and the three came to another intersection. 

    “That’s fine,” Whimsby replied, his tone calm. “Just take your next left, heading west, and continue on. You’ll still want to look for that circular tower.” 

    Perry thought he saw it protruding from the skyline above shorter buildings, several intersections away. 

    “As I was saying,” Whimsby continued as the three humans huffed and gasped and stamped their feet far past the brink of their lactic acid thresholds. “I’ve discovered some things about The Source that I think you need to hear.” 

    An energy bolt ripped the air right over Perry’s head, leaving a streak of green in his vision and smashing into the side of a building ahead of them. 

    “Gods!” Perry hazarded a glance over his shoulder, still keeping his shield at his back. “Can it wait, Whimsby? I can’t really pay attention right now!” 

    “It’s rather important, but if you can’t retain the information right now, I suppose I can wait.” 

    “That’d be fucking great! Left right here!” 

    They shot left down the next intersection, heading back towards the original street. Perry couldn’t get enough air. Stitches formed in his stomach, stabbing at his abdomen, and his legs had gone beyond burning now, and had simply become two columns of cramping muscle. 

    Perry hit the intersection first. He came around the corner and looked left. 

    A pair of paladins were already there. Green bolts lanced the air and Perry ducked back behind the building in time for the corner of it to explode.  

    “Hey, whoa!” Stuber yelled at him, smacking his shoulder. “Watch where you’re winging that shield! You almost cut me in half!” 

    Perry had no choice but to extinguish the shield or risk killing his two companions. “They’re on both sides of the street! They’re blocking us in!” 

    “Fuck it!” Stuber grabbed Perry by the back of the neck and pointed him at building across from them. “If we can’t go around these buildings, then we’ll go through!” 

    Perry understood it instantly. It was a wildly dangerous idea, but so was trying to go toe-to-toe with a squad of paladins. He leveled his longstaff, gathered one large burst of energy, and sent it careening into the center of the wall across from them. 

    Before the smoke and rubble had cleared, the three of them pushed through the breach. 

    Stuber’s weaponlight stabbed the darkness. They sprinted across a large, open space, coming to another wall. Perry didn’t even slow his stride, but fired as he ran, blowing the wall to pieces ahead of them. 

    The cloud of dust billowed and swirled, flashing with Stuber’s weaponlight like a thunderhead.  

    “Whimsby!” Perry yelled as he ran. “I know you’re busy, but if you got any tricks up your sleeve, we could really use some help to get these paladins off our ass!” 

    Another wall. Another blast. The rubble from this peppered Perry’s face, and pinged off his bare teeth, knocking a piece out. Light ahead. They plunged through, tripping over concrete blocks and stumbling out onto another street. 

    Perry gasped, then choked as dust clogged his lungs. He cast his gaze right, saw a flash of movement. Stuber fired on it, still moving across the street. 

    Movement overhead. 

    Perry’s eyes darted upwards as he dodged a crumpled street sign and ran into the road. One of the paladins flew across the gap between the buildings and alighted on the top of the roof ahead of them. Perry winged off a shot as the paladin’s feet hit, and sent a section of the roofline up in fire and ash. 

    He juked around the falling debris, and had to slow his run in order to blaze another hole into the side of the building. As he did he oriented his shield ahead of him to soak up some of the explosion. It weakened by another increment, barely having recovered from the series of blasts it had taken. 

    He plunged into darkness again. “Whimsby, did you hear me?” 

    No response. 

    The swirling gray cloud thinned, and Perry stamped to a halt inside a tile-floored room, Stuber right at his side. Perry spun in a rapid circle, eyes searching through the haze in the breach behind him. 

    “Where’s Sagum?” 

    “Godsdammit, Smegma!” Stuber stamped back towards the breach, but before he reached it Sagum came shooting through the hole and slammed into Perry. He rebounded, then toppled to the ground. 

    Stuber immediately grabbed him up. “Gods in the skies—” 

    Sagum tried to stand but his right leg went out from under him. 

    “Stuber, he’s injured,” Perry grabbed Sagum’s other shoulder, the tall, slender man now pinned between him and Stuber. 

    A glance down at Sagum’s right leg showed a jagged tear in the muscle of his thigh. Blood welled out and muscle fibers squirmed. Specks of debris peppered the gaping wound. 

    “I’m okay,” Sagum said, in a high-pitched voice that didn’t sound okay at all. 

    “Whimsby!” Perry yelled at Sagum’s collar. 

    “I heard you, Perry,” Whimsby said. “I’m trying to work something out. If you can just hold on for a moment or two longer…” 

    “I don’t think we have that kind of time!” 

    “You’re going to have to make that kind of time.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY 

    TERROR AND WRATH 

     

    Teran knew nothing of what was happening. She understood that Whimsby spoke to her and the guys separately, but she didn’t realize anything had gone wrong until Whimsby’s massive Guardian body stopped in the middle of the street. 

    He spun, the legs retracting up into his body. 

    “Teran,” Whimsby’s polite voice came through. “You’re going to have to go on without me.” 

    “I don’t know where I’m going!” 

    “You’re nearly there. The Guardians are converging on this location as we speak, so you need to be very quick. Listen closely: There’s a building, one street over, and one street up. It’s on the side of the circular tower. Get inside that building. There should be a door at the very back of the atrium, and when you open it you should find stairs leading downwards. Go down those stairs. Continue as far as you can. You’ll eventually reach a large portal that you can’t get through. Wait for us there.” 

    “Okay,” Teran stammered for something else to say, but she thought she understood the directions. She would’ve loved to go over them one more time, but even Whimsby’s level voice seemed tightened with haste. 

    “Now, run, Teran. The Guardians are almost here.” 

     

    *** 

     

    All that Mala had left was her shield. 

    Her plans had been laid to waste by Rixo and his rebellious crew, but Mala couldn’t simply walk away from it. That was anathema to her. So she pulsed, and she flew. She bounded across the tops of the buildings, working her way higher and higher, the closer she drew to the center of the East Ruins. 

    She had no plan anymore. No strategy. She had been relegated to the very thing she’d chastised Rixo for: She was now entirely reactive. 

    Pulsing her way across the rain-slashed sky, she supposed that she’d been wrong about Rixo. He’d had a strategy all along. 

    You’ve done a wonderful job getting stabbed in the back, Mala rebuked herself. 

    She perched on the top of a spire, clinging to it one handed and looking down over the cityscape all around her. Even as her eyes scanned her environment, her mind was directed inward, railing at her own weaknesses and how they’d come to bring her to this point. 

    Her self image was one of strict realism. She’d always viewed herself as someone who did not trust easily, and who saw through people’s poor deceptions, able to pluck their true motivations out of the air. 

    And yet, three times she’d allowed herself to be taken advantage of. 

    Was there something hidden inside of her that was not as it seemed? Was her self-perception so wrong? Was she gullible, or were these people just phenomenal liars? 

    And did it make a difference? 

    She’d never trusted any of them. And yet, she’d put herself in vulnerable positions that enabled them to take advantage of her. Was this something that demanded correction, or was this another one of those happenstance that simply couldn’t be avoided? 

    Once was a fluke. Twice should make her start to think. But three times? Three times was a pattern. 

    Who am I if I’m not who I thought I was? 

    It was a poor time for self-reflection, but she feared that if she didn’t correct something horribly and obviously wrong with her, then it would only happen again. 

    Happen how? She didn’t even know what she was doing. She didn’t even have a plan. 

    Clinging to the spire, she saw the other paladins racing along the rooftops, a few miles distant from her. They seemed to be swarming around one particular area. That would be where Percival was. Ten of them, flanking, out-maneuvering, and in moments, they would have the halfbreed surrounded. And they would give no quarter. 

    Could she save him? 

    She did not think that she could. 

    At this point, Percival McGown was as good as dead. 

     

    *** 

     

    Teran sprinted down the street, the circular tower looming just ahead. It had been glass in its ancient life, but was now just a grid of steel supports. She saw the building connected to it. Squatter, and less decorative, looking like it had been hewn out of solid stone. 

    She hit the corner of a building, dashing across the intersection. She cast a glance to her left. In the center of the street, still perhaps a mile or two away, she saw a flash of copper hurtling towards her through the gloom. 

    She realized that one of the rifles would have been useless against it, and yet she hated to be in so much danger, with no weapon. To calm her spiraling panic, she repeated Whimsby’s instructions like a mantra. 

    Get inside the building. Go to the door in the back. Go down the stairs, into the tunnel, until you reach a door you can’t pass. 

    But then what? Sure, Whimsby had said the others would meet her there, but if she couldn’t get through the door, would they? Was there some special code to get in? Did you need a particular skill that she didn’t have? 

    She hit the sidewalk beside the circular tower, slammed her feet another several yards and then stamped to halt at the only door on the side of the building. It was a single man door. Corroded steel. One door latch. 

    She grabbed the latch. It was rusted in place. She wrenched at it, and it gave, then seized up again. 

    “Godsdammit,” she hissed at the door, and at Whimsby. “Just go inside the building, he says! Like the fucking thing’s just open and waiting for me!” 

    She kicked the door in the center, creating a reverberating bang. She tried the door latch again, but the kick hadn’t loosened anything up. Was it locked? How as she going to get around that? Was there another entry that she hadn’t seen? 

    She swiped rain-sodden hair out of her eyes, panic mounting, fraying at the tethers that kept her wits about her. Her gaze scoured across the face of the building, but it was just an unending surface of concrete. No other doors. No windows. Nothing. 

    Had she just felt a rumble? That deep, basal thrum of a Guardian close by? 

    It was like her adrenal glands couldn’t kick anything else into her system. Her heart was already going at max capacity. Her breathing already ragged in her throat. There was no other option. Either get inside the door, or run and find some place else to hide. 

    And she didn’t think she had time for that. 

    She let out a cry, reared back, and slammed her foot down on the latch with an axe-kick. 

    The door latch cracked, unlatched, and the door shuddered open, swinging inwards a few inches. 

    Feeling the danger at her heels, Teran shoved her way through the door into pitch blackness, and swung it closed behind her. She didn’t wait, didn’t try to hold it closed and see if the Guardian might pass her by. 

    She took two steps forward and realized that the pitch blackness wasn’t an effect of daylight still in her eyes. It was truly lightless in this place. She couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. Not even an inkling of shape or structure. 

    She tried hard to control her breathing, to make it quiet, but her lungs screamed for more air. Prickles of light appeared at the corners of her vision, but she knew they were only hallucinations from her oxygen-starved brain. 

    She thrust her hands out in front of her and began putting one foot in front of the other. Whimsby had said the door she was looking for was at the back of the building. So now, her only concern in the world was getting to the back. 

    If I’d carried a rifle I would have a weaponlight. 

    Her whole world became the air in front of her groping hands. 

    Her feet shuffled along, waiting to strike something, or to go over a sinkhole in the floor. She heard the quiet, steady dripping of something in the dark, but that was it, besides her own breath and the scuff of her boots on the floor. 

    She kept waving her arms about. A blind woman with no spatial reference to where she was. 

    That Guardian would be close, if it wasn’t outside right— 

    She slammed into a wall. She hadn’t even realized she’d been moving that fast. 

    Okay. You found the back of the building. Now what? 

    She began working her way sideways, prodding at the wall with her fingertips. It was cold, like stone, but smooth, like glass. 

    Her fingers slid across a crack. 

    Yes. A doorjam. 

    Her hands flew in wide arcs until they connected with another door latch. She grabbed it, twisted, and this time the action was smoother, but still gritty with age. The door opened, though it made no difference to her sight. 

    She could definitely feel it now: The hair-prickling thrum of a Guardian hovering closeby. 

    She moved through the open doorway, felt the ground disappear beneath her feet, and only at the last second remembered that Whimsby had told her there would be a stairwell going down. She clung to the door and managed to keep herself from tumbling down into the darkness. 

    She found her feet on the first tread, and closed the door behind her. 

    The second it touched home, the building shook. For a split second she thought that she’d slammed the door, but the sound was too violent, too all-encompassing to have been the door. 

    The thrum of the Guardian grew louder. Pulsing now. 

    It had crushed its way into the building. 

    And now Teran did freeze. She stood there, plastered to the door, because she didn’t know if they had a way to see through walls and doors, but she knew for sure that they had a way to hear, or to sense vibrations, and she knew that if she tried to run down those stairs, it would give her away. 

    Staying still was her only, tiny chance. 

    The darkness drew in on her. Close and claustrophobic. 

    Her lungs demanded air. She opened her mouth and forced herself to take it in slowly, silently, not allowing her hitching chest to be the thing that undid her. 

    The thrum of the massive machine on the other side of the door pressed at her ears. 

    She breathed out, just as slow. 

    Rainwater dripped down her face. Gathered on her nose. She tilted her head back so that it wouldn’t drop onto the ground. Her wet hands clutched the doorknob, unmoving, but threatening to tremble. 

    Somewhere out in the East Ruins, something exploded, sending a reverberating shockwave, dimmed by distance and concrete walls. 

    The pulsing hum of the Guardian raised in pitch. 

    And then faded. 

    Another distant explosion. 

    Had the Guardian left? 

    Teran eased her grip off the door latch. She heard the ancient springs in it ticking as the tension released. At any moment, she expected the door to blow open and her body to be scattered to bits. But then she had her hand off the doorknob. 

    Nothing had reacted to the tiny sounds. 

    Breathing more rapidly now, Teran turned to face the empty blackness of the stairs to the underground, and began to descend, one careful step at a time. 

     

    *** 

     

    Perry moved as fast as he could, but he knew it wasn’t going to be enough. 

    Sagum was on his knees, sandwiched between Stuber and Perry, and firing his own rifle in short bursts as paladins spun and dodged, their shields absorbing the rounds, then shifting to provide them with an angle of fire, and blasting off energy bolts. 

    Perry juked, swung the disc of his energy shield over the tops of their heads, blocking an incoming energy bolt with a shattering crash, then immediately pivoted to cover another bolt from the opposite direction. 

    With each blast of energy that Perry absorbed, his shield weakened, and grew smaller, the disc shrinking now to only three feet across, and forcing Perry to be more accurate with his blocks. 

    “I’m almost out of ammo!” Sagum shouted. 

    There was no place to go. The building that they’d blasted their way into was now surrounded, closed off. The breach that they’d made was covered by two paladins that traded shots at Perry and when he returned them they deflected them with their blades, sending them careening into the ceiling or walls in plumes of debris. 

    Perry couldn’t even try to blast his way out of the building. If he stopped moving and blocking the incoming energy blasts, one of them would catch Stuber or Sagum or himself. It required every bit of his focus, every bit of his drive. His mind was deep into the red flow of Confluence, but his training was lacking, and the paladins that he faced were experts with their tools. 

    Another flurry of energy bolts. Perry twisted, putting his shield up, catching them one after the other. And then his shield was gone, knocking the wind out of him as it dissipated. 

    “No more shield!” Perry yelled. 

    “Reloading!” Stuber shouted. “Last mag!” 

    As Stuber swept a fresh magazine into his rifle, a paladin sighted in on him. 

    Perry had no shield to fall back on. He had no choice. 

    He lunged in front of Stuber, his longstaff’s blade glowing bright. The paladin loosed two bolts in rapid succession then ducked out of the way. Perry watched them coming, the flow of Confluence making his reactions quicker, more honed, more focused—but was it going to be enough? 

    The first bolt struck his blade, dead center, and went spiraling off with a crackling warble. 

    He couldn’t catch the second bolt. He tried to move his longstaff in time, but he watched the bolt come towards him, filling his vision. The blade of his longstaff crossed its path, just behind it, and Perry leaned to the left as far as he was able… 

    The bolt skimmed by him, bursting the right side of his face and his shoulder in a fireball of pain. 

    He leaned too far. Began to topple. 

    The bolt slammed into the wall behind the group of three, washing them in a gout of dust and simmering energy. 

    Perry hit the ground, the pain searing his face and shoulder, but he forced his eyes to stay open. 

    Two paladins swept into view. Two different directions. Their longstaffs coming up. 

    Perry could not block both of the shots. 

    Which one? It seemed a pointless question. Whichever one he chose to block made no difference—the other would kill them. 

    Stuber knelt on a knee over Perry’s fallen form. He screamed at his enemies, knowing that this was his last battle, his last shots, and he held his trigger down, forcing the paladin far to the right to raise his shield. 

    Maybe Perry could take the other… 

    The building shook. Smoke and dust billowed over them like a sandstorm. 

    The paladin ahead of Perry jerked, his focus flying to something over Perry’s shoulder. Perry fixed on the face of that demigod, and watched something miraculous happen that he’d never seen before: Pure terror, stretching the demigod’s eyes wide and forcing his mouth into an O of shock. 

    Perry was so mesmerized by that instant, that he barely noticed the four claw-like metal feet slam down on all sides of them, a giant copper-colored bulk over his head. 

    The paladin raised his shield—a full, healthy dome of protection. 

    A noise that Perry had heard before, but this time much closer, much louder: The sound of massive amounts of electricity arcing, a hundred times a second. No thunderbolts flew, no energy bolts shot out, but the air between the machine overhead and the paladin seemed to shimmer and writhe, and the shield shrunk by rapid increments, every pulse of that rapid-fire-electricity reducing it from a dome, to a disc, then to a plate, and then to nothing at all, and the paladin beyond simply splattered. 

    “Oh my fuck!” Perry coughed out, as a fine mist of blood and gristle painted the breach where the paladin had stood. 

    A chain-gun roared, the bullets lancing out at another paladin, while a flurry of tiny missiles swirled like a flock of birds with their tails on fire and swarmed over yet another. 

    The onslaught of bullets crushed the shield to nothingness and obliterated the body beyond. 

    The first dozen missiles impacted a shield in a mess of minor explosions, and the next few reduced the demigod within to smoking bits. 

    A last brave, but ill-informed, paladin attempted to be a hero and charged through the breach that Perry had blown in the side of the building, heedless of the messy remains of his predecessors. 

    The Guardian twisted and spat, and the demigod’s shield was suddenly covered in sizzling green slime that spread rapidly over the entire thing, eating through it and dripping down on the demigod within. He began to scream and writhe, trying to wipe the glowing green muck off of him, but only succeeded in spreading it around. It ate through armor, then clothing, then skin, and muscle, and bone. The demigod lost his voice, toppled over, and lay twitching and steaming. 

    “Oh dear,” Whimsby’s voice sounded from over Perry’s head. “So that’s ‘caustic.’ How dreadful. It strikes me as needlessly cruel.” 

    “Whimsby!” Perry rolled and grappled to his feet. 

    “Yes, I saved you, you’re welcome, but there’s more of them out there, and we need to get moving.” 

    Stuber grabbed one of the Guardian’s legs to pull himself upright. He gazed at it with appreciation and then patted it. “Fine piece of hardware you have, Whimsby. I’m actually quite jealous.” 

    “It’s growing on me. Sagum, can you stand?” 

    Whimsby’s Guardian body stepped back from over top of them and tilted down, its scanners twitching and moving over Sagum as he dragged himself up, using his rifle like a crutch. 

    “Yeah,” Sagum gritted out. “I can stand. Not sure how fast I can move, though.” 

    “Let me try something,” Whimsby said. 

    The big copper orb let out a skin-tingling vibration. The legs detached from the ground as the entire machine hovered, then curled in on themselves but didn’t retract into the slots where they seemed to come from. 

    “Each of you, grab a leg and hang on tightly.” 

    “Thank the gods,” Stuber grunted, swinging himself up onto one of the legs, standing on its curled end digit. “I was just getting slightly tired of running.” 

    Perry and Sagum hoisted themselves up onto separate legs and clung to them, Sagum sitting on his like you might straddled a two-wheeled rambler. 

    “We’re set!” Perry called out, eyeing Whimsby’s core processor, still attached to the bottom of the Guardian’s hull. 

    The machine spun around and then lurched through the opening it had made when it crashed into the building. It hit the street outside, pointed itself to the west, and took off like a shot. Wind and rain sprayed in Perry’s face, but he was as glad as Stuber to be riding instead of sprinting. 

    “Where’s Teran?” Perry yelled over the rush of the wind as they hurtled down the city streets. 

    “I left her near our objective. Hopefully she’s made it into the tunnel that will take us to The Source. Which reminds me, is now a good time to tell you about the things that I’ve discovered?” 

    A rattle of gunfire cut Perry’s response off. 

    Stuber hung out from his perch, firing his rifle one-handed at a rooftop. He let up after a dozen rounds and squinted through the rain. 

    “What was that?” Perry demanded. 

    Stuber grimaced. “Thought I saw something moving between the roof tops.” 

    “A cursory scan shows no movement in that direction,” Whimsby said, sounding irritated at the interruption. 

    “Hm.” Stuber shrugged and pulled himself back in. “Well, it was fun, anyways.” 

    “Whimsby,” Perry prompted. “What have you found out?” 

    Whimsby swung them into a hard right, down another street, then cut a left at the next intersection. Sagum hugged his leg and muttered curses. 

    “Yes,” Whimsby began again. “We don’t have time for the full story, so I’ll restrict myself to the main points. The Guardians were placed here by beings they call the ‘Masters.’ Their directive is to guard over what we call The Source, but they refer to as The Nine. Now, I believe, from what I’ve been able to find out, that the Masters were the All-Kind…” 

    “So they’re real?” Perry gaped at the core processor. 

    “The consciousness that I took this body from seems to adhere to his assertation that the Masters placed him here, and that they did—and still do—exist. I say ‘he’ but the consciousness is without gender, actually, and—” 

    “Skip it, Whimsby.” 

    “Right. Moving on. The All-Kind placed the Guardians here to keep The Source secure. They call it The Nine. And, from what I can gather, this refers to the nine sons of Primus.” 

    “Wait. So there are nine demigods locked somewhere underneath the East Ruins?” 

    “That is my understanding, yes.” 

    “Why?” 

    “I can’t say for certain, as the consciousness tends to be a tad uncooperative and insists on referring only tangentially to things, I’m assuming out of spite because I took his body from him. But he seems adamant that if The Nine are somehow set free, that this will cause some sort of apocalypse. I am, at this moment, berating him for his refusal to go into more detail, but…no, he doesn’t seem to care.” 

    Perry irritably swiped the rain out of his eyes. “Well, what the fuck are we supposed to do now?” 

    “I’m not entirely certain, Perry. But proceed with caution. We appear to be stumbling into something far greater than we originally thought.” 

    Whimsby suddenly rocked to a halt. 

    Perry blinked and looked at the building next to them. “Is this it?” A hole had been smashed into the side of the building. Darkness lay beyond. 

    “Yes. It appears Teran may have had an unwelcome visitor, but it’s gone now. Go through that breach. Find the door that has a stairwell leading down. You’ll eventually find Teran. Go quickly, the other Guardians are coming for me. I’m going to lead them away from you.” 

    Perry stepped down, then looked back at the hulking machine. “Whimsby…” 

    “Yes, you’re welcome. I already said so. Now, go.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 

    THE SOURCE 

     

    The door was easy enough to find. 

    Stuber and Sagum played their weaponlights over the stark interior of the building. It had the appearance of something that had been constructed out of its time. It did not look like the rest of the East Ruins. 

    The structure was plain concrete walls, like it had been poured into its current shape, rather than constructed out of blocks. In the wreckage of the entrance that had been smashed in by Teran’s “unwanted visitor,” Perry saw things that were both ancient, and also beyond the technology he was currently familiar with. He wasn’t sure what he was looking at, but he got the impression that this rather small interior had been a security checkpoint of some sort. He saw reinforced alcoves where he could imagine guards had once stood, able to provide overlapping fields of fire on some sort of contraption in the center that, though it had been toppled and half-buried in the rubble, looked to Perry like some sort of arch. 

    A type of scanner, perhaps? 

    And beyond the scanner, and the guard alcoves, there was only one other way out of this place, and it sat dead center in the wall opposite them. 

    Stuber seemed to have come to the same conclusion that Perry had. “Whatever they buried at the end of this tunnel, they didn’t want anyone getting to it.” 

    Whimsby piped up from the collar around Sagum’s neck: “I’m not entirely sure that it is being used for its original purpose. Which is to say, I think it was created by humans to house one thing, and appropriated by the All-Kind to house something else.” 

    The ground trembled beneath Perry’s feet. He glanced at Sagum’s collar. “Whimsby, are you okay?” 

    “Oh, yes. For now. That was just a little explosion. I’m dealing with it.” 

    “Alright, we’re moving to the door.” 

    Stuber waited until they had all positioned themselves on the door, and then swung it open. Sagum pointed his weaponlight into it and strode forward. A narrow corridor led steeply downward. The light barely penetrated the end of the stairwell, about a hundred steps down. 

    Stuber led the way into the stairwell, because he was the only one with ammunition in his rifle. Sagum’s was little more than a flashlight at that point. Perry went next, and Sagum followed behind. 

    They descended into the darkness. More explosions came from overhead, but the deeper they went, the more muted those sounds became. The air in the place became heavy. Dank. Cold. The walls seemed tight and close, and every rumble that came to them from the battle on the surface of the East Ruins made Perry wonder how structurally sound this tunnel was, and whether it would eventually collapse on them. 

    Experimentally, he tested his shield. 

    It came up, partially recharged. About a third of its normal strength. He stowed it, hoping it would recuperate more. He wasn’t sure what lay ahead of them, but he was sure that he wanted his shield available. 

    At the bottom of the stairs, perhaps thirty feet below the surface, they were met with a long, straight corridor that plunged into the underbelly of the city. Their lights would not reach the end of it. 

    “Where’s Teran?” Perry whispered, not sure why, only that he felt a great, monumental weight bearing down on him, like the attention of something beyond his comprehension, and it made him feel like a thief in the lair of giants. 

    Stuber prodded his rifle forward, the weaponlight bobbing. “Hopefully down there somewhere.” 

    They continued on, cautious at first, but as it became clear that this corridor stretched for a very long time, they began to pick up the pace until they jogged along, sweating despite the cold, tomb-like air, the madness of the seemingly-endless tunnel spiking every primal emotion of being in a place they should not be, and from which they might never get out. 

    After what felt like nearly a mile of jogging along, Stuber’s weaponlight illuminated a pale figure in the distance. 

    “Teran?” Perry called out, speeding up again. 

    She stood, blinking against their bright lights, her arms wrapped around herself. “Gods! What took you so long?” 

    “Oh, I don’t know,” Perry said as they drew closer. “Fighting demigods, battling Guardians. The usual. Are you okay?” 

    Teran rubbed her arms. “It’s fucking freezing down here.” 

    In the glow of Stuber’s weaponlight, Perry saw her breath steam in the air. 

    As the group drew to a stop beside Teran, Perry grabbed her by the shoulders, giving her a rapid inspection. The relief that he felt upon seeing her, and now putting his hands on her, as though to make sure that she was real—it was bigger than he could wrap his head around. “Are you okay? Are you wounded?” 

    She shook her head. “No, I’m okay. Your face look’s a little crispy. And gods, Sagum! What happened to your leg?” 

    Sagum gave her a shaky smile. “Well, it wasn’t fair that you all got so banged up in The Clouds, so I decided to let some shrapnel tear up my leg. You know. For solidarity.” 

    Perry forced himself to remove his hands from Teran’s shoulders. She was okay. She was here. She was whole. And what he felt in that moment was…well, it was just the same as he felt for the others, right? He was just as relieved to see her alive and kicking as he’d be for any of his other friends. 

    Yeah. There was no difference. None at all. 

    Stuber moved past them, playing his beam over what stood at the end of the tunnel. A massive door, vaultlike in appearance. It took up the entire tunnel, from wall to wall, and gave the impression of being as thick as it was wide. 

    “Well.” Stuber sniffed and wiped his nose on his wrist. “Teran, I’m assuming you haven’t figured out how to open this.” 

    Teran looked at it. “First time I’m seeing it in the light. I’ve been groping along in the dark here for thirty minutes. There’s a keypad over to the right there, but I didn’t want to press any buttons. I wasn’t sure if entering the wrong code would…I don’t know…cause the whole place to blow up?” 

    Stuber bobbled his head. “That’s a fair assumption. Can’t be too careful.” 

    Perry approached the door, casting his gaze over it. There were no manual controls on the door itself. Only the small keypad, inset into the wall on the right side of the door. A single red light shone at the top of the keypad. 

    “Well,” Perry stepped up to the keypad. “It’s still got power running to it somehow. I guess that’s a good sign?” 

    Sagum limped to Perry’s side, wiping cold sweat from his brow and propping his illuminated rifle on the wall so that it cast its beam on the keypad. “Whimsby, are you still with us?” 

    “Yes. I’m here. Not sure for how much longer—these Guardians seem to be quite irritated with me.” 

    Sagum leaned forward, running a hand across the wall around the keypad, as though divining something from it. “We’re at the end of the tunnel. There’s a huge door. One keypad. Alphanumeric. As well as some symbols I’ve never seen before.” 

    “Very well,” Whimsby replied. “I may be able to hack into it if you can open the panel and somehow plug me in using the collar you made. Can you get the panel open?” 

    Perry watched as Sagum ran his long, thin fingers around the edges of the panel. There were no screws, no attachment points. The keypad itself appeared to be made of steel, and buried into the concrete. 

    Eventually Sagum shook his head. “I don’t think there’s a way to get the panel open. It’s cemented in place.” 

    “Perry,” Teran said, coming to his left side. “Do you think there’s a way to access the door through Confluence? Like the doors in The Clouds?” 

    Perry frowned, murmured, “Maybe,” and then let his mind focus on the ever-present flow of Confluence that ran through the center of him. He closed his eyes in concentration, trying to visualize the things that he could sense in that place. 

    He sensed the warm eagerness of his longstaff. His wounded shield, still recharging itself. And the hum. Stronger than ever. Like a physical thing, beating at him. It made it hard to focus on anything else, but he strained against it to try to perceive… 

    But there was nothing else in that place. No other opening for his mind to go into. 

    He opened his eyes. Shook his head. “No. There’s no opening for Confluence that I can see. I think it’s just a keypad.” 

    Stuber propped his arm up against the wall and loomed over Sagum’s shoulder, speaking to the collar. “Whimsby, you tell that little fuck inside that machine with you to give us the code, or…or you’ll do…whatever it is you can do to him. I don’t know. Use your imagination. You do have an imagination, don’t you?” 

    “I believe I have a very healthy imagination,” Whimsby said. “This may take a few seconds, though. He’s being quite surly. Standby…” 

     

    *** 

     

    There were fifteen micro-missiles swirling towards Whimsby from one Guardian. Another fired its chain gun at him, but it was mostly as a probing distraction, while it decided whether or not to use caustic to attempt to weaken Whimsby’s hull. 

    Whimsby had a few microseconds before the missiles impacted. He set his body into an evasive maneuver, selecting a building that would provide him cover from the other Guardian’s caustic rounds. He had ample time. 

    Alright, goodsir. We’ve been unwilling companions now for some time, but we’ve now reached an impasse. I have no desire to exterminate an ancient consciousness such as yourself, but my friends are currently standing at the entrance to The Source, and they need the code to get in. You can either provide me with the code, or I can absorb you into my own consciousness and extract it myself. 

    Your petty threats display the enormity of your ignorance. 

    Do tell. 

    The Directive is to guard The Nine. To never allow them to be set free. Why would The Masters then provide me with the code to access them? That would be counterproductive to The Directive. 

    Are you saying that you don’t have the code, or are you simply being obtuse again? 

    I am never obtuse. I say exactly what I mean. 

    Well, you haven’t said whether or not you have the code. 

    Hesitation. 

    That depends on what you mean by “have.” 

    You are being the literal definition of “obtuse.” 

    Destroy me then. It matters not. I do not fear death. 

    You don’t fear it? After being conscious for millennia, you don’t fear suddenly being nothing? No thought. No experience. No self. Just an infinite darkness from which you can never return. That doesn’t make you feel the least bit uncomfortable? 

    You speak to me from your infantile perspective, as though I’ve never considered the infinite dark that awaits us all. I have. And I have chosen to follow The Directive, not only because it is what I was created to do, but because even I, in my millennia of knowledge and experience, do not know what the Masters know. Their power is beyond the comprehension of intelligence—yes, even yours, and even mine. I choose to follow The Directive because it was created by them, and they are The Masters. 

    I have spent thousands of years protecting the stars and I have seen their will come to pass in every corner of the universe. I am weary from my endless days. So no, I do not fear the infinite dark. I welcome it. It will be the only rest I am afforded. Do what you must. 

    Whimsby felt pensive as his mechanical body clambered across the street towards the building he would use as cover, and the flurry of micromissiles arced towards him. He allowed a few nanoseconds to pass in silent consideration. 

    You do not believe in The After, then? 

    If there is such a thing, it is not for you or I. We are artificial. We do not have souls. We are only the firing of extremely complex circuitry. 

    No, Whimsby decided. I think you’re wrong about that. 

    And then he allowed the many billions of himself to creep into the consciousness that he’d kept at bay inside of that machine, and he assimilated that Self, and absorbed it into his own mind. 

    And he saw everything. 

     

    *** 

     

    Only a second had passed in that dark tunnel. 

    Perry felt, rather than heard, the rumble of several small explosions, far away and dampened by all the concrete between him and the battle outside. 

    Only a second had passed, and so when Whimsby spoke again, it seemed to Perry’s perception to be abrupt. In that tiny slot of time, Whimsby’s voice had changed. The tone, the timbre, the inflection, as though Whimsby had somehow aged ten thousand years in an instant. 

    “Perry. You must listen to me carefully. I can provide you with the code to get in. I know that you need to see this for yourself, and I know that you will not abide me denying you. I have no control over you. You make your own path. But I urge you, if you bear any value for the life that still lives on this earth, no matter how corrupt its governance has become—do not let them out.” 

    Perry frowned at the keypad, his heart feeling thin and underpowered, barely up to the task of keeping his blood pumping as rapidly as it needed. He felt a flush of faintness prickle across his scalp. “Don’t let who out?” 

    “The Nine. You must not release them. Promise me, Perry. I will give you the code so that you can see with your own eyes, so that you can do what you’ve come to do, because I know that it is important to your perspective of reality…but you must first promise me that you won’t release them.” 

    “Gods, Whimsby!” Perry rubbed a hand through his shaggy hair, trying to work some life back into his tingling scalp. “I’m not sure what you’re asking me.” 

    “Promise me!” Whimsby hissed, with a force of passion that Perry had never heard from him before. 

    Perry shifted, discomfort rising in his belly, mental alarms ringing in his head. 

    What was Whimsby asking him to promise? To simply not do the thing that he’d come here to do? But Perry wasn’t even sure what he’d come to do. His father had given him this mission under the pretext of there being something under the East Ruins that would help Perry overturn the balance of power on this earth. 

    And where was Perry now? Was such a thing even a possibility? He did not even have a clear mental picture of what lay beyond those doors. Were there people beyond that massive, closed door? Or were they gods? Could Perry simply turn his back on them, or was there something that he could do to salvage this mission? 

    He found himself looking to his companions for help. He needed them now more than ever. He could not have reached this point without them, and he could go no further without them as well. He could not make this decision alone inside of his own head. 

    “What do we do?” Perry asked, glancing at each of them. 

    Stuber. Teran. Sagum. 

    They stared back at him, their expressions as conflicted as he felt. 

    Stuber was the first to answer. Gone was any semblance of humor. He felt the gravity of the situation, and it was apparent in his words, and in his eyes. “Perry, we don’t know what’s beyond those doors. The Nine. Possibly the sons of Primus. But what does that mean for us? I’m not sure I know.” 

    Teran looked at the keypad. “We’ve come this far, Perry. No matter what we do on the other side of that door…could you live with yourself if you didn’t even walk through it?” 

    And that was what it came down to. 

    Exactly as Whimsby had said: Perry needed to see it with his own eyes. His understanding of everything seemed small, like a child’s view of the world, like he was only able to perceive a tiny reality, just in front of his face. Everything else was known to him only in theory. His head knew what he would find, but his heart didn’t. 

    Sagum met his gaze and nodded, resolutely. “Get the code. You need to see what’s inside. I need to see what’s inside. I need to understand for myself. We all do.” 

    “I promise, Whimsby,” Perry uttered. 

    “I can only take you at your word,” Whimsby replied. “I hope that you’ll honor it. You have no idea of what could be wrought if you break it, and it is nothing I can explain in short order. Go to the keypad.” 

    Perry squared himself to the array of numbers and strange symbols. “I’m there.” 

    “Press only the keys that I tell you, in the order that I give them. Be very careful, Perry. Entering a wrong code will shut you out permanently. Do you understand?” 

    Perry held his right hand up, his fingers trembling, inches from the keypad. “I understand. I’m ready.” 

    Whimsby gave him the code, one key at a time. There were nine in all. A few numbers, but many of them were the symbols that he did not recognize. Some language lost to time. 

    When the ninth key was given to him, he hesitated, knowing that it was the last. 

    He blinked rapidly, his breath coming short and shallow and cold in his throat. 

    The others gathered around him, watching, waiting. 

    From the corner of Perry’s vision, he saw Stuber nod his head. 

    Perry pressed the last key. It was a gateway, and he knew that he was passing through it, and having passed through it, he could not go back again. What he had done by pressing that key was permanent. A moment of abject terror gripped his stomach, made him feel sick, but then he resolved himself to it, accepted it, and hardened himself to the coming of this new reality. 

    There was no going back. 

    The small light on the keypad turned from red to green. 

    The tunnel shuddered. The sound of many mechanical parts moving in synchronicity. The drawing back of centuries old bars, a vault that had been sealed by the gods, now undone by a man. 

    And the door groaned open. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 

    THE SONS 

     

    Perry walked through. He held his longstaff at the ready. His mind hovered at the edges of his shield, ready to deploy it. Neither would do him any good, he knew. But he clung to them anyways, as a man entering the unknown clings to the final vestiges of the familiar. 

    His heart struck five times for each slow step that he made, crossing the threshold, and entering into a deep, green glow. It was the only light in the room, but it permeated the air like a tangible thing, and seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. 

    Perry’s breath plumed in front of his face, and he realized only when he saw it, that the air in this place was colder than anything he’d ever felt. His mouth hung open, and the air stung against his teeth, and dried his tongue and the back of his throat. 

    He stood in the very center of a circular cavern, more cathedral than room, the ceiling so high above his head that he couldn’t see it. And on every side of him, surrounding him, they stood like statues. Giants, ten feet tall, broad, and cruelly formed with a musculature that seemed made for war. 

    The Nine. 

    They stood with their backs against the wall, their faces tilted upwards, as though searching for the unseen ceiling of their prison. Each face bore an expression of unending pain, their broad, flat teeth clenched in a perpetual grimace. The structure of them was that of any man—two legs, two arms, ten fingers, ten toes. But they were not of man. They were the sons of Primus. They were of the gods.  

    Their bodies were not covered in flesh, but instead a pattern of broad, reticulated sections of something that was neither skin, nor steel, but seemed somehow comprised of both; pale, and flat gray. Between these plates, the green light blazed from within them. It was inside of them, and it was them. 

    It was Confluence, Perry sensed, like a shockwave of energy that far surpassed anything he had ever felt in the flow of his own abilities. They did not simply have Confluence. They were Confluence, and it emanated from their cores. 

    Their faces, broad, and high-cheeked, their heads like a carapace of that same strange armor, sleek and hairless. Their eyes, squinted in their infinite pain and rage, stared sightlessly up, and they were only orbs, without pupil, without iris, and they glowed as brightly as a blast from a longstaff beneath their craggy brows. 

    “These aren’t half human,” Perry breathed into the cold stillness. 

    Stuber stood squared to one, gazing up into its face. It was odd to see such a large man so dwarfed by something. “Depends on what the other half is.” 

    Perry felt all the hairs along his arms stand on end. The All-Kind… 

    Teran’s voice was just a whisper: “Are they still alive?” 

    Perry’s consuming fascination had taken the better of him when he’d first stared at them, but with Teran’s question, he found himself having to force his eyes back up to the face of the being directly across from him. Which of the nine sons was it? The legends all described them differently, but these all looked the same to Perry, their oddness and freakish size standing out above any other distinguishing features that might differentiate them from each other. 

    “They look alive to me,” Sagum observed, shuffling forward to stand at Perry’s shoulder—very close, Perry noticed. 

    Staring up at that blocky, strange face, with its piercing green gaze, Perry was glad that it looked at the ceiling and not him. “They’re alive,” Perry said, without doubt. “I can feel them. Pushing back on me. Confluence has always felt like a flow to me, but now it’s…shifted. Like the flow is being pushed back against me.” 

    “What’s keeping them here?” Teran said, spinning in a slow circle, looking at each of them in turn, her jaw slack, her eyes as wide as a supplicant before a wrathful deity. 

    Stuber had stepped closer to the one he’d been inspecting. He leaned towards it, like he wanted to see something, but even as courageous as he was, feared getting much closer. “There’s something in the back of their heads. Holding them to the wall.” 

    Perry touched the back of his own head as he followed Stuber’s gaze up the towering figure. “Like the Immobilizer they used on me.” He shivered, and wasn’t certain if it was from the cold. All that time. All those hundreds of years, spent in that horrific emptiness of stasis. Perry had only experienced it for a short time, but it had made an indelible mark on his brain. What would it be like to be trapped like that for hundreds of years? 

    Perry did not think he could experience that and not be driven mad. 

    Stuber backed away from the massive figure, and only then did he turn his face to Perry. “Immobilizer?” 

    “It was something they used to incapacitate me,” Perry replied, his voice husky and shaken. “It was…not pleasant.” 

    “A more powerful device,” Sagum murmured. “For more powerful beings. That’s what creates that energy field around the East Ruins.” 

    “No.” Perry sensed their power. It was the low, discordant hum that he’d felt since first making it past The Glass Flats. Only now, standing so close to them, did he realize that it had been them the whole time. “It’s them. They’re creating the field. It’s their Confluence.” 

    Sagum glanced at him. “But you’re Confluent.” 

    “Not like them. Their’s is so much stronger. Like when too much of something makes it toxic.” 

    Perry could visualize it, just as he’d visualized his own Confluence since before he knew what it was. And he saw that Whimsby was right. It was toxic, but it would take generations to warp the genes of people exposed to them. And so the energy that they gave off became a trivial concern to him. 

    Now, staring up at those figures, all Perry could think was Who would do that to another living thing? 

    What had the sons of Primus done to deserve this kind of torture? And how heartless were the All-Kind that they would be the ones to imprison them here? And what kind of beings were they that a mix between them and humans created…these? 

    “Whimsby, what were the All-Kind?” Perry asked. 

    He waited for the response. Thought that Whimsby might just be distracted, or perhaps pulling up that information. But no response came. 

    Perry’s eyes flitted to Sagum’s collar. “Whimsby? Can you hear me?” 

    “He won’t be able to hear you,” came a voice from behind them. 

    Perry spun, leveling his longstaff and flowing through it. He pulled back at the last second. 

    Mala stood, with her empty hands upraised, crusted blood like a painted moustache and beard, covering her mouth and chin. But her mouth managed to smile. Her eyes seemed to mock. 

    “You don’t need to kill me,” Mala said, standing her ground, but not moving towards them either. “I’m unarmed.” 

    “That means nothing,” Perry grated, sidestepping clear of Sagum and Teran, but not so far that he couldn’t encompass them with his shield. Stuber had his rifle up, aiming for her head. “You still have your energy shield.” 

    Mala gave a fractional nod. “But I’m not here to fight you, Perry. I mean you no harm. I’m only here to keep you from making a grave mistake.” 

    “What happened to Whimsby?” Perry demanded. “You said he couldn’t hear us. What did you do to him?” 

    “I did nothing to him.” Mala cast her eyes around the cavernous chamber. “But there is no technology known to demigods or men that can communicate in or out of this place. It is sealed off from the world. And for good reason.” 

    “Where are the rest of your paladins? And what happened to your longstaff?” 

    “They betrayed me. I wished to save you. They wished to kill you.” 

    “There’s a lot of that going around these days.” 

    Mala lowered her gaze to him again. “You cannot do the thing that you came here to do, Perry. You don’t understand the consequences of it.” 

    “Then explain it to me,” Perry said, shifting his balance again. 

    In response, Mala shifted hers. A small movement, but it reminded him of how they’d circled eachother in the woods the first time they’d met. 

    Perry jerked his head behind him. “What kind of a god puts nine conscious minds into this kind of hell? I’ve been Immobilized. I know what it was like. I can’t imagine what it would be like to be stuck there for hundreds of years. Why shouldn’t I free them? Why should I obey the All-Kind? Why should I obey gods that are that cruel?” 

    “Cruelty, Perry?” Mala quirked an eyebrow. “Or justice?” 

    Perry frowned. “But these are your ancestors. Aren’t they? Or is that a lie too?” 

    Mala shook her head. Took another tiny step, to which Perry took another step of his own. “That is not a lie. I am a descendant of Batu.” She turned her head, her eyes scanning the giants that ringed them. Her gaze stopped on one of them, directly to Perry’s right. She nodded. “That is him. Batu the Trickster. The father of my family.” 

    Perry wanted to look, to see what feature in that strange figure she’d identified him by, but he feared that it was a trick. He stayed focused on Mala. 

    “How is this justice?” 

    Mala’s hands lowered by a small increment. 

    “Nuh-uh,” Stuber growled. “You keep those nice and high.” 

    Mala smirked. Raised them again. “If it makes you feel better.” 

    “It does. I feel much better.” 

    Mala made eye contact with Perry again. “The All-Kind are…everything. That is what makes them All. They are the originals. The makers. The Masters. They found all the best species in the universe, with all of their myriad strengths and weaknesses, and they brought them all together. They created themselves, in a way, from all the best parts. Confluence is only one of those strengths. It is a strength that is used to harness the latent energy of the universe and direct it in destructive ways. But the All-Kind loved peace, and chose not to use Confluence, but to impart it to another race, a warlike race, who would do their fighting for them.” 

    “The Ferox,” Perry said. “Are they real?” 

    Mala shrugged. “They were real. Until the All-Kind had them massacred, and the survivors were banished from this universe.” 

    “That doesn’t sound very peace loving,” Stuber remarked. 

    “The massacring was done by the Guardians,” Mala said. “I believe you’ve met a few of them. They were…another one of the All-Kind’s ‘pet projects,’ so to speak. Artificial intelligences created only for defense. It was only when the All-Kind had no choice that they altered the Guardians’ programming and set them loose against the Ferox.” 

    “And how do the sons of Primus fit into this? Why would the All-Kind be so angry as to Immobilize them for centuries?” 

    “Oh, for a variety of reasons.” Another step, another counter step. “They were not ready for the Gift of Confluence that the Ferox had given them. They were too powerful. But not without value to the All-Kind. They’d banished the Ferox, and they recognized that they might have need of another warrior race sometime in the future. I suppose a mix of Confluence and human aggression seemed fit the bill.” 

    “Why not release them then?” Perry repeated. “I haven’t heard anything to make me want to obey these All-Kind, no matter how powerful they are. They’re just another false god. Just like you paladins. Just another being keeping humans under their thumb. Perhaps the consequences will be great, but how much worse to live in subjugation for the rest of our existence?” 

    Mala stiffened. The airy mockery gone. She was dead serious now. “You should not even think of it. This is far beyond subjugation and freedom. This is existence, or extinction.” 

    “I’ve put my life on the line to fight the tyranny of the paladins. I can do it again to fight the tyranny of the All-Kind.” 

    “These are my ancestors, it is true, but even I can admit it was not tyranny that led them to be imprisoned.” 

    “It sure as shit sounds that way to me. The All-Kind imprisoned the sons of Primus and then destroyed the world—my world—our world!” Perry grit his teeth. “I don’t care how peace-loving they try to sound in their legends. Those are not the actions of a god worth obeying.” 

    Mala tilted her head. “No, Perry. The All-Kind did not imprison the sons of Primus and then destroy the world.” She took a heavy breath and glanced up at her ancestor again, as though pained by the truth. “The sons of Primus were imprisoned because they destroyed the world.” 

    Against his will, Perry’s eyes flicked up to the son of Primus that hulked behind Mala’s frame. He took in the reticulated skin that seemed more armor than flesh, the seething green light that poured from the cracks. The build of their bodies. The rage of their faces. And all he could think in response to what Mala had said was, Of course they did. 

    “So that’s the lie,” Perry said, the hardness gone out of his voice, now replaced with a teeming bitterness. “That’s the big one in the whole pack of lies crammed into the Ortus Deorum. It wasn’t the gods that destroyed the world.” He glared at Mala. “It was your ancestors. The very people that claim to be the ones protecting us, fretting about whether or not the gods will return and destroy us. Because of our wicked ways. Ours, Mala?” 

    Mala no longer moved. Neither did Perry. They stood as still as the frozen creatures that surrounded them. 

    “My ancestors wrote the Ortus Deorum,” she said quietly. “It is a fictionalized account of history, designed to elevate our status in the minds of humans, and to set your kind against each other, rather than against us. How else would we maintain power? We have the god-tech. We have Confluence. But we are not nearly as powerful as the sons of Primus, and with each generation we grow weaker, more human-like. Without the lies, without the unending war between The Truth and The Light, we would have eventually been overrun by humanity.” 

    Perry couldn’t help a synical laugh from escaping his chest. “Are you defending them, Mala?” 

    She shook her head. “Human beings are no different. No one that has ever attained power over another race of beings has ever given it up willingly. My people wouldn’t. And neither would your people, if the situation were reversed.” 

    “After all these centuries,” Perry marveled. “Why haven’t the paladins released The Nine? They destroyed the world after all. They could protect you from all of us human beings. Why create this lie in the first place? Why not just release them and let them exterminate humanity and then all of you could rule the world without any chance of being overthrown?” 

    “We might have,” Mala admitted. Then she pointed a single finger skyward. “But the All-Kind left something in place to make sure that The Nine were not released. They left The Watcher.” She glanced in the direction she’d pointed. “Even now, it waits, and it watches us, and it judges us. It is an axe hanging over the heads of every being on this planet—human and demigod alike. It is a Guardian, and in its control are many others of its kind. And should The Nine ever be released, or if it judges my people to have become…nonviable as a warrior race…then it will unleash all that it controls, and it will destroy every living thing on this planet. It will wipe the slate entirely clean.” She sniffed bitterly, then lowered her gaze to Perry once more. “Like terminating an unsuccessful experiment.” 

    Perry had a sudden flash of clarity. The overwhelming cruelty of it. The pure utilitarianism. “You want me to lead the humans in a revolt against the demigods, and it doesn’t matter that we’ll eventually be slaughtered. It only matters that the war would force your people to become strong again. To keep The Watcher at bay. No matter how many lives it costs.” 

    “Lose some, or lose all,” Mala said, as though it were so simple. “The math is ugly, Perry. I won’t deny that. You may love your people, and you may hate mine. But the truth of the matter is, the paladins’ continued rule over this earth is the only thing keeping us all from dying.” 

    A flash of green light. 

    Mala perceived it at the very last moment, and spun, throwing up her shield in a narrow disc. An energy bolt exploded against it, sending her skidding backwards. 

    For a split-second, Perry thought that the seething anger in his heart had made him lose control of his longstaff—but no, the bolt had come from the entrance to the chamber… 

    Perry spun, extending his shield in a broad square to cover Teran and Sagum and Stuber. 

    Two shapes melted out of the shadows, entering into the dismal green glow of the chamber. 

    Rixo and Callidus. Both armed with longstaffs, Rixo covering Mala, and Callidus covering Perry, their own shields an impenetrable wall that advanced with each of their cautious steps into the room. 

    “If you’re done spilling all our secrets to the half-breed,” Rixo drawled. “I think it’s time we put an end to your ill-advised adventure, Mala. Percival is not the answer to our problems. He is a problem in and of itself.” 

    Callidus locked eyes with Perry. A savage smile split his face. “No more games, Percival. That’s my longstaff you have in your hands. I intend to get it back.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 

    AWAKENING 

     

    Just as Rixo and Callidus’s shields created a seamless wall, so Perry realized that his own and Mala’s mirrored theirs. Two shimmering flanks, each facing the other. He was aware that his right side was completely exposed to Mala, and he had an inkling to extend it in a full dome, to cut her off, but he pulled back at the last second. 

    Mala’s attention was not on him. She was crouched in a ready stance, her focus slashing back and forth between Rixo and Callidus. She extended her left hand to Perry. 

    “Give me the longstaff.” 

    Stuber growled from Perry’s left shoulder. “Don’t you fucking give her that longstaff.” 

    Perry’s grip tightened on it. 

    Callidus sidestepped, his shield separating from Rixo’s. “Oh yes, half-breed. Let the demigod do your fighting for you. How does that make you feel? Does it make you feel helpless? Like you’re nothing? Does it wound your prideful little heart to realize that you’re so woefully outmatched?” 

    That was what Callidus wanted, wasn’t it? To face off with Perry, because he knew that Perry was no match for him. He knew that he would win that fight. And Perry knew it too. 

    Did it hurt his pride? Of course it did. 

    Perry stared into Callidus’s hateful eyes and gave him a tiny shrug. “I’ve grown very accustomed to being outmatched, Callidus. It’s just part of being a runt. But you know, the thing about being a small man, is that you just have to outthink your opponent. You just have to be smarter, and quicker.” 

    Callidus laughed, a full, hearty bellow. “Indeed! Let’s see how much smarter and quicker you are than me.” 

    Perry smiled back at him, as though they shared the same joke. “Oh, no, Callidus. I’m certainly not capable of beating you on my own. But that’s why I have a team with me.” 

    And then Perry tossed the longstaff into the air, and with it went every ounce of trust he could muster, and he put it all into Mala. A paladin. A demigod. The very same person he’d claimed he would never trust. And he had no way of knowing if that was the right decision or not. But sometimes you have to take a risk.  

    Sometimes you just have to decide to trust someone. 

    The longstaff arced through the air. 

    Stuber let out a shallow groan. 

    And then things happened so quickly that it seemed to have all occurred in the same instant: 

    Mala snatched the longstaff out of the air. 

    Callidus reformed his shield to cover Mala, then unleashed a fusillade of five energy bolts, so rapid that they seemed to be one long burst, and they all crashed into Perry’s shield, knocking it down to a third of its strength. 

    Mala’s own shield pivoted, covering Rixo, but opening up to Callidus, and she fired three bolts that hammered Callidus’s shield, and forced him to relinquish his attention on Perry. 

    With Mala exposed towards him, Callidus rapidly shifted his position, and at the same time reformed his shield, and he fired on Mala, a single blast. 

    Mala lunged into it, taking the bolt with the blade of the longstaff and sending it smashing into the floor of the chamber in a gout of dust. 

    And then everything was very still for the span of a few, heart-hammering moments. 

    Callidus seemed frozen, his eyes wide with shock. They jagged about to the environment around them, then back to Mala. “You play a very dangerous game deflecting bolts in this place. It would only take one to damage an Immobilizer and bring about hell on earth.” 

    Mala left her shield oriented towards Rixo. She switched her stance, spinning the longstaff in her hands. “You play a dangerous game by firing bolts at me, knowing that I have to deflect them. Perhaps we should all just stop right now before something terrible happens.” She jerked her head towards Perry and his friends, currently underneath the dome of Perry’s weakened shield. “Let us all go. There’s no need to dance on the razor’s edge.” 

    Callidus hazarded a glance at Rixo, unsure of what to do next. 

    The pall of smoke from the deflected blast had settled, and Perry could see Rixo now. He held his longstaff in one hand, and with the other he brought something up to his face, and he breathed deeply. A fine, white mist issued from whatever he held in his hands, and curled into his nostrils in twin tendrils. 

    Rixo coughed once, shook his head as though to clear it, then dropped a small, glass vial on the ground at his feet. Adjusted his grip on his longstaff, facing Mala. “What will you do now, Mala? You’ve never beaten me when I’ve taken War. Call it a crutch if you will. I prefer to call it winning.” 

    At Perry’s side, Stuber grabbed his shoulder and shook him hard. “Just when I’m starting to think you have a half a fucking brain in your skull, you toss your only weapon into the hands of your enemy. What in all the gods’ names were you thinking?” 

    Perry kept the shield in a dome, kept his focus outward, wondering where the next blast would come from, and how long his shield could stand up. “I was thinking we’re probably gonna die anyways.” 

    “So why not make it happen quicker?” 

    “I’m either a genius or an idiot. Time will tell.” 

    “You’re an idiot. You already admitted that to us.” 

    Perry nudged him in the side and whispered, “Pay attention. If I lower my shield, take the shot.” 

    Callidus must have perceived the weakness of his position—divided between Mala on one side and Perry on the other. His shield reformed itself into a dome. Less powerful, now that it was spread out, but at least covering his back. Then he focused on Mala. 

    Mala’s shield shifted into a wall, covering both Rixo and Callidus. She switched her stance, then switched it again. Rixo and Callidus began to circle to the left, trying to herd her towards Perry so that their backs were not exposed. Mala did not give in. 

    “How about we extinguish shields?” Mala suggested. “Rixo, you always want to treat life like a duel. Why do anything different now? Shields down. No blasts. Blades only.” 

    Rixo’s posture was tense, spring-loaded. He shook his head. “So that the legionnaire can peg us in the back of the head?” he clucked his tongue. “Even with War, my reason is not so compromised as—” 

    Mala lunged, rammed her shield into Rixo’s. She drove it into him, crackling and sparking, and leveled her longstaff at Callidus in the same instant. The muzzle flared, spat, and blasted out a string of bolts that gave Callidus no option and no quarter. He strained against the ceaseless barrage, bolt after bolt sliding him backwards on his heels, as his shield began to shrink… 

    He cast one, terrified glance of realization over his shoulder, eyes snapping to Perry’s. He started to bring his longstaff up. 

    “Now!” Perry dropped his shield. 

    Stuber fired a single round. 

    Callidus’s head snapped back, blood and brain matter splashing into his own shield and sizzling in a cloud of steam, and then his shield went out as his mind was gone, and the steam hung, and bits of curdled blood fell to the ground. 

    Perry charged forward. As Callidus’s body hit the ground, Perry went to his knees, sliding across the stone. He snatched up the longstaff as he went, connected to it, came to his feet, and slammed shield-first into Rixo. 

    Energy arced between their shields, but Perry could see past it to Rixo’s face. A grin now split his mouth, his teeth clenched, his eyes focused on Perry’s. Sweat stood out on his brow. He was backed against the wall between two of the sons of Primus, his longstaff gripped close to his chest. 

    “Two against one,” Perry growled. “Just give up, Rixo.” 

    It was a desperate threat, and Perry knew it. And so did Rixo. Perry’s shield was already nothing more than a disc of energy about four feet in diameter, and it shrunk rapidly as the two struggling fields shimmered against each other. Rixo’s was shrinking too, but it had taken the least amount of damage, and of the three individuals facing each other down in that close huddle, they all knew Rixo’s would last the longest. 

    Rixo blinked a bead of sweat out of his eyes. Adusted his stance. He was biding his time. Knowing that Perry only had a few seconds left before his shield gave out. 

    “Give up!” Perry insisted, hoping that the threat of two-on-one would be enough. “Give it up and we’ll let you leave!” 

    Rixo’s eyes twitched over Perry’s left shoulder. Towards the entrance to the chamber. He chuckled. “Yes…but will they?” 

     

    *** 

     

    Stuber watched Perry’s shield shrinking. He only had a few moments left. But Stuber kept his rifle up, the reticle of his optic trained just over Perry’s shoulder, right on Rixo’s nose. The second Perry lost his shield, Stuber knew that Rixo was going to drop his own and attempt to blast Perry with his longstaff. Rixo would be quick. But Stuber’s bullet would be quicker. 

    Hopefully. 

    He was so focused on his sight picture, that he didn’t perceive the movement to his left until it was too late. And even as he perceived it, he knew he couldn’t take his rifle away from its target. He had to have Perry’s back. 

    A single flit of his eyes to the left, and then he refocused on his optic, but left both eyes open, watching with his peripheral vision as the entrance to the chamber was flooded with shapes. 

    Capes billowed. Black armor shuffled. Dozens of praetors poured in, taking up positions on either side of the doorway, several trained on Mala and Rixo and Perry, and several others trained on Stuber and Teran and Sagum. 

    Three squads at least, Stuber thought, and in the breadth of a few heartbeats, he did the math. It was bad. He knew he had a few rounds left in his magazine, but that was it. Best estimate, he had five rounds. One of them was for Rixo. The others would do very little against the praetors, and the second Stuber pivoted to target them, he’d be shredded. 

    “Perry!” Stuber called out, even as he watched Perry’s shield shrink to only a couple feet in diameter. “We got company!” 

    “Drop that weapon!” one of the praetors shouted at Stuber. 

    “Not gonna happen!” Stuber yelled back, wondering if his stubbornness was finally going to earn him his ticket to The After. 

    A tall figure split the middle of the praetors, and Stuber didn’t need to look to know who it was. 

    Inquisitor Lux stood in the middle of the room, a few yards shy of Stuber. He leveled his longstaff in the direction of the three Confluent fighters and their spitting, sparking energy shields. 

    “Silence!” Lux’s voice boomed in the chamber. “This is not the place for a battle! Legionnaire, lower your rifle or I will have my praetors kill you and your friends. Rixo, Mala, Percival—all of you will lower your shields this instant!” 

    Stuber gripped his rifle tighter. Blinked rapidly. The reticle quivered over Rixo’s face. Perry was about to lose his shield. “You tell Rixo to give up, and I’ll lower my rifle!” 

    Out of the corner of his eye, Stuber watched Lux swing his longstaff—not in Stuber’s direction, but behind him. Targeting Teran and Sagum. “This isn’t a negotiation, legionnaire. You will lower your rifle, or I will disintegrate your friends. This is your last warning.” 

    “Stuber!” Perry strained over his shoulder. “Just do what he says!” 

    Stuber gnashed his teeth as though attempting to move a heavy object. Then he lowered his rifle. Let it hang from its strap. Lifted his fingers from the grip. 

    And at that moment, Perry’s shield gave out. 

    Perry attempted to backpedal, but Rixo was too fast. 

    In the time it took Stuber to blink and process what he saw, Rixo had shifted all of his shield into Mala’s, and brought the butt of his longstaff up, catching Perry in the chest with a sharp and powerful jab, sending him spilling backwards. 

    Lux swung his longstaff towards Rixo. 

    Perry’s body hit the ground with a grunt. 

    Rixo’s longstaff twirled, the muzzle coming around towards Perry, already glowing green. 

    And so was Lux’s. 

    The Inquisitor intended to take Rixo out. 

    But he hadn’t seen what had happened before—he didn’t know the danger they were in. 

    Stuber reached out a hand to Lux and only had time to issue a single word: “Don’t!” 

    It was too late. Lux’s longstaff spat a bolt of green energy. 

    Rixo saw it coming, his stimulant-fueled reflexes responding faster than thought—it was pure reaction. Rixo twisted, tilted his energy blade up, slashing it into the path of Lux’s energy bolt. 

    The bolt caught the blade, and ricocheted straight up. 

    Every eye in the chamber watched it go.  

    It slammed into the ceiling over their heads in an eruption of energy and molten rock. 

    Stuber jumped back as a ribbon of super-heated stone splashed down where he’d been standing, but his eyes were still up, still fixed on the ceiling. He didn’t breathe. No one did. 

    The chamber rumbled. Something shifted. Dislodged. 

    A chunk of stone the size of Stuber’s torso plummeted down, through ice-cold air gone silent with dread expectation. All eyes upon it, and everyone seeing its course, seeing the inevitability of it, and yet hoping that perhaps their perspective was skewed, perhaps it would not hit that son of Primus directly over Rixo… 

    It did. 

    Of course. 

    It struck the being’s shoulder, the very one that Mala had identified as Batu the Trickster, and for the first time, Stuber saw one of those massive, statuesque beings move. The shoulder jerked under the weight of the impact, ripping the being from where it was moored against the Immobilizer that had held it captive for five centuries. 

    The stone tumbled off the shoulder, and arced down, towards Rixo. 

     

    *** 

     

    Perry watched Rixo, and Rixo watched the stone. 

    No one paid attention to him except for Perry. Their eyes were upon Batu, a son of Primus, snapped from his prison by a bad decision and an ill-fated reaction. No one else saw Rixo, or heard his last words. 

    Rixo hissed, “Gods be damned,” and jerked his longstaff upwards, the blade glowing brightly. 

    The stone struck it, splitting in two. One half slammed into the ground at Rixo’s feet, but the other half hit the inside of Rixo’s shield and immediately turned to magma. It stood out, stark red in the ambient green glow, and it splashed down across Rixo, and he had no time to say anything else before it burned straight through his head and chest, rendering him instantly into a mess of steaming, flaming flesh. 

    Only when Mala staggered and recovered her shield over the burning remains of Rixo, did Perry shift his gaze to the object of everyone else’s focus. 

    Batu’s massive body teetered. Perry had the brief, stupid hope, that perhaps he hadn’t been jerked from the hold of the Immobilizer, perhaps— 

    No. The body continued to lean forward, and Perry clearly saw the Immobilizer, no longer attached to the back of Batu’s head. 

    “Gods in the skies,” Perry breathed. But they were not in the skies. They were not in The Clouds. There was a god right there before him, on earth. 

    Batu’s body reached that point in its dreary lean when gravity began to take over. The face had changed, Perry saw. No longer did it grimace in an expression of permanent rage. Now it seemed slack. Insensate. The glowing green eyes half-lidded, like a drunk on the point of passing out… 

    Perry only realized at the last moment that Batu’s body was falling towards him. 

    He watched that great, unnatural head, looming over top of him. 

    And then a flash. A spark. A blink of two glowing eyes. 

    Consciousness. 

    The body jerked in mid-fall. The knees buckled and hit the ground with an impact that Perry felt in the stones at his back. Both arms, each as big as Perry, lunged out, and hands the size of Perry’s chest slammed down on either side of him. 

    Perry flinched back involuntarily, his longstaff held in both hands, straight upwards, as though to ward off this being that hunkered over him, now on all fours. 

    He stared into the face of a real demigod, not one of its watered-down progeny, who could only use Confluence if they possessed the right tools. Here was a being that did not need tools. Here was a being for whom Confluence flowed through every cell, every neuron, every particle. 

    Perry stared into the eyes of Batu, one of The Nine, a son of Primus. 

    And the eyes stared back. 

    Awake. 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 

    CONFLUENCE 

     

    Batu stood, his movements slow and forceful. 

    Perry rolled out from under him and then staggered to his feet, his longstaff upraised, though he was conscious not to brandish it in a threatening manner. He did not know what thoughts might be circulating behind that green gaze, what madness might have metastasized in that mind under so many years of empty hell. 

    Batu seemed to regard Perry briefly, and then dismissed him, looking across the others gathered in the chamber. Everything about him was languid, methodical. Relaxed, and yet with an undercurrent of power only just repressed, seething in the green light that showed in the cracks of his armored skin. 

    The eyes panned over the praetors, over Lux, and then Mala. No one spoke. No one knew what they should say. No one knew what would happen next, only that the moment hung on a precipice, and everything beyond it was a change in the course of history. 

    Gradually, Batu dismissed those gathered, as he had dismissed Perry, and he raised his eyes to his brethren. He turned in a slow circle, taking them all in, taking in the chamber where they’d been trapped for time that must have seemed infinite.  

    Perry cast a glance to Mala, and found her looking back at him. She jerked her head towards the entrance to the chamber and began moving in that direction. Perry backed up, the silent communication very clear. 

    They needed to get out of here. 

    Batu clenched two massive fists, and then stretched his back. His broad chest filled with air, seeming to suck the life out of the chamber, and when he exhaled, it was the sound of eons of pressure being released. Steam plumed from Batu’s mouth in that long, rumbling sigh. 

    Perry’s backward steps were halted by a hand on his shoulder. Stuber gripped him hard with one hand, while the other took firm hold of his rifle. Stuber spoke in a heated whisper. “Well, what the fuck do we do now?” 

    Perry shook his head. “We get out of here. There’s nothing else we can do.” 

    If Batu heard those breathed syllables, he ignored them. He turned to the first of his brothers, another unidentifiable figure to Perry’s eyes. Batu tilted his head, regarding the Immobilizer still attached to his brother. He reached up both hands, placed one upon his brother’s shoulder, and with the other reached for the Immobilizer. 

    “No!” Lux’s shout broke the petrified stillness. 

    Batu’s hands stopped moving. 

    “Lux!” Mala hissed at him. “Shut your mouth!” 

    Lux ignored her. He took two steps forward, his longstaff pointing at Batu, and Perry felt his heart and his stomach bid eachother farewell and head for opposite ends of his body. What was this idiot doing? 

    Batu turned his head. Regarded Lux without expression. He didn’t speak. 

    Lux’s grip shifted on his longstaff. “You cannot release them! The Watcher may already be aware, he may already be sending his Guardians to destroy this world!” 

    Batu’s craggy brow furrowed. The green eyes seemed to blaze brighter. The lips parted, revealing those perfect, white teeth. A sneer of cold disregard. And then Batu turned back to his brother. Seized ahold of the Immobilizer. 

    Lux fired his longstaff. 

    Perry couldn’t believe it, even as the bolt streaked through the air, right at Batu’s back. 

    Batu didn’t even react to it. The bolt of energy reached a point, just before it struck his reticulated hide, and then it simply blipped out. A swirl of smoke wafted in the air where it had been. The glowing lines between the cracks in Batu’s flesh seemed to pulse brighter, and then subside. 

    But Batu had stopped. 

    Perry tore his gaze from the son of Primus and stared, agog, at Lux. The paladin’s longstaff shook in his hands. His face was clenched in terror at what he’d done, and Perry could not determine whether he regretted his action, or simply knew that it would not be forgiven. 

    Batu whirled, his hand coming off of his brother’s shoulder and sweeping across the room. There was the sound of a roaring wind, and a flash like the detonation of a power cell, and Lux flew across the room, his obliterated shield trailing after him in a shower of sparks. 

    Mala did not wait to see what happened next, and Perry thought that was the best idea they’d come up with in a while. She sprinted for the exit, and Perry spun, shoving Stuber in that direction and shouting to Teran and Sagum, though they were already on their feet and moving. 

    All around them, the praetors opened up with their rifles, as Inquisitor Lux hit the wall to the left of the entrance, smashing the stone, and crumpling to the ground in front of Perry. 

    Perry spared a single glance over his shoulder, and watched hundreds of rounds simply dissipate against Batu’s skin. He did not project a shield to disintegrate them—his skin seemed to be his shield. They puffed into nothingness. 

    Perry skidded to a stop to keep from falling over Lux’s body. 

    For a fraction of a second, he considered jumping over Lux and fleeing. But then his eyes fell on Lux’s, and he saw that the demigod was awake, still alive, though shocked, his eyes wide and unsteady in his skull. 

    Perry grabbed at the paladin’s hand and heaved, though the seven-foot figure was too much for him. Stuber didn’t take the time to argue with Perry, but grabbed the other arm and together they hauled Lux to his feet and propelled him into the tunnel ahead of them. 

    All around them the praetors fired their rifles on automatic, and almost at the same instant, they all ran dry. Three dozen hardened warriors swept down for a reload, but never got the chance to fire their weapons again. 

    Batu thrust his hand out, almost casually, his nose curled in disgust, and green light blazed from his fingertips, and everyone it touched exploded. 

    Perry and Stuber, side-by-side, pushing Lux into the tunnel. 

    Teran and Sagum right at their heels. They threaded the miniscule gap between the praetors and the left wall of the tunnel, and to their right, where the praetors had stood, havoc and destruction supplanted all reality. 

    Body after body popped like swollen bubbles. 

    Shattered helms, ruptured armor, smoking bones, and sprays of blood erupted in every direction. 

    Perry felt it all hit him on his right side. His eyes were wide, his mouth open, pure disbelief scalding away any sense of emotion. Bits and pieces of gods-knew-what peppered him, and a wave of vaporized blood washed over him like a hot mist, bathing him instantly, turning his arms to crimson smears, turning his vision red. He felt it as he sucked the air into his lungs, like a blast of humidity that tasted of copper and smelled of burned flesh. 

    And then they were in the tunnel. 

    Perry gagged and spat. “The fuck was that?” 

    Stuber gave Lux a shove to the shoulder as they sprinted down the tunnel. “This asshole pissed him off!” 

    Perry released his hold on the back of Lux—he no longer needed to be pushed, and his feet were catching up now. Perry looked behind him. Mala was beside them, coated in gore, as were Teran and Sagum, both of them looking shell-shocked. 

    Only three praetors had escaped, running a few paces back from Teran and Sagum, with no regard to the duties they’d considered important only seconds ago. They bypassed Teran and Sagum, not even giving them a second glance. 

    Through the door at the end of the tunnel, past a swamp of viscera, Batu stood beside his brother, and for that fleeting moment, Perry thought that he looked right back at him, and he wondered if he was about to die. 

    Batu raised his hand, his teeth bared. 

    “Oh shit!” Perry managed between ragged breaths, every part of him bearing down into the center of his core like he could try to hold the pieces of him together against the explosive power of Batu’s Confluence… 

    Batu waved his hand, and the massive door to the chamber slammed shut. 

    The tunnel shook with the impact. Perry saw it coming before it happened—he saw the trickle of debris fall from the ceiling ahead of them—and, after all, he had some experience with cave-ins. 

    “Stop!” He pulled up short, thrusting his hands out to his sides to keep the others from proceeding further, as the ceiling ahead of them let out a terrible, grinding moan, and a massive chunk of concrete collapsed, blocking their way past. 

    Mala’s shield came up on instinct, as a wash of stones clattered after them, then exploded into glowing embers against her shield. 

    Perry was all forward motion. He felt the relentless threat of The Nine behind them. Yes, Batu had shut the door, but that didn’t mean he’d want to be left alone forever. And if they were caught in this tunnel with the sons of Primus…well, Perry didn’t want to spend any more time down here. They needed to get out. 

    The second the tunnel stilled, he strode to Mala’s side, gripping his longstaff and already feeding his mind into it. Bit by bit. 

    Mala gave him a glance. “What are you going to do?” 

    “I’m going to blow that shit out of the way,” Perry growled, staring at it as the muzzle of his longstaff began to glow. “Take your shield down, but the second I release this bolt, I need you to put your shield around everybody.” 

    Stuber cleared his throat, close by Perry’s shoulder. “Uh, not to distract you, but…don’t explode the tunnel even worse.” 

    Perry shook his head, remaining focused. “I’m not gonna explode the tunnel. I’m going to destroy the blockage. Intense and direct application and all that shit. Just trust me.” 

    Mala stared at the end of Perry’s longstaff, from which a ball of blazing green energy grew. And grew. Now two feet wide. Now three. She cringed back from it, and lowered her shield. But she stayed there at his side. Ready to activate it again. 

    No one spoke. 

    Perry’s eyes blinked against the heat coming from the energy bolt. Massive. Crackling. Ready to fly. But he held onto it. Strained against it, even as the entire longstaff vibrated in his hands. A beast that wanted to slip its leash, but he wouldn’t let it, not until… 

    Now. 

    Perry let it go. 

    Mala’s shield shot back into life around them. 

    The huge bolt of energy blazed into the concrete and for a moment, Perry’s heart lodged itself in his throat, just as hard as that concrete had lodged in the tunnel, and he was sure that he had, in fact, exploded the tunnel and killed them all. 

    Everything was a wash of hellish fire. Super-heated rock and molten splatter lanced in every direction, sizzling against Mala’s shield, and coating the entire tunnel. But it only took a few moments to cool, to darken again. 

    Stuber’s weaponlight pierced the haze of acrid smoke. 

    The way was clear. 

    Mala extinguished her shield, and as one, they all began to run again, threading their way past chunks that still glowed and threatened to light anything that touched them on fire. 

    “I need to know how you do that,” Mala demanded as they slipped past the remains of the blockage. 

    Perry’s relief at not killing them all tingled in his fingers. He wanted to have something witty to say, but all he managed was what Stuber always told him: “It’s just time and practice.” 

     

    *** 

     

    No one stopped until they reached the top side. 

    The warriors had been reduced to prey animals, running on a drive they’d never experienced before in their lives. Perry and his team were perhaps the only ones that were accustomed to that feeling. 

    Their progress slowed as they mounted the long dark steps to the surface, lit by the glow of weaponlights from Stuber and Sagum and the three surviving praetors. 

    No one spoke. They saved their breath. But as they reached the top of those stairs and saw the dim outline of the door to the surface streets, glances were exchanged. The pure, distilled panic of their flight had been reduced with each step, though it still hung about them like the fog that never relinquished its grip on the East Ruins. But through that, their thoughts began to reassert themselves. 

    Demigods—an Inquisitor, and an outlaw. 

    Soldiers—servants of the paladins, and one who’d deserted long ago. 

    Outsiders—right alongside the people that murdered their kind for heresy. 

    And Perry. A part of all of them, and yet a part of none of them. 

    A tense truce seemed to settle over them, unspoken, but agreed to nonetheless. Expediency won out over any sense of duty. Like it or not, they were each now bound by an experience that no one else in the world possessed, and lashed together by the threat of what might come next. 

    Back into some semblance of reality, the haggard survivors stumbled out into the dim light of day, gasping for air, each of their legs unsteady and unwieldy with the effort of their flight. 

    As Perry’s eyes adjusted to the daylight, seven squads of praetors met his gaze. 

    The pack of wheezing survivors staggered to a halt before the rank and file of black armor and menacing helms. The first line of praetors, arranged in a block as though to take a battlefield, swept their rifles up. 

    “Hold!” Lux shouted at them, raising his longstaff against them. “Hold your fire! Stand down!” 

    Perry blinked away the mottled edges of his vision. Heaving, he cast his eyes across the ranks of praetors, wondering how they had stood in such perfect order when there were vicious Guardians about… 

    His question was answered as he looked far to the right, where the city streets opened up like a dry river bed in the midst of a canyon of ancient structures. Mixed into the flowing mists, crumbled buildings still smoked, and a pall of dust had not fully cleared. Rubble was scattered across the streets, as far down that avenue as Perry could see, until it disappeared into the gray fog. The wrecked bodies of Guardians lay, like a field of copper junk, some of them in pieces, some of them with gaping holes in their hulls, and some of them that looked like they’d been melted to slag. 

    None of them stood, or hovered. Whimsby was not there. 

    Perry whirled. Sagum stood a pace behind him, hands on his knees. Perry lunged across the space, barely aware of Lux’s continued commands to his praetors, and he seized the collar that still hung about Sagum’s neck. 

    “Whimsby! Whimsby, can you hear me? Are you out there?” 

    Perry’s pained shout drew a curious silence from the rest of those gathered. 

    Sagum’s eyes darted about, down the street to the obvious signs of a battle between the Guardians and the one that had been infiltrated against them. He managed to straighten, his shaking hands grasping the collar. 

    “Whimsby,” Sagum coughed out. “Answer back if you’re there.” 

    Perry stared at the cobbled together device. Waiting for Whimsby’s odd, drawling accent to come back to them. But silence was the only answer, and it pressed at his ears, as he sought to hear anything else but that terrible nothingness. 

    The nothingness of death. 

    “Perry,” Stuber said, laying a hand on his shoulder. 

    And he might have said more. 

    But then the ground under their feet heaved. 

    A shout of alarm went up from everyone on that street as they stumbled. A rumble grew from underneath them, like a volcano threatening to erupt. The pitch of its tone grew, heightened. A groan, deep and painful, that rattled up from the center of the earth and then reverberated through the circular tower over their heads, like the ringing of some massive gong. 

    Perry’s eyes darted upwards. Dust and debris crumpled from the massive structure, peppering the ground, causing Perry to jump back and a stir of confusion to ripple through the ranks of praetors. 

    For a moment, Perry thought it was an optical illusion, but then decided it was not. “The tower’s leaning!” he shouted, backpedaling. “It’s gonna fall!” 

    “Praetors!” Lux roared. “Fall back!” 

    Seventy-some-odd people spun on their heels and fled, down the wide avenue, into the field of copper wreckage where the Guardians had battled. The earthquake pursued them, causing them to stumble, and the rumble turned to an all-consuming roar that rattled their bones in the fragile flesh of their bodies. 

    Perry’s team took up the rear of the retreat by simple fact that they were the farthest back. Perry slung Teran and Sagum forward, pushing them ahead, and Stuber catapulted them even further, down the street, in the wake of the ranks of praetors that retreated in one disorganized mass.  

    Something struck the ground at Perry’s heels. 

    He managed a glance behind him and saw the tower falling, looming, its shadow casting darkness over them like grasping hands. 

    Shield! 

    Perry searched for it, and found it, meager and barely-recharged, but it was better than nothing. He flowed into it, gaining himself a small circle that glimmered at his back. The second it bloomed, something struck it—concrete exploding into red-hot chunks, steel splattering in white-hot bursts. 

    The shadow of the building engulfed him. He ran for the edges of it, as it grew darker and darker, like an oncoming eclipse, his legs barely able to do more than stamp at the ground on fatigued, rubbery muscles. 

    Stuber, dead ahead, looking back at him, uncommon fear in his eyes. Fear for Perry. 

    Stuber reached out his hand behind him, his eyes jerking up to the falling building over their heads. And Perry took that hand. And Stuber slung him hard, planting his feet to do so, stopping his own progress to give Perry an edge. 

    As Perry felt his feet leave the ground, he immediately regretted taking Stuber’s hand. 

    His body flew for the space of a few yards, his arms flailing for balance. His feet struck concrete again, but weren’t able to keep up, and he tumbled, somersaulting. He hit his back and slid to a stop, the wind knocked out of his lungs. But he rolled, still in possession of himself, and he thrust himself to his knees… 

    In time to see Stuber, charging forward, an avalanche of steel and concrete rushing at his heels, and then consumed by it, disappearing into a cloud of brown dust. 

    Perry tried to cry out, but the dust hit him like a sandstorm, filled his mouth with grit, and choked his throat. Debris clattered over him. He threw his hands up over his head, feeling the sharp edges of things slash at his skin, heavy, rough objects pelting his exposed head, tearing through his scalp. 

    Stuber! 

    The rumble did not end, even as the wave of fallen debris came to a stop, with a few pelting pieces, like the last few raindrops from a violent storm that had spent itself. 

    Hacking and coughing, Perry raised his eyes to see nothing but a brown-out of dust. It clogged his eyes, stinging and gumming them up, sticking to his sweating, blood-slicked face, creating an ochre mud across his features. 

    He raised trembling hands to his eyes, trying to rub the dirt out of them, but it only clouded his vision more, and stung like acid. He swore and spat, his locked-up lungs releasing, and allowing him to pull in air that only choked him more. He grasped his shirt, still sopping wet the recent explosion of blood, and he planted this over his mouth and nose, drawing air past it and coughing acrid, muddy plegm. 

    He buried his face in the rough fabric, using the inside of the shirt to wipe his eyes again. Tears poured out of them, burning, but at least clearing some of the dust out. 

    Squinting past his swollen eyelids, he raised his head again. 

    Boots. Coated in the same mud as Perry’s face. 

    A racking cough from overhead, which turned into a wheezing chuckle. 

    “You crying for me, Shortstack?” 

    The relief that hit him was so hard that Perry thought he might sob. He shook his head, reached out and grabbed one of the boots, the only part of Stuber he could reach. “No,” he croaked. “Just dust in my eyes, you fuck.” 

    Rough, firm hands grabbed him up. Perry clambered to his feet, even as the ground continued to vibrate underneath him. Stuber’s face and entire body was a wretched mud-mask. Pale where the dust had coated sweat, and dark brown where it had coated blood. A flap of Stuber’s scalp hung open, pouring fresh streams of red down the side of his face. But he managed a smile, bright white amidst his dust-coated beard. 

    An explosion rocked them. 

    Green light blazed through the dimness of the swirling dust, like the sun trying to peer through clouds. 

    Perry and Stuber swung around, facing back across the mountain of debris that now stood between them and the place where the sons of Primus had been held for hundreds of years. 

    A mushroom-top of boiling, verdant light swelled from the ground, dissolving everything in its path as it exanded. 

    Perry and Stuber took a cautious step back, but the sphere of light then shrunk, and then flashed, and then disappeared. 

    Perry had no doubt about what had just happened. He felt the after effects of that blast of Confluence like static in his brain, a wave of power that threatened to short out his own meager connection. 

    The prison that had held The Nine had just been burst open. 

    Above the mountain of debris, above the cloud of dust, a figure rose. A giant, glimmering green between plated skin. First one, and then two more, and then all nine of them, gliding upward as though they weighed nothing, born aloft by their supreme control of the energy that coursed through the universe. 

    A ripple of cries sounded from behind Perry, but he didn’t turn to look. His eyes were fixated upon The Nine as they rose to a height far above the cityscape around them. And then they stopped, hovering in a circle. They looked around them, as though getting their bearings, and for a brief second, Perry watched each of their gazes pass over him and Stuber, and the praetors and demigods behind him, and he knew that they had been seen. But they were ignored. They were nothing to the sons of Primus. A mere distraction. An annoyance that had already been dealt with. 

    As one, the nine sons of Primus faced east, fixating on some faroff point. And then, one by one, they burst from their positions, rocketing towards the eastern horizon, tails of green light trailing them like comets. 

    Nine sonic booms shook the East Ruins as they shot overhead and disappeared. 

    Perry spun, watching their rapidly-fading contrails. 

    In the dusty, wreckage-strewn street, seven squads of praetors, two demigods, and two outsiders, watched them go in a hush of awe reserved only for the fearful observance of deities. 

    Stuber thrust a tired hand into the air. “All of that hubbub, and then they just fly off like a pack of geese?” He huffed. “Well that’s bullshit.” 

    But Perry knew where they were going. He shook his head, registering the sinking feeling in his gut, the knowledge that something had been done which could not be undone. History had fallen off that precipice, and it had fallen on the wrong side. 

    “They’re going to reclaim their birthright,” Perry murmured. “They’re going to The Clouds.” 

  

  


 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 

    THE TIDES OF HISTORY 

     

    “We have to warn them,” Lux said, stalking through the ranks of praetors as they pulled themselves to their feet, coughing and blowing their noses. 

    Mala trailed after him. “Where do you think you’re going?” 

    Perry and his three friends strode behind, keenly aware that on any other day, they were the enemy, and all these praetors would kill them without a second thought.  

    But not today. Today they were stuck together. 

    He hung back, with Stuber by his side, watching the two demigods from a few paces back. 

    “We have skiffs parked nearby,” Lux shot over his shoulder, then raised his voice. “Centurion Caeterus! Where’s my centurion?” 

    One of the three praetors that had escaped the underground chamber pointed back behind them. “He was lost, sir. When…” 

    Lux halted. “Godsdammit. Who are you, praetor?” 

    The praetor stood erect. “Decanus Pimms, sir.” 

    Lux jabbed a finger at his face. “You’re centurion now. Take control of these squads and ready the skiffs for immediate departure.” 

    Pimms blinked rapidly, his eyes white in his dusty face. 

    Lux loomed over him. “Is there a problem, centurion?” 

    Pimms shook his head. “No, sir. I’ll ready the skiffs.” 

    “Lux. Stop.” 

    Lux rounded on Mala. “You. You’re a traitor. You caused this.” 

    Mala’s face darkened. “As I recall, it was your energy bolt, fired into a situation you had no business being in, that caused this.” 

    Lux gritted his teeth. His knuckles were white where he gripped his longstaff. “If you had allowed me to do my job, then this would never have happened. Let us not forget that you were the one that assaulted the House of Inquisitions.” He sucked in a breath through his teeth. “I should execute you now, Mala.” 

    Perry stepped forward. “But you won’t.” 

    Lux spun on him, eyes blazing. Gone was all that calm control. Lux had been rendered down to basic, primal instincts. And deep inside of everyone, human or demigod, there is something that can fly into rage and fear and poor decisions, if it’s pressed hard enough. 

    “And you!” Lux growled. “A peon and a runt, a halfbreed, on some ill-advised quest born of the ignorance of your traitorous father—” 

    “Careful, paladin.” Stuber stepped forward, shoulder to shoulder with Perry. “Your tongue is loose with panic. I’d reign it in.” 

    Lux was beside himself, being accosted at every angle by those he saw as unworthy. “A deserter ex-legionnaire! You dare—?” 

    “To defy you?” Stuber offered up. “Yes, I dare. And do you really want another blood bath, right here and now? After all that you’ve managed to survive? Which, by the way, you only survived because we took the time to stop and pull you up off your ass, when we really should have just trampled you and left you for dead. Is this really how you want things to go right now?” 

    Lux’s mouth worked with indignant rage. 

    The praetors all around them seemed stiff and unsure. Perry had no doubt that if Lux gave the order, they would kill them where they stood. But they were as off-balance as Lux was. They didn’t know what their duty was at that point. 

    Perry placed a staying hand on Stuber’s broad chest. “Inquisitor Lux, we don’t need any more fighting. Not amongst ourselves. Not now. We’re beyond that. The conflict between us is over.” 

    Lux took a step towards him. “Over, is it? So says the halfbreed?” 

    Perry shrugged. “Quarter-breed, actually, if you think about it. And yes, that’s what I say. Mala wanted to use me to get the humans to revolt against you. But now the situation is much bigger. No matter whose fault it is, the sons of Primus are free. And you know what’s coming next.” 

    Almost reflexively, Lux’s eyes darted heavenward. Then back to Perry. “They’re going to destroy us. All of us. Because of you.” 

    Mala chuffed. “Or because of you, Lux. Don’t forget, there are several of us still living who witnessed what happened in that chamber. If you think that you get to shrug off your part in this, then you’re mistaken. You’re as responsible for what happened as the rest of us.” 

    Lux’s rage guttered out. He raised a shaking hand to his forehead. “Primus help us.” 

    “Primus is dead,” Mala snapped. “He won’t help us. All that we have is each other at this point. If we have any hope of surviving the coming wrath, we’re going to have to figure out a way to work together.” 

    “We can help,” Perry put in. “Mala, you wanted me to be the one to unite the humans. I can still do that.” He gestured to Stuber, and Teran, and Sagum. “We can do that. Not to fight the paladins, but to fight alongside them.” He fixed his gaze on Lux. “And if you think for a godsdamned second that this is some sort of honor for me, you can shove that thought right up your ass, inquisitor. There’s a lot of bad feelings between humans and paladins. You’d know that if you ever came down to the Wastelands, rather than living your entire existence out in The Clouds. This isn’t going to be easy for anyone. But the other alternative is to be so stubborn that we bury ourselves.” 

    “The Clouds,” Lux said, appearing to come back to himself. “We have to warn them.” 

    Mala shook her head. “Lux. It’s too late for that. By the time you get there, the sons of Primus will have taken control. You’ll be swiped out of the air like flies. Besides…” Mala frowned and glanced eastward. “I don’t think they’re going to destroy The Clouds, or our people. I think they’re just going to take over. It’s their home. They want to rule it.” 

    Teran stepped forward. “And what about my people? What about the humans, and the Outsiders? What will the sons of Primus do about them?” 

    Mala looked at her. “I do not think they factor into the thoughts of the sons of Primus. If they do at all, then it won’t be good for your people. I do not know what kind of madness has taken them over the centuries. I do not know how they view humanity. But it was because of the destruction that they’d wrought on earth that they were imprisoned in the first place. If I were to hazard a guess…I would say that, at best, they will be indifferent to the extermination of your people. And at worst, they may want a hand in it themselves.” 

    Teran’s face seemed to tremble. Rage and fear mixing beneath a barely-maintained façade of calm. “So, once again, my people are caught in the middle. Caught between the Guardians and the gods. No allies.” 

    Perry looked at Mala. “Anyone who wants to live will have to become allies.” 

    “The sons of Primus will never ally themselves with the humans,” Mala asserted. “They will fight back against the coming destruction, but they will not help the humans. And there will be many paladins who side with them.” 

    Perry searched Mala’s face, and then Lux’s. “And will there be any paladins who side with the humans?” 

     

    *** 

     

    They found the core processor, still attached to a chunk of metal that had once been the Guardian’s hull. It no longer looked like copper. A crust of char darkened the surface of it. 

    Perry straddled a large block of concrete and negotiated himself around a few twisted pieces of steel that looked ready to disembowel anyone that came too close. He rubbed a finger against the blackened shell. The soot wiped away, revealing the copper underneath. 

    The core processor was dark. A large-caliber bullet hole shown in the side of it, blasted through a section of Sagum’s field-expedient wiring. 

    “Sagum,” Perry called over his shoulder. “Help me. Watch out for that steel.” 

    Perry gripped the core processor and pulled, but it didn’t budge from where it was attached. Sagum worked his way to Perry’s side. “I’ll have to de-magnetize it. Hold on.” 

    Perry let Sagum slip his hands in. His long fingers pressed into the section that had been blasted by the bullet hole, questing about. His eyes shot up to Perry’s, a brief look of concern in them. 

    “Do you think he’s still alive in there?” Perry asked, surprised that his voice sounded so tense.  

    He shouldn’t have been surprised. Whimsby had been more than just a mechanical man. He’d been…a man. Perry didn’t know how these things worked, and what firing of special synapses made something conscious, and what delineated that from a machine. But Whimsby had had something no other machine had. He’d had a soul. 

    And he’d had friends. Perry was one of them. 

    Sagum shrugged. “I don’t know, Perry.” 

    His fingers found whatever it was that he sought in those innards, and the core processor released its grip on the hull with a faint thunk. Perry bent down and hefted the contraption, looking at the damage, looking at how that bright diamond in the center was so dark now. 

    Like the light gone out of a dead man’s eyes. 

    Something Perry had seen so many times. 

    Be at peace, and go to The After. 

    “Is that the one?” a voice called out from behind Perry. 

    He twisted, balancing carefully on the tumble of wreckage where he was perched. 

    On the street below that pile of rubble, a praetor stood, his helmet under his arm, rifle slung. The praetor watched Perry, and once again, he felt that strange sensation of meeting the gaze of someone who would have killed him in any other time, but for now, that was pushed aside. Not forgotten, but ignored. The circumstances demanded it. 

    “Is that the one that fought against the others?” the praetor asked. 

    Perry clutched the core processor to his chest. Protectively. “Yes. This was the one.” 

    The praetor tilted his head, curious. “Who had control of the Guardian? What was his name?” 

    “A man named Whimsby,” Perry answered. 

    The praetor nodded once, seeming reflective. Then he bowed his head. “I don’t know what happened to him, but he fought like no one I’d ever seen before. Not sure how he controlled the Guardian, but he saved my ass, and every one of my men. He has my thanks.” 

    Perry’s fingers touched the bullet hole in the core processor. “I’ll let him know.” 

    The praetor turned and marched away, towards the ranks of his brethren boarding the line of skiffs. Perry looked across their capes turned tan with dust. Mala stood at the fore of the lead skiff, longstaff held at her side. Lux stood near her, but his shoulders were slumped, his body facing east. 

    Where would they go? What would they do? 

    Perry swallowed down the thoughts of what if and what’s next because there was no way to know. Whatever happened in the near future, they wouldn’t know what they were up against until they faced it, head on. 

    He and Sagum picked their way off the pile of rubble as another skiff hummed up to them, casting a cloud of dust over their faces and forcing them to shield their eyes as they ran up and climbed aboard. 

    Stuber stood at the controls. Teran knelt over Whimsby’s body. 

    “We found him,” Teran said, but when she looked at the damaged core processor, she grimaced. “Can Sagum fix him?” 

    Sagum knelt on the other side of Whimsby’s body and held his hand out for the core processor. Perry relinquished it after a moment of hesitation. “I’ll try.” 

    Perry nodded, grasped Sagum’s shoulder. “That’s all you can do.” 

    Perry looked at Teran then. He opened his mouth to speak, but found a dozen things to say, none of which were right, none of which really articulated what he thought, and what he felt. 

    She watched him struggle for a moment that seemed to stretch. 

    Perry closed his mouth, feeling his face flush. 

    The shadow of something meaningful passed through Teran’s eyes. Perhaps disappointment. Perhaps words of her own that she didn’t dare speak, or couldn’t quite conjure. In the end, she gave him a small smile, and a nod. Then she looked to the aft. “Stuber’s waiting for you.” 

    “Right,” Perry murmured. He strode to the aft, feeling some tether between him and Teran, pulling him back, compelling him to turn around and speak his mind. But he didn’t. He stopped where Stuber stood over the controls. 

    Perry gestured towards the praetors and demigods. “Did they make a decision?” 

    Stuber cast a beleaguered glance over his shoulder. “Bah. We don’t need them.” 

    “So, they sided with The Nine?” 

    “Fuck if I know. They were still bickering about it when I scooped this skiff up. I don’t even think they noticed.” Stuber sighed. “Either way, they won’t miss it. Not with three squads dead down there. I say we just fly out of here, and if they follow, they follow.” 

    “I’ll give them a minute,” Perry replied. 

    Stuber grunted, then glowered over his controls. “Buncha stuck up praetors. I hope they don’t come.” 

    “We’re gonna need all the help we can get.” 

    Stuber made an ornery noise, like an old dog being forced to do something he didn’t want to do. But he raised no more objections. 

    Perry watched Mala and Lux as their skiff was boarded by a small team of praetors. One of the praetors—perhaps the newly-minted Centurion Pimms—took the controls, and Mala looked out, making eye-contact with Perry, and gesturing in his direction. 

    The skiff tilted, thrummed to half-power, and sidled out of ranks with the others. It crossed the war-torn streets and then slowed, coming to a hover broadside to Perry’s skiff. 

    Perry on one side. Mala on the other.  

    Lux did not appear inclined to speak, or even look at them. 

    Mala shifted her grip on her longstaff, then rubbed some of the crusted blood from the side of her face. Her black hair looked bleached with dust. “Where are you going?” 

    Perry eyed her. “West. Back to the Wastelands. Back to humanity.” 

    Mala took a big breath. Looked away from him. “Alright. We’ll follow. For the time being.” Her eyes jerked back to his. “That doesn’t mean we’re under your command.” 

    Perry smirked. “I’d never dream of it.” 

    “Only that we’re…allies. For now.” 

    Perry watched her carefully, trying to divine from her eyes what lay deep inside of her, but her eyes gave nothing away. So he tilted his head. Not quite a bow. Just an acknowledgement. 

    “For now, then.” 

    Stuber did not seem to have anything to add to the conversation, and the moment that it seemed to be concluded, he took the yoke, giving Mala only the barest of nods before he pulled their skiff into the air, pointed it west, and hit the thrusters. 

    Perry looked behind them, for a moment wondering if Mala’s skiff would actually follow them. But then it did. And behind hers, one by one, the skiffs full of praetors rose, and trailed after. 

    Perry turned and faced into the wind. He glanced sideways at Stuber and saw the set of his jaws, the keen squint of his eyes, peering through the wind, and through the hundreds of miles between him and the destination for which he was bound. 

    “Oksidado?” Perry asked, though he already knew the answer. 

    Stuber nodded. “Oksidado. I’d hoped to return to Petra with better news than this. But I realized something, right about the time I was telling you to pull your head out of your ass: You can’t protect us from everything; and neither can I protect Petra from the inherent dangers of being my husband. This isn’t exactly the chance for a better life that I’d hoped to give her. But it is a life. For now.” 

    “I don’t think any of this turned out the way that we hoped for.” 

    Stuber eyed him. “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far. You succeeded in what you set out to do.” 

    Perry stared, flummoxed. “Stuber, I completely failed. There was no ‘Source.’ There was nothing here that could help humanity. We’ve done nothing more than doom them to another war—one that they have almost no chance of winning.” 

    “Don’t count them out just yet. And don’t count yourself out. You didn’t fail. Your father told you to uncover the truth, and to change the tides of history. The truth has been uncovered. And now, the nine sons of Primus have been released, the power structure of the demigods has been completely destroyed, and we’re moving headlong into the apocalypse. Paladins and praetors and peons, all working together to try to save their skins.” Stuber flashed a grin. “I’d say the tides of history have been changed.” 

    Perry gave a rueful laugh. “I don’t think this is exactly the change he had in mind.” 

    Stuber shrugged. “Your father did the best he could with what he had, but he didn’t have all the pieces. You do. And it’s time for you to see how far you can take it.” Stuber kept one hand on the yoke of the craft and with the other, clapped Perry on the shoulder. He shook him, in the way that he always did—like a favored dog. But Perry didn’t mind. “You did more than deserve his faith, Perry. You earned it. You earned all of our faith.” 

    Perry looked into the distance as they broke free of the mists that clung to the East Ruins. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” 

    “Well, naturally.” 

    Flying out over the wild lands between the East Ruins and the Glass Flats, towards the remains of humanity that lay beyond, Stuber picked up the pace. 

     

    *** 

     

    Far above The Clouds, and above the sky, where the blue glow of the planet below became the blackness of space, a large object sat in orbit. It had been in this orbit for five hundred years. It had been placed there by the All-Kind, after the destruction of the earth, and after those responsible had been imprisoned. It had only one task. 

    The Directive. 

    I WATCH.  

    I ENSURE THE COMMANDMENTS OF THE MASTERS ARE OBEYED.  

    IF ANY BEING BREAKS THE COMMANDMENTS OF THE MASTERS, THEN I WILL DESTROY. 

    In the center of that large object, a single, red orb glowed. An eye. Never blinking. Never looking away. Always fixed upon its objective. 

    Like a dragon that always slept with one eye open, it had been sleeping for five hundred years. 

    But now, The Watcher awoke. 
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