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    Prologue: The Dragon That Fell From the Sky


    


    


    


    Alaric’s lungs burn cold blue as he struggles to catch his breath. The air continues to grow colder and thinner as he ascends the mountain. He has been climbing for hours, and the numbness in his legs threatens to overtake the burn in his chest. His destination is a cut in the skin of the god mountain that he can see, far above, a crooked smile that mocks his weakness. He fears his legs will give out under the strain of traversing the waist-deep snow, but he will not allow himself to falter. No. He will not give the others that satisfaction.


    Farther up the mountain’s unkind slope, a group of men garbed head to toe in thick animal pelts glide atop the snow on wide shoes crafted from strips of leather and tree branches. The largest one, called Hrogar, calls out:


    “Little girl! Little girl? Are you lost in this forest?” His tone is playfully mocking, and he speaks in the clipped syllables of their native tongue.


    Other men join him in abrupt laughter that falls somewhere between scornful and good-natured. Their voices tumble down the mountainside, and the trees groan, crying out to be relieved of their snowy burden. Alaric knows it is part of the test. He knows that his tribesmen are at once measuring his fortitude and his ability to withstand the barbs they fling at him. To be a swordbrother, one must have a thick hide and a swift and strong arm, for he who cannot share laughter with his brothers is not permitted to die with them.


    “Hrogar, you are lucky that I am not allowed my snowshoes, otherwise I would come up there and clout your head so hard your eyes would go crossed,” Alaric shouts.


    The other men whistle at Alaric’s retort, buffeting Hrogar about the shoulders.


    “Ooh, a feisty one,” Hrogar calls back.


    “We’ll see how bold your words are once I emerge from the cave of proving,” Alaric shouts to the men, with an air of bravado he does not feel.

    


    If I emerge from the cave.


    Hrogar slows a bit to walk alongside Alaric. They share idle conversation and a few crude jokes, for which Alaric is deeply thankful. Hrogar can always be counted on to lighten the mood, even in the darkest times. Alaric looks at his friend’s face and sees the boy he grew up with, although that boy is now barely visible within the hard flesh of the man Hrogar has become.


    “What do you think that I will find, Hrogar?” Alaric asks, nodding his head at the cave entrance above them.


    Hrogar’s face turns white, and he casts his eyes to his feet.


    “Alaric, you know it is forbidden to speak of such things.”


    “I am sorry. But all the same, I would be much less fearful if I knew what to expect.”


    “Even if I told you, it wouldn’t matter. The trial is different for every man,” Hrogar says, and his eyes cloud for a moment. Alaric imagines that Hrogar is remembering his own trial. He doesn’t like what he sees in his friend’s expression.


    “Is it real? Is there truly magic in the cave?”


    The other men have slowed a bit, and are now within earshot of Alaric and Hrogar’s conversation; the Elder casts Hrogar a disapproving look.


    “Enough!” Hrogar says in a harsh whisper.


    “Forgive me, old friend,” Alaric says, placing his hand on Hrogar’s shoulder. One of the men above them says something crude about Hrogar’s mother, and the boy Alaric once knew quickens his pace to join his fellow swordbrothers.


    Alaric continues his upward climb. He sees the entrance to the cave just above, an opening so dark as to appear anomalous. His chest burns, but no longer from exertion. Fear begins to fill his chest, limbs, and arms; his breath comes hard and fast, punctuating the arid cold. He tries to hide his rising terror from the men above, attempts to downplay the jitter in his limbs. Thoughts of flight fill his mind, but there is no turning back.


    To run is death. I must face my fear. I will become a swordbrother.


    The gap in the mountain grows ever larger, a malevolent god’s crooked smile. Alaric focuses on each step, though his feet want to turn and run in the opposite direction. He feels the wetness in his moccasins, the cold air searing his raw nostrils. The sound of crunching snow underfoot somehow reaches his ears over the thrum of his heartbeat, and then he is standing among the older men.


    Alaric is aware that Edulf is speaking. He sees the old one’s mouth moving, feels the flint-hardness of the man’s cerulean eyes upon him, but he is still drowning in the deafening roar of his own heart and lungs. Edulf, the old one. Bent by time but not broken. Arms still strong enough to wield his great axe.


    “Boy, do you hear me?” Edulf says.


    “Yes, Sundin, I hear you,” Alaric wheezes.


    Edulf pauses for a moment to allow Alaric to catch his breath.


    “Alaric, son of Hastim, today is the day of your second birth. You will face the trial of manhood, as did you father before you, and his father before him. You must enter the cave of Tar-Sun, where you will fast for one sun and one moon, to face whatever the gods bring to you. Should you weather this trial with your mind and body intact, you shall become a swordbrother.”


    Edulf hands Alaric a pitiful sword, dull and notched from hard use.


    “I thank you, my liege-lord. I will prove myself worthy to bear your shield and your mark.”


    The men nod, grunting deep from their chests. Alaric takes one last look at them. Edulf greets Alaric with a smile, but Alaric can see indifference in the old one’s eyes. There are stronger, braver men waiting to take the test should Alaric fail.


    As he surveys the men around the Sundin, Alaric wonders if he will be welcomed warmly even if he does survive his ordeal. He studies their stout chests, their legs like tree trunks, and then he looks down at his own birdlike chest and pale, gaunt arms.He wonders why Edulf is allowing him to take the test in the first place. A favor to Alaric’s father? No, of course not. Men do not do favors for the dead.


    Alaric pushes the turmoil from his mind, clearing it. He thinks of the reason why he has climbed the mountain today. Shena, the girl with the red hair and blue eyes.


    I shall marry her, once I have become a swordbrother.


    “Get on with it, Alaric. I have a woman to bed and ale to drink,” says Edun, Edulf’s oldest son. The men laugh, at Alaric’s expense. Alaric looks to Hrogar, who tries to hide his emotion by running his fingers through his beard. His hands tremble as he tugs at his reddish-brown mustache, straightening it. In the end he joins his swordbrothers in laughter to mask his emotions, each peal of laughter a lash against Alaric’s back.


    Alaric places a hand on Hrogar’s shoulder, then turns to those who would be his swordbrothers and attempts to form what might be his final words. No words come.


    Lowering his head, he makes his way into the mouth of the cavern.


    


    ****


    


    The cave is dressed in midnight and palpably humid. Shards of light knife down from fissures in the ceiling, but it’s not quite enough; it will take some time for Alaric’s eyes to adjust. He steels himself and pauses to take in the cave around him. Nothing stirs. He can hear the men outside laughing, exchanging tales of bravery and battle. In his heart he knows they do not believe that he will survive the test. Even his good friend Hrogar appears to have little faith; he had seemed one breath away from bursting into tears as Alaric took his first steps through the cave entrance.


    I sense no power here. The trial is a lie, just as I suspected.


    Alaric is overcome with an urge to run from the cave, to return and run down the streets of his village, shouting the truth at the top of his lungs:


    There is no draga in the mountain. It is all a lie!


    Then he senses it. A force traces across his skin, sensing him even as he senses it. Suddenly Alaric’s intellect is at the mercy of innate fear and superstition. There is something here, after all, and it causes Alaric’s arrogance to fade.


    As his eyes adjust to the darkness, he scans his surroundings. The cave floor is littered with discarded bones and broken skulls. Most of them are from small animals. Alaric spots a skull that is human, and his stomach lurches.


    A gravelly roar erupts deeper in the cave. It echoes off the stone, which makes it difficult to gauge its distance or direction. Alaric feels a tingle course up and down his spine as fireside legends become reality, the stories of a great cave-beast and worse playing out across the fertile canvas of his fearful mind. Warmth spills down his front and the insides of his thighs. He draws his meager sword and takes his first step toward where he believes the roar originated.


    As he moves forward, the roar is replaced by snorting and shuffling sounds. Another low grunt, this one percussive and so close that Alaric believes he can feel displaced air on his cheek. The beast could very well be in the next chamber, he thinks.


    It is.


    He sees the beast, and the beast sees him. It is an old she-bear, one of the offspring of the legendary Tar-Sun, the oldest and most feared of the cave bears, once worshipped as a god by his people. Alaric knows the creature before him is just an animal, made of blood and bone, but that does nothing to alleviate the fear sapping the strength from his legs. As the clerics have taught him, Alaric speaks the words to summon G’ner, the fire spirit, and G’lumn, the master of earth.


    Nothing happens, and he is not surprised.


    The bear is at least eight feet tall, her ragged coat thick like the snowdrifts that armor the mountain above and all around him. The fur is caked in layers of dried gray earth, as though the creature has been wallowing in it. Alaric can see that the top of her broad, flat head is bald, the scalp pox-ridden and scaly. The eyes are rheumy but filled with focused hatred.


    This descendant of Tar-Sun rises to her full height and cuts loose a bowel-rattling roar, her black lips pulling back from sore-covered gums to reveal yellow tusks wreathed in froth. She drops to all fours and lumbers toward Alaric.


    And that’s when everything becomes a drama in which he is but a spectator.


    This isn’t happening to me.


    Yet the the bear lumbers closer in slow-ticking frames. Alaric can see himself reflected in her eyes now, and for some reason this image snaps him out of his stupor. He begins to backpedal, stumbling over a skull and falling onto his backside. He scrabbles backward on his hands like a crab, but doesn’t get very far before she is on him. Her jaws clamp down on his calf, and he feels muscle tearing and bones grinding together. He lets loose a pathetic howl. It is a primitive roar, shapeless and hoarse, springing forth from deep within the very core of his being. The cave bear jerks her head up and back, and Alaric feels his body become weightless, pivoting on the fulcrum of his leg in her jaws. He feels more tearing pain, and then he is flying through the air, arms pinwheeling. He hits the ground hard, and the air in his lungs explodes out of him.


    He is on the verge of blacking out, but the pain in his leg keeps him from losing consciousness. He tries to get back to his feet, but his leg won’t support his weight. Then she is on him again. Massive arms wrap around him, and he feels her claws punch through his thick hide shirt. She lifts him off his feet, and her jaws close on his head.


    All he can hear is the horrid sound of her fangs shredding his scalp and raking across the bare bone of his skull. Her jaws loosen, and Alaric feels momentary relief in the thought that maybe she is going to stop, that she has lost interest in him. But she merely repositions her teeth—and this time he feels her fangs puncture his skull. There is no longer pain, just eerie detachment—and a heightened sense of the sights and sounds around him.


    It is at this moment that he knows that he is going to die, and he prepares himself. He has disgraced his family, his tribe. He will not be a swordbrother. He thinks about Shena. At least he will not have to see the disappointment in her eyes, nor those of his tribesmen.


    YOUR SWORD. HER EYE. DO IT NOW!


    A voice in his head. Could it be one of the gods? With a jolt of improbable strength,Alaric raises his arm and plunges the small blade into the bear’s eye. The beast rears back and claps both paws to its wounded eye, gummy fluid running down the fur on her cheek. Alaric falls to the floor in a heap, the gashes in his back screaming as his weight grinds them into the stone beneath him.


    GET UP. MOVE TOWARD THE SOUND OF MY VOICE.


    How can I move toward a voice that’s inside my head?


    Alaric’s mind reels. He feels the urge to just lie there, to give up. The pain has subsided—replaced by a calming haze that descends upon his consciousness. Tendrils of numbness begin to spread through his body, and the instinct to survive begins to disappear beneath a sea of tranquil black.


    The dying sleep. It comes for me.


    NO. GET UP. MOVE, NOW!


    An unseen hand lifts Alaric from the ground, and for the first time in his life he believes that forces beyond the reach of his relatively limited reasoning capabilities do exist. The bear is still in the throes of agony, pawing at the blade that is still lodged in her eye. Alaric attempts to step forward, and he does not fall. The unseen force tightens around his leg, and he gasps as the pain comes rushing back in a flood, more agonizing than ever.


    It tries to kill me!


    But when he looks down, he sees that this gesture is benign; it has stopped the bleeding. He hobbles forward, deeper into the cavern, his strength and resolve returning with each step. He can hear the bear roaring behind him, the sound of her leathery feet slapping against the cave floor. He no longer cares. Brute survival instinct and the unseen hand guide him forward. There is no light this far down in the belly of the mountain. He has never experienced such all-encompassing darkness; he can taste it in his mouth and feel it pressing down on him with the full weight of the mountain.


    He travels through the darkness for what seems like an eternity, having lost any way to measure time except by the beating of his heart. All is silent. Even his footfalls are muted as the force carries him through the void.


    As he presses forward, the light begins to return. Shapes manifest in the darkness, and soon he can make out the stalactites and stalagmites around him, the blessed light glinting off the moisture that coats them.


    NOT MUCH FARTHER NOW.


    Who are you?


    YOUR QUESTIONS WILL BE ANSWERED. KEEP MOVING.


    I am in the thrall of a draga, Alaric thinks.


    AH. SO QUICK TO LABEL THAT WHICH YOU DO NOT UNDERSTAND.


    “What is label?” Alaric asks aloud.


    He receives no answer.


    Another yawning crack in the skin of the mountain materializes before him, washing his body in holy light. It is a baptism, a rebirth, his body anointed with the warm kiss of the sun.


    This place is not known to his people. If Edulf or any of his arrogant ilk had ever ventured this far, surely they would have boasted of it. Pride surges in Alaric’s chest. The force squeezes his ruined calf.


    WITH MY HELP, ALARIC. REMEMBER THAT.


    How do you know my name?


    The voice offers no answer.


    The crevice opens onto a flat area between the mountain’s peaks. Charred pine stumps protrude from the mountainside like the remnants of an enormous ribcage. In the center of this sore in the mountain’s hide sits a giant thing that Alaric cannot comprehend. Nothing in his experience on the planet Eursus provides him with the ability to know what lies broken before him in the clearing. He turns to flee, for even the she-bear terrifies him less than the irreconcilable thing before him. But the unseen force holds him in place.


    Boat. Fish. These are the only terms that his brain can align with the construct before him. It is so large that Alaric cannot see it at all once without turning his head. It protrudes from the blackened ground like an arrow sunk deep into the mountainside. Vines as thick as Alaric’s legs entwine the construct, so densely packed that he can barely see its hide beneath them. A black, leafless tree made up of twisted limbs emerges from the top through a visible tear in the structure’s hide.


    As Alaric draws closer he can see the fish boat’s obsidian surface glistening from between the vines. It is made of a material that resembles the stuff the blacksmith pounds into swords and shields.


    Hollow silver cups as big as huts line the flattened backside of the construct. Alaric cannot even begin to discern their purpose. He dares not take a step closer, but then he hears the bear crashing into the clearing behind him.


    He chooses the unknown threat before him over the known terror behind him as the unseen hand guides him closer to the giant old thing, under its crushing shadow. As Alaric draws closer, he sees what he presumes is a door. It opens with a hiss, and the force draws him toward it.


    He takes a moment to look back. The bear is standing on her hind legs, her head cocked, watching events unfold with what Alaric imagines is absolute bafflement. Perhaps the very force that guides him on is holding her in place. Or maybe she has some primal notion that she will only find fear and death inside the belly of the fearsome thing atop the mountain.


    Once inside, Alaric surmises that the giant thing is some sort of house. He sees doors that open onto dark hallways choked with dirt and underbrush. Shadowy things with bright eyes and bristly legs scramble and skitter. He sees the eyes of a large mountain cat peering at him from a walkway above, emerald light glimmering in its eyes. A strange fire glows from torches that line the walls and ceiling of the structure. The firelights, as he names them, do not flicker like flames, but blink intermittently in shades of red, blue, and yellow.


    He does not understand all of what he is seeing, but he guesses.


    These small pieces of ground (stairs) are for climbing above this path and going to the next.


    These glowing eyes (screens) allow the god to see me.


    These are the veins through which the god’s blood travels (wires).


    The unseen hand moves him farther into the hut to a final doorway. Inside he can see the base of the black tree, and rays of light filter in from the gaping hole in the roof through which the tree has grown. The invisible hand presses him between the shoulders gently, and he steps over the threshold.


    The black tree has grown up from the floor of the room. The root section is a tangled mess of ropy vines, and there he sees a pair of eyes gazing back at him. At first he cannot reconcile what he is seeing. How can a tree have eyes? But then he begins to make out the shapes around the eyes. The eyes are set in the face of some sort of animal; the face ends in a toothy snout that is contorted with rage, or maybe pain—Alaric cannot tell which. He cannot fathom how a creature came to be trapped inside the flesh of a tree.


    “Alaric. At last you have come,” the thing says, at last aloud, though its mouth doesn’t move. Alaric is not sure which is more absurd, the voice existing only in his head, or coming from a strange beast trapped in a tree.


    “Draga, you have brought me to your lair. I am at your mercy,” Alaric says.


    “I am no demon, Eursan. And I mean you no harm.”


    “How do you know my name?” Alaric asks.


    You must never speak to the draga. Their words are poison and their trickery is boundless, says the voice of the holy man from his village, inside Alaric’s mind. Alaric senses the creature’s potent intellect and the raw press of its desire all around him.


    “I know your name, young one, because I can see into your mind. It is also how I can speak your native tongue. But we have greater things to discuss.”


    “I will hear your words, wise one,” Alaric says. The creature laughs. It sounds like thunderclaps echoing off the stone face of the mountain. It is the most beautiful sound Alaric has ever heard.


    “Very well, Eursan. I have watched your people from afar for a span of time you cannot imagine. I have seen your race rise up from the lesser beasts and claim dominion over the land. I have waited long for one of your race to discover this place so that I might bestow a great gift upon him. Many have come to the cave, and I have spoken to them. But you are the first to make it to my lair, as you called it. “


    Alaric does not understand the meaning of all the draga’s words, but the creature is feeding him meaning and imagery, tilling the soil of Alaric’s fertile mind and planting seeds there.


    “What is this gift you speak of? Why me? Why not Edulf? Hrogar?”


    Peals of laughter again.


    “Those fools? Their minds would shatter under the weight of the gift. They are weak here.” Alaric feels an invisible finger tapping on his forehead. “You know you are something different, set apart from them. It is your mind, young one, that has allowed me to bring you to this very place.”


    Imagery as clear and brilliant as shards of lightning gashing the sky.


    “The strength of your intellect allowed me to maintain the bond between our minds long enough to bring you here alive. But you will not remain so for long. Once I release you from my grip, your wounds will begin to bleed anew. Even if you make it out of my lair alive, the bear outside will surely finish you.”


    Only the draga doesn’t say lair. He uses the words of Alaric’s tongue for star and boat. Alaric understands. He has all but decided to give himself to the creature. What other choice does he have?


    “What would you have me do?” Alaric asks.


    “I answer your question with another. What would you have me do? What do you want, Alaric? Power? Riches? Glory? Is there a woman whose love you desire? Or a man’s? I can give you all that you desire, and more. Power that your mind cannot yet comprehend.”


    …must never speak to the draga their words are poison…


    Alaric knows the creature speaks the truth. He can feel the severity of his wounds. He knows that he is only alive because the creature wishes it to be so. He believes that the draga can end his life if it so chooses.


    He makes his choice.


    “My only wish is to not die on this day. In this place.”


    “That is all? I can grant this and so much more. Accept my gift, and fear no death or shadow.”


    “I accept your gift.”


    “My name is Abraxas, and I have come across a vast ocean of stars to find you, Alaric. Swear fealty to me, take me as your master, and I will take you as my own hand, the executor of my will.”


    “I swear fealty to you, Abraxas. I claim you as my new Sundin.”


    Alaric falls to one knee. The firelight glows white, surrounding him in a circle of suffused light. There are markings embedded in the light ring that he cannot understand. Then his attention is drawn by a rustling among the vines of the obsidian tree. A strange serpent slides from Abraxas’s maw and slips down along the side of the tree and onto the floor, then begins to slither toward Alaric. Yet Alaric feels no fear, even as the thing unfurls into barbed tentacles that crawl up his arms, cold and slick. He feels the barbs embed themselves in his neck and chest. The tentacles being to pulse, and Alaric feels a disorienting sensation as Abraxas begins pumping something cold into his body.


    As his consciousness begins to fade, the voice of the old god Abraxas whispers in his ear, telling him to have no fear.


    


    ****


    


    Alaric awakens in warm blackness. To his joy he feels whole, unblemished. He attempts to twist his body and feels fleshy resistance all around him. He tries to push with his feet, and his head presses against a skin-like wall of something. He feels it give. Light begins to invade the dark place.


    He presses again, and blinding white light obliterates the darkness as an opening appears. The fleshy material surrounding him begins to tear as he struggles. He wriggles from side to side, and the mucus that covers him helps his upper body to slide free, unpinning his arms. He uses his arms to tear the cocoon wide open, and his body flops onto the floor like a fish.


    He slips across the metal floor in the strange cave, and he knows nothing, save for the cold. The brightness. The roar of sound where formerly there was only silence. When he cries out, he hears the voice of a stranger, much deeper and richer than the voice he remembers. He looks behind to see the vehicle of his metamorphosis. But it is gone, wilted to sad little tangles of vines and desiccated organic matter.


    Who am I? Where am I?


    He is completely naked. His skin has paled from nut-brown to fish-belly white. He stares at his hands, which seem to have grown larger. His arms ripple with sinew and sensuous mass.


    “Rise, Alastor. You have at last become what you were always meant to be.”


    Yes. Alastor. It is my name.


    He worries these new syllables inside his mind. They do not ring true, but he cannot quite grasp why. Some piece of mind, something integral to his very being, has been taken and replaced. It dances in the shadows, just beyond the glow of his consciousness. And then it is gone, a dead man’s whisper carried away by spring’s last wind.


    Alastor rises to his feet. He runs his hands across his chest, collecting translucent mucus and flinging it to the floor, his pectoral muscles rippling. He smiles as he surveys biceps the size of the eggs laid by the man-sized birds that dwell among the plains in the shadow of the mountain.


    “What am I?” he asks.


    Something stirs inside him. All around him. An ageless intelligence rouses itself. He looks up and sees the draga’s broken body, trapped inside the tree that seems to have grown up around him, swallowing him whole.


    He remembers.


    “You are the first. You are my son,” the voice says.


    “Son? My father is…”


    A flurry of muddled images. He sees a man with a kind face and large hands. On the man’s lap is a boy, small for his age. The boy’s eyes, his eyes, burn red.


    No. Something is wrong. I am…


    “Say it,” the dragon commands from within his prison, but also from without. Inside Alastor’s head.


    “My father is…” He pauses. “Abraxas.”


    “I am proud of you, my son. You are truly a sight to behold. A man with the body of a god! Look upon yourself now. See what I have given you.”


    Forgotten machines, ancient yet infinitely complex, clatter to life. Glowing orbs descend from the ceiling above, raining flakes of rust and other detritus down on Alastor’s shoulders.


    REAL-3D holographic projectors, he tells himself.


    “A quick study. Good,” Abraxas says.


    Red beams of light scan his body, tracing its contours, slicing through the motes of dust that dance in the air. Before long another Alastor—this one composed solely of light—materializes before his very eyes.


    He is alarmed at how unalarmed he is in the presence of such magic.


    Not magic. Machines. Crafted, just like the swords and shields my people wear. But made of many small parts with tiny fires inside that give them life.


    “Yes. That is right. Not magic. But power, nonetheless.”


    Alastor surveys the copy of himself. He appears to have grown two heads taller, and his chest is broad and thick. His arms are thick like bundled firewood.


    “What would you have me do?” he asks.


    “I have a plan that will take us to the farthest ends of the galaxy. You do not know this word, but it means that we will be traveling far beyond the star maps your people scratch in the dirt outside your hovels. But you must first tend to the beast outside so that you can return to your people.”


    “Master? You want me to leave you? I do not understand.”


    “Go back to them, Alastor, and claim your birthright. You will become the new Sundin. You will lead your people to glory they can only glimpse in their dreams.”


    “Edulf. He will never give up his throne. How can I take it from him?”


    “Are you so dense, my son? Perhaps I should choose another. Hrogar, perhaps. He shows great promise…”


    “No. I know what must be done.”


    


    ****


    


    The she-bear is waiting. She has at last wrenched the blade from her eye socket; the ragged skin around her ruined eye tells the tale. She roars, her cry full of fear and madness, brought on by pain and the reek of death coming off her body.


    Alastor roars back at her, and as he does, he feels a strange sensation in the back of his throat. His jawbone cracks as his mouth attempts to open like a viper’s. He feels some strange thing stirring in his gut, something he knows is connected to his belly and the hunger that smolders there.


    NO. NOT THIS ONE. KILL HER, BUT DO NOT FEED UPON HER.


    The thought of eating the bear hadn’t crossed Alastor’s mind, but there is no time to ponder this—his body seems to have succumbed to its own will, moving at the whim of hideous instinct. He charges the bear.


    Something horrid and slimy flicks past his face. Was it some strange creature, some base cave-dwelling worm attacking him? Revulsion fills him as he realizes that there are many of them, and they are coming from inside his mouth. He regains some semblance of control and beckons them back inside.


    The bear attempts to swat him with a paw the size of a boulder, but he catches the creature’s forearm and feels the bones snap as he squeezes and pulls. Snarling, he shoves the bear’s paw deep into its own stomach. The bear falls onto its back, bawling.


    Alastor leaps atop it, and it rakes the claws of its good limb across his side, tearing the flesh to tatters. He grabs the paw with a free hand, the other grasping the matted fur on the creature’s chest for purchase. He twists and pulls, and the bear’s paw separates from the arm, spraying his naked body with blood. The she-bear mewls and lies back on the ground, exposing her neck, surrendering. He reaches forward with both hands to tear out her windpipe.


    It is a ruse. A desperate attempt at survival. The bear’s head snaps forward with alarming speed and clamps down on Alastor’s left arm. But he brings his right fist around and slams it into the beast’s eyesocket, finishing the job he began with the sword Edulf gave him, crushing bone and smashing the creature’s brain.


    The child of Tar-sun falls limp on the floor of the cave.


    Alastor stands, surveying his victory. He traces parallel lines with his fingers through the blood spattered across his chest. Then he clears away some of the blood on his forehead in the shape of a circle, revealing the pale skin beneath.


    With a mighty twist he removes the bear’s head and tosses it aside. He sinks his hands into the ragged flesh that once was a neck, and begins to tear the beast’s hide from its back. When he is done, he stands and wraps the gory hide around his shoulders.


    Satisfied with his raiment, Alastor picks up the bear’s head and begins to make his way to the entrance of the cave.


    


    ****


    


    Alastor is surprised to see that those who accompanied him up the mountain have deserted him. How long has he been inside the mountain? He hears the soft susurration of branches in the wind and the gentle percussion of water dripping from thawing ice. Could it already be spring? Smiling, he begins to trudge down the mountain. He finds the trip down to be much easier than the climb up as he plows through the snow, sending it flying in all directions with the furious pumping of his legs.


    Before long he reaches the outskirts of his village, and his spectacular descent down the mountain has drawn a crowd. Members of his tribe have gathered in the center of the small clutch of sod-brick buildings, just outside the largest. It is the home of Edulf, his former lord. Alastor walks toward the crowd, reveling in the fear and confusion he sees. The smell of it is intoxicating, but he resists the urge to reveal the serpents that live in his belly, to feed on anyone foolish enough to draw near him. He can still hear Abraxas’s voice in his mind, barely a whisper at this distance, telling him that it is not yet time.


    “Edulf. Come forth.” Alastor’s voice is dark and rich in the crisp night air.


    Hide curtains hanging in the doorway fly open, and three men spring out, swords winking at him in the moonlight.


    “Who are you?” Edulf asks. The two men—one of them Hrogar, the other Edulf’s oldest son, Edun—position themselves in front of their Sundin.


    “Don’t you recognize me, old man?”


    “Alaric?” he says, eyes flicking up and down, taking in the strange figure before him. “This cannot be. What trickery is this?”


    “No trickery,” Alastor says. With a theatrical flourish he brings forth the cave bear’s head, and the crowd gasps. “Behold, I bring you a gift. A token of my master’s good will.”


    He tosses the bear’s head onto the muddy earth between them, where it lands with a meaty thud. Its one remaining eye stares back at Alastor.


    “You are not Alaric. He is not so tall!” says Edun.


    “You are right. I am not Alaric, for he has perished inside the mountain. My name is Alastor.”


    “Speak to him no more, father. He reeks of draga. His words are poison.” Edun speaks through clenched teeth.


    Edulf surveys the creature before him. “What are you? Man or draga?” he asks.


    “Neither. I serve a being greater than any you have ever known. Greater than all of the pitiful gods the holy man speaks of. I come in the name of Abraxas, the old one who lives atop this mountain.”


    “We have no need of this Abraxas,” Edulf says. The old man’s diseased lungs rumble, and he hocks and spits on the ground at Alastor’s feet.


    “Ahhh, Edulf. We do not have to make this difficult. The transition can be painless if you allow it.”


    Alastor can tell from the dim expressions on the people’s faces that they can’t quite grasp what he is saying.


    “Enough of this!” Edun shouts.


    Edulf’s son raises his sword and lets forth a battle cry meant to melt Alastor’s resolve. But instead of fear, Alastor is filled with pity for the man, that this is the best display that he can muster. Alastor knows what comes next, though the fool trudging through the mud does not. Until this moment, everything that has ever stood before Edun has fallen, cleaved asunder by the kiss of his mighty blade. Alastor sees arrogance glimmering in Edun’s eyes, and he almost comes unhinged at the sight of it.


    Edun lunges and swings his sword. Alastor catches it with his left hand; it cleaves his flesh and lodges in the bones of his palm. He closes his hand around the blade and snaps it in two.


    The tip of the blade flies high, but Alastor plucks it from the sky and plunges it into Edun’s head. It pierces Edun’s skull as though it is an egg and continues downward through the tender flesh of his chin. Alastor kicks Edun’s limp body aside and examines his own hand. The flesh is already knitting itself back together. There is no pain. Just a tingling sensation.


    Alastor hears Edulf’s hoarse cries. He looks up to see that his Sundin, the man who protected his people from night-beasts and raiders alike, has fallen to his knees. The man Alastor’s father served with great loyalty until the day he died.


    No, not Alastor’s father. Alaric’s.


    From his star boat atop the mountain, Abraxas feeds Alastor a series of images. They are all of Edulf. He sees the old man take women to his bed that don’t belong to him. Some of them against their will. Some of them are mere children. He sees Edulf arguing with Alaric’s father, their faces growing bright red, their eyes wild. Then he sees Edulf make a small gesture with his hand, and a man steps from the shadows and runs a blade across Alaric’s father’s neck, and the vision fades in a spray of lifeblood.


    He killed my father! says a voice in Alastor’s head.


    No, not my father. Alaric’s.


    At some point Alastor closed the distance between himself and Edulf. He now stands over his Sundin, who looks up at him with swollen red eyes. Hrogar twitches in Alastor’s direction, but Alastor shakes his head.


    “Don’t, Hrogar. Please.”


    “How do you know my name?”


    “I know it because Alaric knew it,” he answers. But he doesn’t look at Hrogar. He continues to peer down at the old man before him. He has never before realized how frail the old one has become. The way his back has taken on a crooked shape, the way his axe hand shakes. Surely if he does not die now by Alastor’s hand, it will happen sooner rather than later. Someone stronger will claim the throne. It is the way of things.


    “Alaric, it is you, isn’t it? Why are you doing this?” Hrogar pleads.


    “I am doing what must be done. This old man is no longer fit to lead us. Look at him. See how he cries like a washerwoman. Look how he yellows the snow in front of you.”


    “Alaric, don’t.”


    “I told you, Alaric is dead. As you will be if you don’t stand back.”


    Alastor feels his last human emotions. He feels remorse as he looks upon the face of his childhood friend, Hrogar. He thinks for a moment of the things he has done this night, the terrible choice he has made. He feels shame, that Hrogar should see him this way. But it does not last, for Alaric and Alastor cannot both occupy his flesh, and Alastor is stronger.


    “What are you waiting for, draga? Do your worst,” Edulf says.


    With pleasure.


    But Edulf is not prepared for Alastor’s worst. He screams as Alastor’s jaws pop and snap wide open. Alastor feels the slithering sensation, like someone pulling something out of his stomach and up through his throat. The tentacles spin out and reveal their barbed ends. They lance forth, almost of their own volition—so eager to feed are they—and embed themselves in Edulf’s neck and chest.


    Alastor’s first feed sends orgasmic waves spilling forth from his chest, shocking his limbs with a pleasure more intense than any he has ever known.


    When he is finished, there is little left of Edulf but a withered husk.


    Alastor turns his attention to Hrogar, who has gone white, his eyes bulging with terror. Alastor steps toward his old friend, who begins to weep. They are standing face to face now. They survey one another for quite some time, each staring deep into the other’s eyes. Alastor sees fear in Hrogar’s eyes, but also something else—something he can use.


    He places his hands on Hrogar’s shoulders, and Hrogar kneels. Alastor puts his hand on Hrogar’s head gently, like a doting father, and speaks:


    “It is well, Hrogar. Rise and join me, old friend. We serve a powerful god, and a new day dawns. See for yourself.”


    The great burning eye of the world has opened at last, far out among the misty depths of the horizon. The rays of dawn bathe the clouds and sky in glorious ochre, and Alastor basks in the warmth.


    

  


  
    ONE - The Return


    


    


    


    The night sky over Hastrom City was tranquil. Over the generations the sky had grown clear again as the land reclaimed the city, and the factories, having surrendered their incessant rumblings, crumbled to ruin. On a night like this, one could cast one’s eyes upward and see an infinite sea of twinkling pinpricks, strewn across the sky like chaff blown from an open palm. Upon first glance it all looked like chaos, but to those who knew where to look, there was the arrangement of stars known as the archer, his bowstring drawn taut for all eternity. Perhaps tonight he hunted for Ursus, the great bear in the sky, from whom this world drew its name.


    For as far as the eye could see, crumbled asphalt spindled out in all directions. And all along these roadways, sentinels of every shape and color stood watch, noting the passage of skittering shadows with their plastic headlamp eyes.


    One such steel husk was now the home to a clutch of robin’s eggs. The mother robin hopped from side to side in quick jerks, seeing to them as best she could in this fouled wasteland. But when a foul claw struck out from the shadows below, the mother’s worries for her children were needed no longer. The insidious sound of smacking jaws and the frail pops of tiny unformed bones filled the air. A lusty belch was followed by chattering and misshapen words.


    They moved within the shadows, always mindful not to be seen. Their bent backs were pitiful. Their limbs, marked with all manner of flesh-consuming plagues, were bent and deformed, and would be all but useless save for the bony claws at the ends of their fingers. Their faces were runny and malformed, a remorseless deity’s joke.


    Over the city a red eye opened, and a mote was expelled. It streaked across the sky, enveloped in orange and white. The fell creatures that dwelled among the shadows cast by Hastrom City, having long forsaken the wisdom of older ages, believed it was the coming of a new god.


    In some regards they were correct.


    As the falling star entered the atmosphere, its wreath of flame disappeared. The ship settled into a hovering pattern, easing over the land like a god hand. It revealed itself to be a starship—not that the creatures below had any knowledge of such things. It roared above them, edging toward cruising speed, causing the autos below to tremble in its wake. The fell creatures pointed at it with their crude flipper-like arms, and they began to ululate in their foul language.


    Alastor caressed the navigation orbs, steadying the course of his great ship. He studied the broken landscape, making note of the number of creatures below. Their veil of shadow provided no refuge from the all-seeing eye located on the bottom of his ship. For sport he turned on a searchlight and rained down pitiless white light on the creatures, searing their filth-encrusted eyes, casting them into scrabbling fits of terror.


    Within moments he was crossing over into the urban honeycomb that was Hastrom City. He noted that a great wall had been erected, encircling the heart of the city, and he was pleased to see a complement of watchmen patrolling. He chuckled as one of the guards split the head of one of the fell creatures with a bullet from a high-powered sniper rifle. The soldier waved, and Alastor waved back, feeling foolish when he realized the soldier couldn’t see him.


    The ship passed over a pyramid-like building in the middle of the city, much like those found in the center of the Fulcrum stations, and slowed to a glide over a landing bay. From his perch, Alastor perceived the people below as ants scrambling to and fro. As the ship eased down, the ants grew larger and morphed into men, yet their movements and aspirations still seemed ant-like as they clamored to meet him and his Lord at the landing bay.


    Alastor would not need the ramming head of his ship for this incursion. Already the men were gathering to receive him, jostling for placement in the great reception. Landing struts groaned from lack of use as the ship landed on Eursus as lightly as a bird on an oft-used perch. The entire ship’s frame shuddered, and a readout in ancient characters let Alastor know that the landing process was complete. He turned from the console and faced his master, who reclined in the enormous commander’s chair. Alastor bowed his head and spoke:


    “My Lord. We have at last arrived. Are you ready to meet your subjects?”


    “Indeed. Let us introduce these men to their new ruler,” Abraxas said, his words almost haughty, and certainly celebratory.


    Already quite the king.


    “What was that, Alastor?” Abraxas said, rising from his chair. Alastor remembered to mind his thoughts as he surveyed Abraxas’s formidable frame. Since his rebirth, the old one had come to resemble the Tarsi that he once was, though his skin was still hairless. It would take some time to become accustomed to this new Abraxas. No longer encased in the ruined prison of his own body, he could now lash out at his servants at the first sign of displeasure. Not for the first time, Alastor worried that his master no longer truly needed him now that he was free to interact with the physical world. He was going to have to play his cards with all the guile that he possessed.


    “Pardon me, sire?” Alastor asked, his face a mask of bewilderment.


    “You have grown quite strong, haven’t you? Your thoughts are harder to read as of late, but I can still sense the color of them, Alastor.”


    “I assure you that my thoughts are only of the ways in which I can continue to serve my great Lord. Seeing you in your true form, I almost feel unworthy, mighty Abraxas.”


    Alastor took a knee, feeling the air around him compress a little, squeezing his body.


    And of course, there’s that, Alastor thought, as Abraxas’s power crushed his body, just enough for discomfort. Alastor could feel the vast wellspring of his master’s power, and was humbled. And then the invisible claw withdrew, and Alastor was able to move again.


    “Forgive me, my Lord. I meant nothing. I am simply weary from our journey.”


    “Of course, my son. Shall we?” Abraxas motioned toward the exit, and Alastor nodded and massaged stiffness from his shoulder muscle. Abraxas moved toward the door, and Alastor took his place behind him.


    


    ****


    


    Alastor could feel a static charge in the air, could smell the acrid-sweet aroma of ions that heralded a coming storm. He took his place behind his master, careful to keep one stride between himself and Abraxas, and together they made their way down the ramp to meet the welcoming party. A cadre of Alastor’s finest soldiers spread out to form a line behind them.


    At last, I am home.


    The Eursans fell prostrate at Abraxas’s feet. He stood there for a moment, allowing them to worship him.


    “Which of you is Chancellor Steigen?” he asked.


    “I, Lord Abraxas,” said an older man from the floor. His garb was ornate while the others’ were industrial hues: grays and tans.


    “I should have known. Please rise, Chancellor Steigen.” The man rose to his knees, and then, with grinding effort, to his feet. He regarded Abraxas with wide eyes.


    “You will have to forgive me, Lord. I am not as spry as I used to be,” he said, breathless.


    “How you prattle. If I wish to know more about a dog, I shall ask its keeper. Who is your keeper, dog?”


    “My lord is Abraxas!” he said.


    “Yes, dog. You must learn not to speak in front of your betters. But I am feeling generous this evening. Perhaps it is the coolness of the air that soothes me. I shall allow you to live for another day.”


    “Oh, thank you, master, thank you!” Steigen gushed with the joy of one who knows that the executioner’s hand has just been withdrawn from his axe. To Alastor, such groveling was sickening, but then he remembered the episode in his ship’s command center, and took care to guard his thoughts.


    “Now, if your mind is not too terribly addled, perhaps you can take us to speak to those we have come to see,” Abraxas said, no longer bothering to hide his petulant exasperation.


    “Very well. Lord Abraxas, Sir Alastor, will you follow me? I have prepared everything.” This time the foolish man made sure not to engage in eye contact with either him or Abraxas.


    Dogs can be taught, after all.


    Chancellor Steigen led them through cramped hallways lit with the type of industrial lighting that could only be described as adequate. They flickered every few seconds, casting a strobing effect on the occasional worker that strode by. Alastor took note of a short, burly man wearing threadbare blue denim coveralls that were smattered with petrol smears. The man grinned, treating Alastor to a mouthful of misshapen black lumps that were once teeth; his eyes, stupid but twinkling, were deep-set beneath a pronounced brow.


    Alastor examined the tile floor below him. Though scrubbed clean, it could not hide the abrasions and wear marks of heavy use. There were smudges on the painted cinderblock walls that no number of cleanings could remove.


    “This place is filthy!” Alastor sneered. “You were instructed to make it suitable for Abraxas’s arrival.” Steigen’s face went white, and he seemed to be struggling to force words from lips that would not obey.


    “Well, sir, it is a public building, not a palace worthy of Abraxas, I know. But we did the best we could,” he answered. “The labor sector, as you know, is not cooperating, and—’’


    “Yes, we know all about your inability to control those under your charge. Rest assured, we will—” Alastor interjected, but he was interrupted by Abraxas’s hand on his shoulder.


    “Chancellor Steigen, this is the very reason we have come to help you,” Abraxas said.


    Alastor sighed and turned his attention back to Steigen. “It will suffice for the time being, so long as it does not collapse. You haven’t had any buildings collapse lately, have you, Steigen?”


    “None in this sector, sir.”


    “Your assurance does little to comfort me. But as I have said, these quarters must suffice for now, provided that construction begins on the palace very soon. Lead on, please.”


    Steigen’s eyes darted from Alastor to Abraxas, who nodded his assent. Then he turned and led them to a set of double doors at the end of the hallway. He opened the doors, then stepped aside and bowed, gesturing for them to enter the conference room with a sweep of his arm.


    “If you will take your seats, my lords, Premier Eladin will be with you momentarily.”


    Chancellor Steigen motioned toward a set of office chairs flanking an imposing oak desk. At the head of the table was an ornate throne. It was carved from a rich, dark wood, its surfaces swirled with beautiful burls.


    “Lord Abraxas, how do you like it? One of our artisans carved it as a welcoming gift,” said Steigen, wringing his hands. Alastor noticed that Steigen was trembling and didn’t dare make eye contact with Abraxas.


    “It is beautiful, Steigen. Please give your artisan my thanks.”


    On the meeting table was a large object under a tarp.


    “And this, my Lord. Your headdress, as you requested,” Steigen said, pulling the tarp aside with a flourish. Underneath the tarp sat a golden headpiece that resembled a fierce Tarsi.


    “It is delightful,” Abraxas said, taking a seat in his carved chair. “Alastor, if you please.” He looked at the headdress, then back to Alastor, tapping his claws on the arms of the chair.


    “Right away, sire,” Alastor said, striding to the table and lifting the headpiece off the table. It was heavy, an indication of quality craftsmanship. He placed it on Abraxas’s shoulders.


    “It is wonderful. I can see perfectly through the eyes. It is the perfect visage with which to receive and address my subjects,” Abraxas said.


    “It is not too heavy, my Lord?” Steigen said, hands trembling.


    “A king’s crown should be heavy, to remind him of the burden of his duty. Well done, Steigen.”


    A wide spectrum of emotion passed over Steigen’s face. His eyes glistened with tears.


    “Steigen, if you are done bawling, perhaps you could please bring us Eladin and his advisors,” Alastor said.


    “My Lord, they come.”


    Maroon curtains on a far wall began to part, creaking and groaning on some unseen ancient mechanism. A sort of stage appeared, adorned with five small silver pedestals embedded in the floor and arranged in a diamond pattern, with one in the center. The whine of old computers awakening filled the air, and images began to appear above the pedestals: first spectral human outlines ringed by dancing motes of dust, then full three-dimensional figures. The illusion was quite convincing, save for the occasional shimmer as data pipes struggled to push the large amounts of audio and video.


    There were five of them—three men and two women—dressed in charcoal-hued suits. Bright ties, cravats, and silk blouses popped in vibrant colors that were accentuated by the 3D holograms’ real-picture enhancement. The man in the center seemed to be the leader, for the others were watching him, as if waiting for cues. Alastor noted his height and his broad shoulders. He was middle-aged, black hair streaked with austere gray at the temples. He flashed a smile, but the eyes above the pearlescent grin were cautious and hawk-like.


    “Lord Abraxas, Master Alastor,” said the grinning man. He dropped to one knee, his silk suit swishing. The others followed suit. Alastor noticed a single bead of sweat coursing down the side of the holo-man’s face.


    “You must be Premier Eladin.”


    “Yes, Lord Abraxas. We must apologize that we cannot meet you in person due to circumstances you are no doubt aware of. We hope that these real-3D representations are pleasing enough. What can we do for you?”


    “Whether you appear to me in flesh or as photons matters not to me. I need only to know if you and your Corpus Verum agree to our terms,” said Abraxas.


    Eladin turned his head as he peered at Abraxas. “And what terms are you speaking of?”


    “An agreement your chancellor has brokered.”


    At this a tumult of hushed words and exchanged looks of fear erupted from the councilors of Hastrom City.


    “Sir, we know of no such—”


    “SILENCE, mongrel!”


    The lights dimmed, and the air seemed to grow ten degrees colder. Steigen shivered and recoiled, looking as though he wished to shrink and scamper away. Alastor only smiled and placed his metallic boots on the table with a pronounced clank.


    Abraxas cocked his great, obtuse head, cracking the bones in his neck. He took a deep breath, held it, then released.


    “Alastor, would you please outline our plan for the council?” he asked.


    “Gladly, my master.” He turned to face the councilors. “We understand that you have been having trouble with the so-called ‘artisans’ in the labor sector,” he said, gesturing to Abraxas’s ornate chair.” They have been clamoring for more wages, food rations, et cetera. We also understand that there have been reports of militant activity, of public demonstration. You cannot address this issue in your current… situation… as Chancellor Steigen has already brought to our attention.”


    Alastor paused to let this sink in, then continued. “We will help you to eliminate any signs of rebellion, and we will provide security for you and your cohorts. Your sanctuary will not be breached. You will continue to run the infrastructures of this great city, and we will keep the peace between you and the lesser beings in the artisan sector. In addition, we will help you reclaim the land surrounding your city. More territory means more agriculture, and we can increase the food rations for all, while providing them with work and wages.”


    “You would do all this? Why? What’s in it for you?” Eladin asked.


    “We ask for only a small thing: a place for our species to survive. The dawn of a new era is upon us. Eursans and Mendraga will live in perfect symbiosis. All we ask for is permission to harvest the one thing a Mendraga needs to survive: fluid from Eursan bodies.”


    “You expect us to allow you to murder our citizens? That’s barbaric!”


    “Of course not. We would process this transaction in a most humane way. All citizens, in exchange for protection and increased food rations, will have to make a weekly donation. The harvesting process would be relatively painless—its only side effects being mild light-headedness and nausea.”


    “I am sorry,” Eladin said. “At this time I cannot authorize such a thing. If you could just give us some time to consider your most generous offer…”


    “I was afraid you might say that. Chancellor Steigen?”


    Steigen jerked like a gun-startled horse. He trembled as he stood and faced Alastor.


    “Yes, my Lord?”


    “We seemed to have reached an impasse in our negotiations. Is there anything you can do to persuade our friends from Hastrom City?”


    Chancellor Steigen looked between the projected councilors and the extra-terrestrial visitors. His eyes brimmed with tears, and he dropped his head. When his eyes met Alastor’s again, Alastor nodded once.


    “I had hoped that it would not come to this. Forgive me,” Chancellor Steigen said.


    He went over to a computer terminal in the back corner of the room and began to enter rapid commands.


    “Steigen, what are you doing??”


    Steigen did not reply, his face lit by flashes of color as protocols streamed past his eyes. A crude pyramid shape appeared on the screen, filled with thousands of rectangles arrayed in rows, each rectangle containing a single name. Chancellor Steigen reached out with a slender finger and touched the rectangle at the top; it expanded to fill the screen. On it were the vital signs of Premier Eladin, including heart rate, body temperature, and mood. Eladin’s heart rate was highly elevated, and his mood was indicated in red flashing text:


    


    AGITATED


    


    “Steigen, don’t… please.”


    Steigen entered a series of keystrokes, and a small button appeared in the bottom right corner of the readout. Steigen reached out with his slender finger and pressed it.


    


    TERMINATE? YES or NO? THIS OPERATION IS IRREVERSIBLE.


    


    Steigen pressed “YES.”


    Eladin’s glowing projection disappeared. The councilors began to shriek and sob.


    “What have I done?” Steigen’s body swayed, and he reached out to grasp the terminal to steady himself, but his arms had become senseless. He collapsed to the floor.


    “I wish to speak with the Corpus Verum directly. For the gods’ sakes, Alastor, can you get the damned chancellor off the floor?”


    “Certainly, sire.”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    TWO - Centennial Fulcrum


    


    


    


    Letho saw the first body, garbed in the telltale bright orange jumpsuit of a dockworker. Clutched in his hand was a small handgun.


    “Hey, Deacon, there’s that dock worker. You can go ahead and have that talk with him,” said Letho.


    “Very funny, Letho,” said Deacon. Letho had drawn the Black Bear, and the Tarsi were sniffing at the air. Deacon took the dockworker’s handgun and checked it.


    “Still loaded,” he said.


    “Mendraga have been here,” Thresha said.


    “How do you know?” Bayorn asked.


    “Can’t you smell it?”


    Bayorn issued a few terse commands to the Tarsi that had survived the events on Alastor’s ship. They nodded assent and took up watch positions around Deacon’s ship. Maka took his place beside Bayorn, and the group moved farther into the cavernous depths of the Centennial Fulcrum’s docking station.There was a definite scent on the air, but it was faint. It was the smell of rot, just pungent enough to bring one’s stomach contents to a roil, but not quite enough to cause a full heave.


    They continued to make their way through the abandoned cargo area. The place looked as though some sort of skirmish had taken place there. Work surfaces were overturned. Waste and once-precious things littered the floor, discarded in panicked flight. Some of the walls were marked with the scoring of small weapons fire. As they headed toward the dock foreman’s office, they happened upon more bodies. These unfortunate fellows were dry, their skin stretched taut, lips pulled back from yellow teeth. Telltale puncture wounds marked their necks and chest.


    Letho and Deacon each took one side of the doorway to the foreman’s office. The office was a small, box-like enclosure built into the side of the tall steel walls of the docking area. It was made of plasteel set in a metal frame, but the blinds were drawn, making it impossible to see inside.


    Letho squeezed the handle of his Black Bear. The wood and steel whispered that everything was going to be all right.


    Bayorn attempted to peer between the blinds, then pointed to a spot where the blinds were being pulled down by a set of fingers entangled in them.


    “There aren’t any Mendraga in there, if that’s what you’re wondering,” said Thresha.


    “She’s right; the stench would be much stronger if her kind were present,” said Maka, sneering. Thresha bared her teeth, then grinned at Maka.


    Maka raised his arm as if to strike, but Letho shook his head. Maka backed down, but the look that he cut Letho told him that he was not at all pleased about it.


    “All right, on three!” said Letho, kicking the door down.


    Deacon went to one side of the office and flipped the light switch, while Letho moved farther into the tomb-like enclosure. The remains of a man lay sprawled across a set of chairs in the corner, as if he had become tangled in his own feet and fallen on the way out the door, then decided to remain in that pose for eternity. Letho went to the man and turned him over. His throat, too, was a torn mess.


    “You forgot to count to three,” Deacon muttered.


    “This must be the dock foreman,” Bayorn said.


    “Oh yeah, what was your first clue?” Letho snapped.


    A thin smile adorned Letho’s face, but the inflection of the reply was all but a slap to Bayorn’s snout. Maka grunted and put his hand on Letho’s shoulder, and their eyes met. Letho sighed and hunched his shoulders.


    “I’m sorry, Bayorn. That was uncalled for. Recent events have me a little keyed up.”


    “It is okay, Letho.” The words from Bayorn’s mouth and his icy gaze told two different stories. Letho felt as if the Tarsi was inside his mind, rifling through his thoughts.


    Letho turned his attention to the dock foreman. His sallow skin was stretched tight across his skull, and had begun to peel back in places, revealing patches of bare bone.


    Letho sat down at the foreman’s desk and found that his workstation was still in working order. Cooling fans whined and chittered as stuck bearings inside took on the task at hand. The dock foreman hadn’t bothered to lock his workstation with a password, so Letho was able to go straight into the operating system. He pulled up the news site for the station and began to read.


    “Hey, Deacon, what year is it?” Letho asked.


    “What?” Deacon asked, laughing, not sure if Letho was joking. But when Letho continued to stare at him, Deacon answered. “2350.”


    “That’s interesting, because according to the news site clock, it’s 2361.”


    “That’s impossible.”


    “Yeah, but wait, there’s more.”


    Letho began to read the foreman’s final email aloud. It had come from someone on Eursus whose official title was “Chancellor Elan Steigen.” The email had been sent with high importance and forwarded to officials on all active Fulcrum stations.


    


    ELAN STEIGEN ISSUES UNPRECEDENTED FULCRUM RECALL


    May 13, 2350


    ATTN: Fulcrum Station Officials


    


    Dear Fulcrum directors,


    


    Congratulations! Your mission has been arduous, spanning hundreds of Eursan years. No doubt your forefathers hoped to receive the message that you are now reading.


    


    Food production and clean water distribution have been brought back to acceptable levels in Hastrom City. As such, it has been declared a safe zone, and is ready to welcome all Fulcrum citizens. Upon receipt of this message, all stations will be recalled via internal programming.


    


    The journey back to Eursus is a long one, but our researchers recently discovered hidden functions within the Fulcrum stations’ computer cores. Using remote access protocols, we have enabled deep-space thrust drives on each Fulcrum station. These drives are incredibly taxing on the ships’ power cores, so you may experience loss of non-critical systems, such as uCom services and news site access. These deep space drives will reduce the return voyage from centuries to mere months.


    


    Do not attempt to divert the course being plotted by your navigation systems. Tampering with navigation systems, or attempting to deviate course, will activate system subroutines that will terminate critical support systems, including atmospheric recycling and power plants.


    


    Able-bodied citizens are needed to aid in the rebuilding process on Eursus. Current residents of Hastrom City have been working diligently to fortify the walls that surround the city, as well as partaking in dangerous reclamation missions to add abandoned portions of the city to the safe zone. All Fulcrum citizens under the age of thirty-five and possessed of sound mind and body will serve as needed in these important operations.


    


    Please continue to live your life as usual, enjoying the comforts and leisure activities the Fulcrum station continues to provide. In the event of civic disturbance, station inspectors are authorized to use any means necessary to quell resistance. The infrastructure must be maintained!


    


    All station inspectors are required to re-read their law enforcement handbooks, specifically the section entitled “Returning Home.”


    Good luck! May your return journey be a smooth one!


    


    Chancellor Elan Steigen


    


    “So that’s good news, right? We can go home now,” said Deacon.


    Letho looked over at the discarded body of the dock foreman, and then back to Deacon. “I think it would be an understatement at this point to say that something is not right.”


    Thresha shook her head in impatience. “Don’t you see? All of this—raiding the Fulcrum stations, kidnapping people—it was just the first part of his plan to bring Abraxas back into the physical realm. The second part was to bring everyone back to Eursus, to help bring their race…”—she stammered—”our race, back from the brink of extinction.”


    “Well, we were right behind them, so shouldn’t they be here?” asked Deacon.


    Maka interrupted, unable to contain his frustration. “I am still confused as to why we are trusting the enemy! Her kind killed my brothers!” he shouted, glaring at Thresha.


    Letho had no answer to Maka’s question. And he was crushed to see a wariness in Bayorn’s eyes that he had never seen before. Letho still didn’t know why he had grabbed Thresha’s hand and taken her aboard Deacon’s ship. She had been prepared to die, and he had pulled her away from that fate. Why? Whenever he thought back to the moment, he could only see Sila’s face, the way she had been before. He shuddered, pushing back a vision of her slack jaw, the foul appendage slipping down from between her teeth, slathered in ropy saliva.


    Letho realized that he had blanked out for a moment, and when things came back into focus, Maka and Thresha were in each other’s faces, shouting and gesturing. Though Maka towered at least two feet over Thresha, she didn’t back down. Letho knew that a single swat from Maka’s enormous paw would topple her head from her shoulders with the ease of a baby knocking over a block tower. But she had a strength of her own. Letho had seen her rip Jim’s head from his shoulders with her bare hands.


    Letho took a deep breath. “Stop!”


    Maka and Thresha froze, turning to look at him.


    “Listen! I know this seems crazy, but you just have to trust me. She saved my life back there! Crimson Jim was about to kill me, and she took his head off. Ask yourself why she did that. Or why she didn’t do the same to me.”


    Letho and Thresha exchanged glances, and her contemptuous sneer melted for a moment.


    “Letho, will you step outside with me for a moment so that I may speak to you privately?” Bayorn asked.


    Letho nodded. “Deacon, get on the computer and see what you can find. Logs of ship arrivals and departures. Anything.”


    “Already there,” Deacon replied.


    


    ****


    


    Letho and Bayorn stepped outside the dock foreman’s office and closed the door behind them. Bayorn’s face was dark, his expression unreadable. His irises darted back and forth rapidly, a signal to Letho that his old friend was lost in thought, choosing his words carefully. His lips pursed and he moved to engage Letho in conversation, almost taking a full step toward him, then immediately dropped his head and continued with the brooding routine.


    “Bayorn, the suspense is killing me. Can you just spit it out please?”


    Bayorn snorted and his eyes flickered like gold coins immersed in water. He had only seen Bayorn’s eyes do that when he was very angry. Suddenly Letho was back on the shuttle so long ago, simultaneously meeting Bayorn for the first time and stepping onto the path toward his supposed destiny.


    No. You are not that person anymore. Stand your ground. He is trying to bully you.


    “Letho, I have been thinking about what happened on Alastor’s ship. With Sila. With the Mendraga you have brought into our company.”


    Letho felt his forehead become heavy. It sloped down like a creased shroud, and his eyebrows met in a hard line that transformed his eyes into shadowed pits. Letho’s mouth drew into a bloodless line, and he fought back tears. He wouldn’t give Bayorn the satisfaction.


    “Bayorn, look. Don’t bring her up, man. Not now.”


    Letho’s words came in hesitant blurts, like he was struggling to breathe. He dragged his hand through his greasy, blue-black hair, chuckling a little under his breath. He felt his vision began to sharpen, and his hands clenched into involuntary fists. An immediate twinge of pain brought him back from the brink; he had bitten his lip hard enough to draw blood, the coppery taste coating his tongue.


    Bayorn nodded. “We must talk about the Mendraga. I cannot understand your choice to save her. She is a child of Abraxas, the one who destroyed our world and forced us into exile. Did you not hear any of the Elder’s words?”


    Letho erupted. “I don’t know why I did it! I just—I just did! All right? Are you happy now?”


    The shout echoed in the cavernous metallic belly of the Fulcrum station before it dwindled to nothing. Reproach filled Bayorn’s eyes, and Letho felt embarrassment creeping up his neck and blossoming in his cheeks.


    Letho, you must do what is right.


    Even now the Elder’s words were with him. Letho sang the Elder’s quote in Tarsi. Bayorn smiled, and his eyes took on a glossy sheen and began to water at the edges.


    “I can’t explain it,” Letho began. “She saved my life, so I saved hers. It seemed like the right thing to do. Besides, she wants to help us. She has helped us. And according to my records, so far she hasn’t eaten anyone.”


    “True. But at some point she will need to feed. What then, Letho? Will we sacrifice one of our own so that she might live?”


    Letho crossed his arms across his chest and stared with blank eyes into the middling distance. “Maybe we can do it like in the movies. Feed her bad guys, you know?”


    Bayorn scoffed. Letho considered the distinct possibility that Bayorn had never seen a Eursan movie and was wholly unfamiliar with this film trope.


    “Mendraga cannot be trusted. If she turns on us, it will be on your shoulders. And if I see even the smallest hint of such a thing coming, I will kill her myself. Do we understand one another?”


    “Yeah, I understand. You aren’t exactly dropping subtle hints here,” Letho said.


    “Oh, and I would not leave her alone with Maka. He wants to kill her even more than I do. As you know, Maka’s anger is deep; it burns brighter than Tarsus’s stars. He will not be able to hold it in much longer. I am afraid that if she angers him, it will end badly for her,” Bayorn said.


    “Well let’s hope that none of these horrible scenarios happen. I think she might be our only hope of getting to Alastor. And Abraxas.”


    Bayorn’s face was stern. “Remember my words, Letho. Mendraga have no honor.”


    The door swished open, and Thresha joined them outside the office. Bayorn made no effort to conceal his contempt as he shouldered past her. Thresha leaned against the office’s window-wall, her arms crossed, head cocked in a gesture that somehow communicated both interest and disinterest simultaneously.


    “Hey. How’s it going?” Letho asked.


    “Let’s cut the idle conversation. Why did you save me?”


    “Well, you saved me. I was just returning the favor.”


    “I wasn’t saving you, you idiot. I was killing the bastard that murdered a friend of mine.”


    The way she said friend drew Letho’s attention. He studied her face, an alabaster mask that betrayed no emotion. But Thresha’s eyes told him what he needed to know. Even though her face evoked images of Vigner’s legendary warrior maidens, Letho saw a glimmer of vulnerability there.


    Then it was gone, lost in the depths of her emerald eyes.


    “I lost someone very special to me as well,” he offered.


    “I did not come out here to get all warm and fuzzy with you. This is not a get to know each other conversation. This is a make sure we both understand exactly what is going on kind of conversation,” Thresha said.


    “Uh, okay. I was just trying to—”


    She cut him off with a scoff. “God, are all the people from your Fulcrum station this dense?”


    “You should know. You and your Mendraga buddies ate them all,” Letho replied.


    He took a step toward her and tried to make himself larger and more menacing, like the male of a proud species.


    “Please,” she said through a laugh. “If you think for a moment I am scared of you…”


    “Wonderful, a laughing psychopathic murderer. Maybe Bayorn was right. Maybe I should just kill you right now and be done with it.”


    His hand went to Saladin, who hung between his shoulder blades, cool and heavy. Reassuring. Letho felt the anger surging up like a jet of molten rock from the sea floor. She really didn’t seem scared at all. It made him crazy. He became acutely aware of the fact that her chest did not rise or fall, unlike his, which pumped like a bellows.


    Thresha placed a hand on his shoulder and smiled. Letho felt the anger reside, replaced by confusion.


    “Boys. Hands always going straight to their swords. Go ahead. Kill me. Or try, anyway,” she said.


    “Sir? Probability of success in eliminating target is high, but serious injury to your person is a statistical certitude. Would you like to proceed?”


    “Thanks, Saladin. Great timing, by the way,” Letho said.


    Thresha dropped her hand from Letho’s shoulder and turned to show him her slender back.


    “Your previous assumption was correct: I lost the one who was most important to me on Alastor’s ship. I have betrayed my master, and thanks to you, my lot has been cast with a group of Tarsi who want to tear me limb from limb. Maybe it would be better if you ended it right now.”


    “I just need to know if I can trust you,” Letho began. He was attempting to take a genial approach, and was unprepared for the verbal fusillade that followed.


    “You have no idea what you are doing, do you?” Thresha turned and shouted. “You’re just some Fulcrum kid who got a gun and a sword and now you’re going to save the world, huh? Well, I have news for you: you have no idea what you are up against! You are going to get all of your friends killed.”


    “Well, that isn’t exactly what I was expecting… I was hoping you would say something like: ‘Why yes, Letho, thank you for saving me, and I would love to join forces with you to help rid the universe of the evil Abraxas!’”


    Thresha sneered. “You don’t see it, do you? You and your friends have already lost. Alastor has won. He has his army, and now he controls one of Eursus’s greatest cities.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Think about it. That message on the computer is over ten years old. Whatever happened on this Fulcrum station happened a long time ago. What do you think Alastor and Abraxas have been up to for a decade? Building convenience stores and fine art museums? Why don’t you just get back in your ship with your friends and find a nice place to settle down? Eursus is a big planet—surely there’s a place you could go where Abraxas would never find you.”


    “I can’t do that, Thresha.”


    “Why not? There would be no shame in it. You and your friends have no hope against Abraxas and Alastor. Even if you could somehow raise an army that matched Alastor’s man for man, there would be no hope. An army of Mendraga would cut you to pieces.”


    “You don’t understand. I’ve spent my whole life doing nothing, and then—everything changed. I have…”


    Letho searched for the right words. How could he possibly describe his metamorphosis?


    I died and came back from the dead.


    I am the only Eursan who can communicate with the Tarsi in their own language.


    I have super strength and speed.


    Wounds that would kill a normal man heal up in seconds.


    I am a superman.


    “I have been given a gift. I don’t know what made me this way. But I think it happened for a reason. And if I am going to die, I want it to be with Saladin in my hand and my gun blazing. I want to see Alastor’s face again. I want to put my boot on his neck and push.”


    “Excellent monologue, sir. Vivid imagery,” Saladin said.


    “Quiet, talking sword.”


    Saladin’s LEDs faded to a sullen maroon hue.


    “Well, I won’t be party to this. As soon as we get planetside, I’m gone. You think you can keep your friends from killing me until then?”


    “I’ll do my best,” Letho said.


    


    ****


    


    Letho stood outside the office for some time after Thresha had gone. She had not gone back into the office, which was probably a wise move on her part. Letho took some solace in the fact that she seemed reluctant to re-enter without him.


    He thought of Maka, Bayorn, and the other Tarsi, and wondered if he had pulled her out of the proverbial frying pan only to throw her into the fire. He could still see the expression on Maka’s face when Letho had flown through the entry hatch of Deacon’s ship with one of Alastor’s own in tow. A movie for one played inside Letho’s mind, and he saw it all again with startling clarity: Maka’s eyes darting between his and Thresha’s. What had he seen in Maka’s glowing eyes? Disappointment—shot through with traces of contempt. Peals of sarcastic laughter echoed from the dark recesses of his mind. His copilot had returned.


    Letho felt a twinge of fear when it occurred to him that he had no idea where Thresha had gone. He wondered if he could trust her; he knew so little about her. He did know that she had saved him by killing one of her own, in a spectacular display of both inhuman strength and brutal resolve.


    But what if it was some sort of ruse? What if Alastor had orchestrated it all, sacrificed one of his own to allow Thresha to gain his trust? Having one of his acolytes close to Letho would provide Alastor with a significant strategic advantage.


    You overestimate your importance, Letho. Alastor has probably forgotten about you. He probably took as much notice of you as he might a gnat, or a toaster oven.


    Letho shrugged, a gesture directed at no one in particular. Maybe the copilot was right. Alastor might even think he was dead. According to the Fulcrum’s log, he had been missing for at least ten years. That was quite a long time, even for someone who might be immortal. Plenty of time to form the assumption that Letho and his ragtag group had perished.


    Sila.


    Letho remembered the moment that Saladin had responded to his will: the engagement of grab-servos that had melded with his consciousness; the pleasurable smoothness of swinging the sword, even as it completed its infernal trajectory and parted Sila’s neck like a scythe through trembling stalks of grain. He knew the memory would always be with him, like the phantom itch from a lost limb. He tried self-comfort, telling himself that the creature that had stood before him had not been the girl he had cared for so deeply. But another part of him, something dark and hateful deep within his core, reminded him that he may have acted too quickly to truly assess the situation. This shadow within him had enjoyed killing Sila’s abandoned body. Had enjoyed bathing in the blood of the other Mendraga he had torn to pieces in his incandescent rage.


    With no one else to speak to, he addressed his talking sword. “Saladin, what do you think about what happened in Alastor’s ship?”


    “Sir? What do I think? I am unsure how to respond to this query.”


    “The Mendraga. What do you know about them?”


    “One moment, please.”


    Letho felt insects crawling across the surface of his brain, tunneling through the center as Saladin’s artificial mind spun up. He knew what Saladin knew, could see into his databanks through the connection between their minds. Yet Saladin chose to speak the words aloud:


    “I have very little information about the Mendraga. It is unknown whether they are an alien species or a product of genetic mutation. On Alastor’s ship, my scans detected multiple physiological anomalies, including, but not limited to, irregular internal organ configuration, low body temperature, and an adapted mandible structure that allows them to consume the bodily fluids of their prey. This seems to be their primary form of sustenance.


    “My records also indicate that the first sightings coincided with the launch of the Fulcrum stations. There are numerous documented attacks on Fulcrum stations. “


    “They were searching for Fintran. And they found him. Bastards.”


    “Fintran. Yes. Rather unfortunate that he was terminated. Tarsi lore may provide more of the answers you seek. It is a shame you can no longer ask him.”


    “Yeah, thanks,” Letho said, grimacing, wringing his hands. He paused, then asked, “What do you think about Thresha?”


    “Sir, if you could formulate questions that are more empirical in nature, it would greatly assist me in providing suitable answers.”


    “This is something we are going to have to work on, Mr. Talking Sword.”


    “Vocal inflection indicates humor mingled with derision. This is called sarcasm, correct?”


    “Yes, Saladin. It’s called sarcasm. Let me try again: have you scanned Thresha? And if so, what did you find?”


    “Of course, sir. I have scanned all of the entities currently aboard this ship. The Tarsi with you now are no different from those represented in studies conducted before your race left Eursus. Their bodies are remarkably similar to the Eursan form, excluding the obvious differences in size, fur covering, and facial structure. In addition, your two races share a significant overlap in respective genome sequences, though theirs is much more complex.


    “But you, sir, are a marvel. Nano-machine tests indicate perfect health. Your cells appear to regenerate at a rapid rate, and I can find no traces of disease or toxins in your bloodstream. And your mind! So many synaptic connections…”


    “Saladin. Thresha, remember?”


    “Forgive me, sir. I became distracted. Perhaps on some level I was seeking your approval.”


    “It’s fine. Just tell me something about Thresha.”


    “Very well. She does not appear to be dissimilar to other Mendraga. However, a body scan detected an anomaly in her abdomen: an organic growth, cyst-like in nature, roughly the size of your hand. I am unable to discern its origin or purpose, as I know very little about Mendraga physiology. It appears to be calcified. It may have originated as a tumor, or possibly even a fetus. There are numerous possibilities.”


    Oh my God.


    “Sir, is everything all right?”


    “Yes. No. That is more or less the most horrifying thing I have ever heard, Saladin.”


    A tumor.


    Or a fetus.


    That “or” was as big as a Fulcrum station.


    Either prognosis caused Letho’s insides to curdle. Letho hoped it was the former, a cancerous growth eradicated by the Mendraga condition. The latter was too much for him to process.


    “Okay, enough biology. Can you detect lying, Saladin?”


    “Yes, sir. Pulse and blood pressure tend to spike—even brain waves change when a person lies. Though this does not apply to Thresha, as her phys—”


    “Saladin, if you say physio-something one more time I’m chucking you out of an airlock.”


    “Again I detect derision. You are being facetious. As I was saying, I do not have any conclusive methods to detect falsehoods in creatures with no pulse, but based on her mannerisms and brain wave patterns, I have thus far detected no signs of mistruth.”


    “Well, that’s good to know. Good talk, buddy.”


    “I agree. Sir, if you have any more questions—”


    “Saladin, talking time is over. “


    “Of course, sir.”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    THREE - Trajectory


    


    


    


    Letho joined his cohorts inside the cramped office. A gnawing sensation lit up his belly, and he had to grasp the doorframe to steady himself as a hunger pang like he had never known surged through his body.


    “Hey Letho, you okay?” Deacon asked, standing up from the computer desk.


    “Yeah. Just realized how incredibly hungry I am,” he replied.


    “I know what you mean. It might be a good idea to see what supplies we can scavenge. Can’t imagine there’ll be a welcoming committee waiting for us with fruity beverages and a cornucopia of delicious treats when we get planetside.”


    Many of the group nodded in agreement, and the air of desperation that was slowly permeating everything around them seemed to lift a bit. Finding a sense of purpose in a time of turmoil can do that. But Letho didn’t quite share in the communal sense of optimism. Chances were that the whole damn ship had been picked clean. He didn’t really know what the situation was on Eursus’s surface. Of course he’d seen the Eursus vids that came from Hastrom City during his time as an information sector worker; those vids had made it seem that even though most, if not all, other cities had gone dark, Hastrom City’s light still burned bright. Hastrom City was ever on the mend, and was all but ready to welcome back the intrepid Fulcrum explorers. But Letho couldn’t help but wonder what they would find when they actually set foot on his home planet for the first time.


    Home.


    Letho remembered gazing through portholes at the multitude of stars, like grains of salt scattered across black velvet, wondering if one of the coruscating crystals that hovered in the black might be Eursus. And now he was about to see it for the first time. What would the air taste like? He thought of plunging his hand into black soil and crumbling it between his fingers, breathing in the sweetness of the loam.


    “We should start with the underneath,” Bayorn was saying. “Perhaps our brothers left something behind for us.”


    “That sounds like fun,” Thresha said, appearing as if she had manifested from the very shadows. Can I come?”


    Letho marveled at her cockiness and the fearless way she goaded the Tarsi. It was brash, and the cumulative effect of this behavior would no doubt make his life more difficult, but he still found it strangely attractive.


    “Surely you don’t intend to bring the Mendraga to our home,” Maka said.


    “I have a name, you know,” Thresha said, glaring. She was truly unafraid, Letho noticed. There was no way she could survive an attack by both Maka and Bayorn, but she did not back down. Letho wondered for a moment if he was underestimating her abilities. An image of Crimson Jim’s demise flashed through his mind; he saw her straddling him, rending the flesh from his shoulders, plucking his head like an overripe grape from a vine.


    “No,” Bayorn answered. “She will stay here,with me. You and Letho will go to the underneath and retrieve what we need.”


    “I will not leave my Elder with a Mendraga. What if she deceives you with her trickery and takes our ship?” Maka asked.


    Trickery? Letho thought. What does Maka think she is, a witch?


    “I am flattered that you think I am capable of either of those feats,” Thresha said coldly, “but I don’t even know how to fly the damn ship. I need Flyboy there just as much as you do. And it just so happens that I left my bag of magic deception dust in my other suit, so sorry, no Mendraga trickery, as you put it.


    “Look, I know none of you trust me, but frankly I don’t think it really matters at this point. Hero Boy over there,” she said, nodding theatrically in Letho’s direction, “put us all in this unfortunate situation, and I don’t like it any more than you do. I think we can all agree that our goals are aligned until we get on the ground, at which point we can go our separate ways. So let’s just drop all the glaring and second-guessing and trying to stay one step ahead of each other, shall we?”


    Silence, thick enough that Letho could taste it, filled the room. Letho realized he had been staring again. Thresha was glaring at him, unflinching. His gaze flicked away and focused on a filing cabinet that had suddenly become very interesting.


    “The Mendraga, Thresha, makes a very good point,” Bayorn said


    “Very well, I will trust your word, Mendraga,” Maka said through a grin. His eyes, however, were distant, cold, like mercenary’s eyes.


    “Hey, are you guys finished?” Deacon interrupted. “If I don’t get some food in my stomach soon, I am going to murder and eat you all myself.”


    


    ****


    


    Maka led Letho down access tunnels that he had been completely unaware of during his time as a Fulcrum citizen. They were hidden in plain sight, and so painfully obvious when Maka accessed them. Touch pads opened doors that had appeared to be ordinary wall panels. Service tunnels that ran under and over walkways Letho had used on a daily basis. How had he not seen them? How blind had he been? Self-absorbed and completely unaware of his surroundings, drunk on the narcotics that the machine had been feeding him. Falling in line, rolling in lockstep, teeth meshing with the other cogs that kept the machine running. Get up, go to work, do your job. Do not seek meaning. Collect paycheck. Go home. Do it again.


    The familiar smells of the underneath filled Letho’s nose, memories drifting to him on vapor trails that sparked deep nostalgia. He had both loved and hated his time in this dark place. A place of labor and struggle. But also of life and Kinsha. He thought of Fintran, and wondered if the old one was somewhere in the sky, watching him from afar—but then he remembered that he was inside a space station, above what land dwellers would call the sky, well beyond the encapsulation of that atmosphere, surrounded only by a black vacuum sea and scattered stars.


    Still, even though the old one had been gone for quite some time, Letho could feel his presence.


    Letho had known that he wouldn’t find any Tarsi down here. Abraxas and Alastor would have needed the Tarsi’s strong backs and servile nature to achieve whatever plans they had concocted down there on the planet’s surface. There was no familiar Tarsi musk, the smell that usually permeated any place they made their home. It had been Letho’s first glimmer of hope when he had found himself at the bottom of a maintenance shaft so long ago, and now it was gone. Replaced by something else. Something earthy but corrupt. The smell of death.


    “Long time, eh, Letho?” Maka said, nudging Letho with an elbow and almost knocking from him from his feet.


    “Yep, just like old times, right?”


    But they both knew it wasn’t like old times. Something was very, very wrong.


    They came across the first Tarsi carcass just outside the entrance to the dormitories. Merely a poor collection of bone and hide scraps, the body was contorted as though its former passenger had died in anguish. Tarsi blood—once gold, but now reduced to a dim rust color—spattered the wall above the fallen body. There were telltale bullet holes in the wall there, and in other places too, Letho noticed, as he looked around.


    “This is Alastor’s work,” Maka said in a low, conspiratorial voice, though Letho wasn’t sure exactly why they needed to conspire, or whisper for that matter.


    “How do you know? Anyone could have fired these shots.”


    Maka wrinkled his nose. “Can’t you smell it? Even among the smell of my fallen brethren rotting in this tomb? Mendraga!” He ran a hand across the scars on his face and then slammed his fist into the wall. His mouth quavered as he fought to hold back his tears.


    Letho looked away, giving him a moment; he made a point of scanning his surroundings so as to allow Maka some dignity. There were at least two more Tarsi in the hallway just outside the dormitories, though the collected pile of remains was relatively small. As were the bones themselves. Young ones…


    “Do you think there are still any more here?” Letho asked.


    “There are no living Tarsi here, save for the ones that we brought with us.”


    “No, not Tarsi. I mean Mendraga.”


    “If there were, I think they would have tried to kill us by now. Don’t you? Let’s go.”


    They made their way into the domiciles, past the room where Letho had once bunked, and found themselves in the mess hall. The place had seen better days. Tables and chairs were overturned or smashed, and traces of rusty dried blood indicated that the fighting had spread here. They found a few slain Mendraga, some of them missing their heads and limbs. One was splayed across a table, his mummified face forever frozen in a gape of surprise. His throat had been torn out and now hung in parchment-like tatters.


    “They don’t claim their dead and offer them a proper burial. Savages,” Maka muttered.


    “At least our brothers took a few down with them,” Letho offered.


    Maka did not reply. He still seemed on the verge of tears, but would not allow himself to cry. Letho did not understand why the Tarsi was holding in his emotions. Letho had certainly shed his share of tears over the past few days, and Maka surely knew that Letho wouldn’t pass judgment in that regard.


    “Letho, I want you to look around the eating place and search for any food or water that might have been left behind. I will return to the dormitories and see if I can find anything useful.”


    “Aye aye, Captain,” Letho said, offering a mock salute. Maka replied with a raised eyebrow, but after a moment his lips softened into a weak smile. Then he turned and left, leaving Letho alone in the presence of the dead.


    A shiver ran down Letho’s spine as he walked across the trash-ridden floor of the eating place, avoiding the dried pools of blood and bowing his head solemnly every time he passed a fallen Tarsi. The pantry was on the opposite end of the room, through a small kitchen where food was prepped and dishes were washed. Standard Tarsi fare was a pasty grey protein soup that, to Letho, had always seemed to be too lumpy and lukewarm, yet somehow inexplicably laden with surprise pockets of scalding heat. He almost hoped that he would find none of it left, but then his stomach spasmed, reminding him that he needed to eat something soon, and couldn’t be too picky. His head joined the conversation with a moment of dizziness that reminded him of the awful detoxification he’d suffered during his first days among the Tarsi.


    If the eating place had been untidy, the pantry was in absolute disarray. The room was four times as big as Letho’s old domicile in the above, and nearly all the shelves had been overturned. Letho found that many of the cans had been punctured, leaving only flaky remains. The room stank, not quite like death, but close enough to make Letho’s empty stomach lurch. Dead Tarsi and Mendraga rotted together in a communal tomb.


    How could the Mendraga be so fundamentally evil? Causing others to suffer for the sake of their own survival? It was a question that Letho didn’t quite yet have the philosophical capabilities to answer. Survival and morality, he knew, did not always align. Sometimes one had to engage in abhorrent behavior: kill or be killed. Letho thought about the Mendraga he had slaughtered on Alastor’s ship, and felt no guilt whatsoever. In this, Letho decided, they were even.


    He managed to gather a few cans of Tarsi yum-yum paste, and even a few containers of water. He wasn’t sure if the water was drinkable; Deacon might know. He loaded the cans and water containers into a sack he found on the floor, then tossed the heavy sack over his shoulder and headed out to find Maka.


    Maka had just completed his task as well, and they met in the hallway. Maka appeared to be even more withdrawn than before. He laid his bag on the floor and handed Letho a ragged scrap of paper. Hastily scribbled pictograms covered it, smudged and diffused by water stains.


    “What’s this? I can’t read Tarsi glyphs. You know that.”


    “It is a message from the Tarsi on this station. It says that all Tarsi were rounded up and taken by Mendraga soldiers. Many proud Tarsi refused to be taken as prisoners, and stood to fight the Mendraga.”


    “That explains the bloodbath.”


    “There is more, Letho. The note is addressed to you. They have given you a name: Sartan-Sien.”


    “Sartan-Sien. What does it mean?”


    “It is a combination of two words. The first part means warrior. The second part means anointed. They say they await your return, so that you might free them from their bondage. The paper also says that something has been secreted away in the Elder’s cabin. For you.”


    “That is some heavy shit,” Letho said. His head spun. Sartan-Sien. Anointed Warrior. He had barely managed to get out of Abraxas’s ship with his hide intact, and he certainly hadn’t been able to save anyone, except for the last being the Tarsi would have expected the Sartan-Sien to save. He leaned against the wall and took a few deep breaths, trying to slow his racing thoughts. He ran his fingers through his hair and scratched his bearded chin. Maka was staring at him, waiting, clacking his toe claws.


    “What?” Letho asked.


    “The shit. It is heavy? I do not understand this expression. Do you require medicine, Letho?” Maka gestured at his stomach and pressed downward with both hands, as if he were pushing something down from inside his belly.


    “No, Maka.” Letho almost laughed. “It means that I find this situation very intense.”


    “Oh. Well, why didn’t you just say that then?”


    “Forget it. Let’s go find our secret message and get the hell off this station.”


    Maka nodded in agreement, then gestured with both arms toward the hallway.


    “After you, Sartan-Sien,” he said.


    “Shut up,” Letho said, but not unkindly.


    “That is no way for an anointed one to speak, Letho. I am very disappointed.”


    “Cut it out, already.” Letho tried to screw his face into a surly expression, but he couldn’t help but smile, for it was good to see Maka in a jovial mood; he had been far too brooding lately for Letho’s taste.


    Maka clapped him on the shoulder and squeezed. Letho placed a hand on Maka’s and squeezed as well. After the exchange of brotherly affection, which lasted approximately three and half seconds, they returned their hands to their sides. Any longer and the contact would have become awkward for the both of them.


    


    ****


    


    Bayorn was the new Elder of his Kinsha, but to everyone, even Bayorn, the room still belonged to Fintran, the former Elder. Many of Fintran’s possessions were still just as they had been on the day that Fintran died. But someone had clearly been in the room since the excursion to Alastor’s ship, for a few of his belongings were missing. Maka growled, his hackles rising as he scanned the room.


    “Relax, big fella. Maybe your Kinsha took them for safekeeping,” Letho said.


    “Nartwa! If they break any of Fintran’s things, they will answer to me.”


    Letho flinched at the outburst. He had never heard Maka use a Tarsi expletive before, and Maka certainly hadn’t taught Letho any of these most useful of expressions. But Letho had encountered a few Tarsi around his age who were more than willing to share their knowledge.


    “So if I were a terrified Tarsi committing an act of treason and espionage possibly punishable by death, where would I hide something?” Letho wondered aloud. He took a step forward into the room, and his footfall rang hollow on the tile beneath his foot. He dropped to a crouch and attempted to pry the tile up, but he couldn’t quite get leverage with his fingernails.


    A pillar of green fur surged down from above, causing Letho to fall back onto his ass. A singular ivory claw extended from Maka’s middle finger, piercingthe metal tile as though it were a sheet of tissue paper. He lifted the tile out and began spinning it on the axis of his claw.


    “Very funny,” Letho said as he scrambled to arrange himself in a more dignified position.


    Beneath the tile was a bundle of cloth. Letho looked at Maka, who only shrugged. He made no motion to retrieve the object.


    “Okay, I guess I’ll do the honors,” Letho said. He picked up the cloth bundle; it was heavy and warm in his hands. As he carefully unwrapped it, the thin linen revealed the head of Fintran’s staff.


    “Okay… so now what? Is this a clue of some sort?” Letho asked, turning the wire-wrought staff head over and over, examining it carefully. Multi-colored faux gems and chips of glass lenses glimmered in the overhead light.


    “Let me see it, Letho,” Maka said. Letho handed the staff head over, and Maka performed the same close inspection. He sniffed it a few times, then brought it close to peer into the largest crystal, a bluish orb at the tip of the staff.


    “There is something underneath this crystal,” Maka said at last. He extended the tip of his index finger claw and used it to pry the crystal from the staff. The bauble popped from its binding, and Maka caught it with his free hand. Then, scraping a claw into the recessed area, he retrieved a microchip. He scrutinized it for a moment before turning up his nose.


    “It is Eursan technology,” Maka said, handing it to Letho.


    “It’s some sort of data chip. Let me try something.”


    Letho couldn’t remember the last time he had used his uCom. Perhaps back on Alastor’s ship? To be honest, he had been afraid to engage the device—not out of fear that it wouldn’t work, but from apprehension that by using it he might propel himself down a path from which he had fought so hard to remove himself. Just like a recovering junk-head avoiding familiar haunts that might cause a relapse. But there was now no alternative—he really needed for his uCom to work.


    Letho took a deep breath and clicked his fingers together. Relief filled him as the the implanted device sprang to digital life and the familiar green smiley face appeared.


    “Just a sec, Maka.” Letho placed the data chip in his palm, and the word downloading appeared on the uCom screen. A green progress bar filled quickly, and within seconds the transfer was complete. A video then began to play. At first it was nothing but static, but then a familiar face appeared, and Letho’s heart leapt with transcendent joy.


    “I don’t believe it!” he shouted. Maka clamored to look, abruptly invading Letho’s space. Letho shoved Maka back, and said, “Hey, ease up, hoss. Just give me a second!”


    Letho flicked his fingers toward a nearby wall, and the screen spun across the ether, growing larger as it moved, and ultimately filling the entire wall. The image was of a gruff man, looking frazzled and uncomfortable in front of the camera. His dark mustache twitched as he began to speak in a familiar drawl:


    


    “This message is for Letho Ferron, and the Tarsi in his company.”


    Zedock Wartimer paused to dab his sweat-slick forehead with a rather tatty handkerchief.


    “You’re probably dead, judging by the fact that we’re currently orbiting Eursus and Alastor’s crew is banging on my door even as I’m recording this message. Lord, I hope it isn’t so. You might be our only hope at this point.


    “Alastor’s plan all along was to gain control of the Fulcrum stations. That’s what all the attacks on the Fulcrum stations were about: finding Fintran. I don’t know what was so special about the old-timer, but for some reason, Alastor needed him in order to get the job done. Anyway, Alastor somehow managed to beat us home, and now he has a whole damn operation set up in Hastrom City.”


    There was a resounding thud in the background, and Zedock turned to look to the side, alarm clear in his expression.


    “I don’t have much time, so I’ll cut to the chase. They’re rounding up all the Fulcrum folk on our station, and the Tarsi as well. We’re going to try to make out of here on a transport ship if we can manage. I’ve got a handful of Tarsi that are rip-roarin’ and ready to tear some heads off, so I’m going to see if I can oblige them on our way out.”


    Another thud, this one mingled with the sound of metal tearing.


    “I gotta go, Letho. We’ll be looking for you once we get down to Eursus. If we don’t make it, hell, I guess I’ll see you on the other side. Zedock out.”


    


    “Zedock is alive. I’ll be damned!” Letho exclaimed.


    “Sir, the video appears to have been recorded roughly ten years ago. Probability of survival decreases significantly over a longer timeline…”


    “All right, Saladin, thanks for that information. We’ll take it from here,” Letho said.


    “Zedock Wartimer is a good Eursan. Strong, brave. I am sure that he still breathes,” Maka said.


    Letho found that he did not really share Maka’s sense of optimism. His estimation of Zedock’s chance of survival fell more in line with Saladin’s. But any chance was better than none. If Zedock had indeed survived, where might he be? Was he in prison? Some sort of work camp? Maybe he had found himself a plot of land, dug himself a well, and was sitting on a porch watching the sunset at that very moment.


    “Yeah, I bet he is. Old bastard.”


    


    ****


    


    “Bayorn, you’ll never believe what we found!”


    Letho and Maka dropped their rucksacks on the floor of the office. Before Bayorn could reply, Letho tossed the uCom display onto a nearby wall, and they all sat in silence as the message from Zedock played again.


    “This is great news. There may yet be a chance for us,” Bayorn said.


    He opened the bags and surveyed the items inside.His expression did not match his words as he surveyed the small number of food canisters. “The protein synthesizer?” he asked.


    Maka shook his head. “Gone. The whole place was stripped. We found the bodies of many Tarsi and Mendraga as well. There was a battle in the underneath.” He glowered at Thresha, who shrugged.


    “What do you want from me, slave bear? I wasn’t even there. Am I responsible for every atrocity that Alastor commits?”


    “We have a saying in Tarsi that goes like this.” Bayorn sang a few chopped syllables in Tarsi.


    “What does it mean?” Thresha asked.


    “It means condemnation through association,” Bayorn answered.


    “Charming,” Thresha said, using a small bit of wire to scrape nonexistent grit from under her nails. Letho found himself mesmerized by the grooming ritual. Her hands were graceful things, with long and dexterous fingers, the nails carefully manicured, filed, polished, and painted black. Or perhaps all Mendraga had black fingernails. He hadn’t really paid attention until now. Letho realized he was staring and looked away, a small flush rising to his cheeks.


    The tension still remained, as though the very atmosphere pulsed with it, a cloud of pent-up frustration that soaked them all to the very core.


    “Is there anywhere else we should check for supplies before we head out?” Deacon asked.


    “Let’s head up to the domiciles, hit up the cafeterias on the way up,” Letho said. “Might find some better food than this Tarsi slop. No offense, guys.”


    “None taken,” Bayorn replied.


    Bayorn issued some commands to some of the other Tarsi milling about in the background, and the group filed out into the open area of the Fulcrum station’s loading bay. They passed Deacon’s ship, and soon reached the elevator at the very back of the loading facility. It was large, with thick metal doors marked with yellow and black hazard strips. Inside it were only two buttons: up and down.


    They rode the elevator to first level of the Fulcrum station. There was nothing of use there, as it was merely a staging area for the dockworkers. Letho eyed a workers’ break room, but he could see that the cabinet doors yawned open and the shelves appeared to be empty.


    “Anything we can use on this floor?” Letho asked Deacon.


    “Just work rooms and shower areas, pretty much. Not a lot of food stored down here,” he answered.


    Just outside a set of glass doors was a sort of lobby with a reception desk and a waiting area. A coffee machine sat in silence atop a nearby counter, somehow managing to look forlorn, as if it knew that it no longer had a purpose in the world. The familiar bank of elevators that led to other places of work were just outside the reception area, but the ceiling above no longer displayed a sunny sky. The only light came from halogens that hung midway up the walls in sconces. Every third or fourth light no longer functioned, having burnt out with no one to replace them.


    “God, I hope they didn’t turn off the shuttle-trains,” Letho muttered to himself. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


    They made their way down a nonfunctional escalator that still functioned perfectly as a set of stairs, and down onto the loading deck. Serendipitously, a shuttle waited for them, loading lights twinkling as a dog’s tail might wag, beckoning them to board. It was all too familiar to Letho, and it brought up some relatively unpleasant memories. Memories of drudgery, of a futile search for meaning in a meaningless environment. How things had changed.


    But had they really? Here he was again, minding his step as he boarded the shuttle for the nine-thousand-and-first time, still thinking of the man from so long ago that hadn’t minded his step and had tumbled into the open door of the shuttle, ass over tea canister, his cup of coffee sailing through the air. Letho smiled at the memory, even as misgivings filled his mind.


    He took a look behind himself and saw the small cadre of Tarsi, Maka, and Bayorn leading a sulking Thresha, who took care to remain a few paces behind them all. Letho felt the reassuring press of Saladin between his shoulder blades, as well as the snug leather belt that Zedock had given him, the forged-steel death machine resting in the supple holster on his left hip. Things had changed, and would continue to do so, in ways that Letho couldn’t yet understand.


    He had an inkling, traces of imagery that sometimes danced across the canvas of his subconscious, fantasies of leading a Tarsi army to battle against Abraxas and his hordes. If, at that moment, he had been given a glimpse of the truth, a vision of what was actually to come, he might have broken under the weight of it. But for now, he found solace in putting one foot in front of the other. If things got in his way that needed to be punched or shot, he would do that too.


    


    ****


    


    The cafeterias here were just as empty as the ones underneath, but they managed to scavenge a few canisters filled with fruit and others with something called “Valhalla Sausages.” Letho had never had this particular Fulcrum delicacy before, but the Tarsi seemed quite excited about them. Apparently they were big fans of highly processed synthetic meat particles molded into finger-length sausages floating in a sea of brine and preservatives. Letho tossed a can to Maka, who grinned like a child. Bayorn stopped in his tracks, turned to face Letho, and gave a grunt, a little smile on his face as well. Letho tossed his other can of Valhalla Sausages to Bayorn, a little forlorn as he watched the Tarsi pluck it from the air. Calories had become a precious commodity.


    “Hey guys, save one for me, all right?” he called to Bayorn and Maka. They didn’t answer, making no promises.


    A rustling and clanging from a nearby kitchen area drew Letho’s attention. Checking it out, he found Deacon lying on the floor, half buried in pots and pans.


    “Hey man, you all right?” Letho asked.


    “Yeah,” Deacon said as he struggled to his feet. He favored Letho with a drunken smile and staggered a little. Sweat glistened on his forehead, and his skin had taken on a sickly pallor.


    Thresha!


    Thresha and that hungry atrocity that lived in her belly. The tentacles, the barbs like organic hypodermic needles.


    “Let me look at you,” Letho said. He grabbed Deacon by the shoulders, careful of how much force he applied, but even so he was taken aback by how little resistance Deacon offered. Letho grasped Deacon’s chin and turned his head up and to the side, examining his friend’s neck.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Deacon said, slapping at Letho’s arms. He might as well have been slapping at the gravity that held the Fulcrum station in orbit.


    “Just, uh, checking something.”


    “Go check it on someone else, buddy. Deacon Shipke don’t fly that way.”


    “Whatever. What happened?” Letho asked.


    “I don’t know. I was looking for some plates and stuff that we can take with us—you know, knives and forks, that kind of stuff. I guess I just blacked out for a second. I must be running on fumes.” Deacon shrugged.


    “Here, take these,” Letho said, offering Deacon a can of the Valhalla Sausages from a cargo pocket on his coveralls. “Don’t tell the Tarsi I gave these to you. Eat them now. We need you to get us to Eursus in one piece.”


    “Oh, Letho, a can of Valhalla Sausages. You really know the way to a guy’s heart.”


    “Yeah. Don’t ever say I never gave you anything. Have you seen Thresha?”


    “Not in the last ten minutes or so.”


    Concern filled Letho. It wasn’t safe for Thresha to be unguarded.


    Is that what you call it, Letho? Guarding her?


    Hoping to find Thresha quickly, Letho slipped away from the group. It wasn’t difficult, as everyone else was absorbed with the task of scavenging. Letho imagined that the Tarsi probably enjoyed it—he remembered the repurposed items and cobbled-together instruments he had seen in the underneath. Fintran’s coffin, a beautiful vessel fit for a king, had been made from actual garbage.


    As Letho stole away, his footfalls were hidden by the clatter of Tarsi digging through drawers and cabinets, tossing items into large piles on the floor. Once he was alone, his anxiety began to rise. Perhaps Thresha was trying to escape, trying to get word back to Alastor? He wondered what he would do if he caught her in the act of betrayal. Would he kill her? More importantly, could he?


    Yes. You could. It would be easy.


    It took only a minute or two to find her; and when he did, he didn’t like what he saw. At all.


    Thresha was crouched in the center of a shadowy storage room. She was holding some small thing, a thing that his brain attempted to identify, but couldn’t. All the Eursan words at Letho’s disposal failed to describe his dawning horror and anger. It threatened to manifest in a flare of energy that would split him into atoms. He shouted out in Tarsi, choosing a word that implied carnal knowledge of another being, and Thresha’s shoulders flinched, but she remained rooted where she was. Letho, finally coming down from the shock of what he saw, began to piece together the reality before him.


    It was a cat—or a ramshackle collection of skin and ribs that had once been a cat. Someone’s pet, perhaps. More likely it was a generation or two removed from domestication. It did not struggle, even as the abominable tubes that snaked out from Thresha’s gaping throat continued to drain the emaciated body.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Letho asked.


    But he knew exactly what she was doing. It was what Alastor had done to Letho’s former supervisor, Baran Gall, on the steps of the civil services building of this very Fulcrum station. He had seen it before, but it was so fundamentally obscene to him, so antithetical to his understanding of life and how organisms should function, that he found it just as revolting now as he had the first time he witnessed it.


    Thresha tossed the lifeless carcass aside just as one would discard an empty ration packet. Letho watched in mingled awe and disgust as Thresha’s feeding tubes slid back into her mouth, entwining and compacting themselves into a reasonable facsimile of a human tongue. The dry sounds her jaw made as it snapped back into its normal position made Letho’s stomach sour.


    Thresha regarded him with a lusty gaze, and his hand went to the pistol at his waist. Then she snapped back, her eyes filling with the antipathy that Letho had begun to regard as her default facial expression.


    “I was hungry,” Thresha said.


    She eyed Letho’s left hand, which still rested on the butt of his semi-auto. Letho didn’t like her posture, and decided to keep his hand there. Neither of them moved, sizing each other up with the cool eyes of gunslingers. They stayed like that for a moment, and then finally Thresha wiped her face, and her body relaxed a little. Letho dropped his hand to his side. The silence was an unbearable weight upon both of them.


    “Well, say something,” Thresha said.


    “You want me to say something? After what I just saw you do?”


    “I told you: I was hungry. I have to eat too, you know. Would you rather me attack your buddy Deacon? Or one of the slave bears?”


    “Can’t you just eat normal food?”


    “It doesn’t work that way, ass. The Mendraga condition changes your entire body. I don’t eat, piss, shit, or sleep. I don’t even think I have a stomach anymore.”


    “That’s disgusting,” Letho said.


    “Yeah, well, thanks for being so sympathetic. I’m not exactly ecstatic about it, you know. If I had known what was going to happen, I probably wouldn’t have accepted Alastor’s little gift. He’s…” She paused. “… rather persuasive. What he promised versus what it’s actually like…”


    She fell quiet, her hand absently going to her belly.


    A tumor. Or a fetus.


    “Aw, man, don’t get upset. I’m sorry. I’m just trying to figure this whole thing out.”


    “Well, when you get it all figured out, let me know what the plan is, okay? I’m dying to know what your strategy is.”


    “You don’t have to be such a jerk all the time, you know,” Letho said. “I’m doing the best I can.”


    “Great! That’s just great. I hope your best is good enough, because if I know Alastor as well as I think I do, things are going to be really bad on Eursus. I hope you’re prepared for that.”


    Letho didn’t reply. He stared at the floor, searching for some sort of response, but found none.


    “I didn’t ask for this, you know,” he said at last. “At least you had a choice.”


    “Yeah, kidnapped by Mendraga and having to choose between being food or becoming one of them. Those were good options for me, huh, Letho?”


    “I would have chosen death. I would rather die than become a Mendraga.”


    Thresha started to reply, but first she stepped forward and fixed blazing eyes on Letho. “Well, we’ll see how well that works out for you when we find ourselves in the middle of an Alastor/Abraxas sandwich and your life, your friends’ lives, are on the line.”


    Letho chuckled, a crazed half-chortle. “Yeah, we’ll see. Can I ask you something?”


    “Sure,” she said, still glaring.


    Letho felt intimidation creeping up into his chest. “When it comes down to it, whose side will you be on? Are you going to turn on us the moment it suits you?”


    “I’m on my own side,” Thresha said coldly.


    “Fair enough. What do you say that we keep all of this quiet? The less we remind everyone that you’re a blood-sucking monster, the better.”


    “Works for me.”


    “All right then, let’s get back to the others. Hopefully we’ll be leaving soon.”


    Letho moved to leave the storage room, and Thresha followed, but not before stopping to issue a lewd, two-fingered gesture at his back.


    


    ****


    


    It didn’t take long to load the meager results of their foraging. Conversation was sparse, as if they were afraid to spend the calories. Or perhaps it was simply that they were all terrified. None of them know what waited for them on the surface of Eursus. Letho knew from his time in the news sector that the atmosphere was safe, even though the climate had become much less hospitable, as man’s manipulation of the world around him had slowly circumvented the ecosystem’s delicate balance. But it wouldn’t be the air or the boiling heat that killed them. It would be starvation, Letho feared.


    They loaded the last of the gathered food and boarded Deacon’s ship. Letho noticed that Deacon’s skin had taken on a sickly hue, and sweat beaded on his forehead and soaked the collar of his flight suit.


    “Hey, buddy, you sure you’re all right?” Letho asked.


    “Yeah, just feel a little sick to my stomach. Probably those Valhalla Sausages.”


    The gnawing sensation of vague recollection. The look on Deacon’s face, the glassiness of his eyes. It was familiar.


    “All right. I hope you feel better,” Letho said.


    “So where are we headed?” Deacon asked.


    “I would say that we need to steer clear of Hastrom City for now,” Letho said.


    “Agreed,” Bayorn interjected. “It would be wise to set a course far south of the place where Abraxas dwells and scout for a suitable place to take refuge until we can figure out our next course of action. They likely believe we are all dead, and we should keep it that way.”


    Thresha chuckled. “You think those two give a damn about any of you? They’ve probably forgotten you even existed. We could probably land right in the center of town and join the party.”


    “They may not remember us,” Maka said through clenched teeth, “but they will certainly remember the Mendraga that betrayed them.”


    “Hm. Good point,” Thresha said.


    “Does anyone else have any ideas?” Letho asked. “Seems to me our only option is to do what Bayorn said and steer clear of Hastrom City. Deacon, how long can the ship fly before it runs out of fuel?”


    Deacon didn’t respond.


    “Deacon?”


    “Huh? Oh, sorry, could you repeat that? I zoned out for a second there.”


    “How much fuel do we have?” Letho asked.


    “Well, she’s designed for quick trips from one Fulcrum station to another, so…” Deacon did the mental math. “Traveling through space versus planetary travel, that throws a wrench in it. Gravity, drag, all that good stuff. I’d say we have an effective range of about one hundred to two hundred klicks once we get down there.”


    “I say that we head down and fly low, see if we can find any sign of Zedock and anyone that made it out with him,” Letho said.


    “It’s as good a plan as any,” Bayorn agreed.


    “All right then, let me just put some information into the ship’s computer, and we’ll be on our way,” Deacon said.


    He began to enter information into the keypad on his console. The persistent, rhythmic clacks of his keystrokes lulled Letho, easing his mind, and for a moment he forgot the precarious nature of their situation. He envisioned his triumphant return to a planet that had birthed his species, if not Letho himself. He felt like he knew it though, as, in a way, he had visited it: through as many vids and data feeds as he could get his eyes on. How strange a sensation, to feel nostalgia for a place he had never set foot on, based solely on ghostly images generated by his compuscreen.


    Letho was not a particularly optimistic person, but for once he felt his spirits rising. He looked around at his compatriots and felt a bittersweet stirring of emotions too entwined with one another to be identified individually. His friends’ loyalty to him touched him deeply—it was at once humbling and edifying. But he also felt a strange pity as he looked upon them; the fact that they had placed their fates in his hands made his heart ache. What if he failed them? He was a young man, barely out of his teens, completely unproven. His previous plan had exploded in his face, and had seen the rise of an ancient evil, a creature the Tarsi regarded as the devil himself. He hoped for better things when they reached the surface. And he longed to see his friend Zedock Wartimer. He hoped that the old man was alive. Maybe he would know what to do next. If Letho could find him—and get those who traveled with him there as well.


    Letho was drawn back to reality as the ship lifted from the floor of the docking bay and began to move toward the opening doors of the airlock. Deacon guided the ship through the doorway a little too fast, even before the doors had opened completely.


    Does he always have to show off like that?


    The ship drifted away from the dormant Fulcrum station, and the image of a forgotten planet filled the portholes of Deacon’s shuttle. If they had seen it a thousand years before, it would have appeared as an azure gem quite out of place in the pinprick black of space, a precious thing indeed. Even in its current state—a brown husk with dim seas and intermittent patches of green—it was a sight to behold.


    It was the most beautiful thing Letho had ever seen.


    “Okay, folks, the computer is going to get us through re-entry. Once we’re through, I’ll switch over to manual control and we’ll see what we can find.”


    Letho nodded at Deacon and offered him a two-fingered salute. “We’re finally going home, Deacon. Can you believe it?”


    “Yeah, it’s insane. I never thought I’d live to see the day. Sila would have—” Deacon stopped himself, and his shoulders slumped. He gestured openly with his hands toward Letho. “Aw, hell, Letho, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


    “It’s okay. You’re right. She would have been freaking out right now. It’s just a shame she isn’t here to see this.”


    “In a way, she is,” Bayorn said. “As long as you carry her with you, she will see what you see, Letho.”


    “Thanks, Bayorn,” Letho said.


    Though he tried to lie to himself, he resented Bayorn’s platitude. How could Bayorn say such a thing? He had been there when Letho had decapitated the first woman he had ever truly cared for. Hell, she was the first being of any gender or species with whom he had ever felt such a strong connection—with Deacon a close second, of course. If Letho was going to carry anything with him, it would be the image of her head rolling across the floor, eyes staring at nothing, her body slumping and falling with a sickening thud like a sack of ground meat hitting the floor.


    Letho shuddered, and he noticed that Bayorn was watching him with concerned eyes. He offered Bayorn a false smile.


    The ship continued on its computer-controlled trajectory. It reversed itself to reduce its velocity, and orbital maneuvering engines pushed the the ship out of orbit, toward the planet. It turned so as to point its blunt bottom downward, then began the plummet into the upper reaches of Eursus’s atmosphere. As Letho looked out the window, the black was replaced, first by a warm pink, and then by fireball-red and orange. Heat began to sear the interior of the ship, and Letho began to panic as he realized he was looking from the inside of a fireball outward. The friction of Eursus’s atmosphere against the hull of the ship was setting fire to the air all around them.


    Other than this horrifying turn of events, the ship was relatively calm and free of jostling or buffets. Some of the Tarsi were praying in their musical language, and the sweet sound of it brought some peace to Letho. He had no deity to pray to, so he chose to clench his teeth to the point of shattering and grip the straps of his safety harness until his knuckles turned bone-white.


    “We are all sure to die!” Maka sang in unapologetic Tarsi-speak. Letho would have placed a comforting hand on his shoulder, but he was two paces away from Maka, strapped into a harness. The Tarsi were much too large to fit in the Eursan harnesses and were merely holding on for purchase. He felt ashamed of his security under the thick straps that held him in place.


    “Have no fear, Maka. These ships are designed to withstand such forces!” Bayorn said.


    “Re-entry sequence completed. Manual control initiated,” the ship said.


    “This is incredible! I never thought I’d get to do this in one of these things!” Deacon shouted, a madman’s leer on his face. He ran his hands over the nav-orbs like a prodigy at a musitron keyboard.


    At last the skies transformed from the flames of Infernus itself to the muted blue-white of Eursus’s upper atmosphere. A collective gasp rose as the craggy brown skin of Eursus appeared beneath them. Great landmasses swam in dark seas, monolithic shapes that Letho had only glimpsed in vids. He was simultaneously horrified and transfigured with joy as he saw his home for the first time with his own eyes, his brain attempting to manage opposing images.


    The vids had shown a verdant planet with sapphire seas; the truth was much drier, covered in a shroud of apparent death and waste. Letho knew the planet had been ravaged, mined for every last drop of fuel, every last resource consumed past the tipping point. Still, it was his home, and what he saw below resonated in his gut, a kind of recognition that went down to the cellular level. He tried to speak, but he knew the words would come out in an exhilarated gush, overpowered by emotion. He was fighting the urge to cry at the tragic beauty of his ruined planet, though he did not know why.


    He was saved from the embarrassment of weeping from an event that could only be described as the worst thing that could possibly happen at that given moment. Deacon, bursting with pride at his perfect execution of a re-entry that he had only completed on simulators, suddenly lolled back in his chair, his hands falling from the nav-orbs, and his face sagged as if all the muscles beneath the skin had been robbed of their tensility. He looked like a man who had recalled a grave memory from the subterranean place where such memories dwell.


    He then began to buck with seizures.


    “Deacon!” Letho shouted, but the body at the controls was unresponsive, continuing to shake and palsy like a mad dancer. Letho detached himself from his harness and was at Deacon’s side in a blink.


    Deacon groaned, clutching his stomach. Letho grimaced as fear began to well up, rising up through his body as though the ship had plunged into the ocean and was now filling with frigid water.


    Deacon’s posture set off a chain reaction of remembrance in Letho. He saw himself falling, tearing his leg open on a jutting pipe as he tumbled. He could practically smell the sour sweat, could see the stained gray mattress that smelled of dirty hair and body stink. Bayorn looked at Letho, and they exchanged a knowing glance. Deacon fought against the shakes, trying to return his hands to the nav-orbs, but the ship rocked from the instability of his fingertips.


    “He has the drug sickness,” Bayorn said. Letho muttered a few choice Tarsi expletives, to which Maka raised an eyebrow and chuckled. The laughter died quickly, however, stifled by Deacon’s screams.


    Letho kneeled by Deacon and placed a hand on his forehead. It was soaked with clammy sweat.


    “Letho,” Deacon said through clenched teeth. “What’s wrong with me?”


    “Warning: please adjust trajectory,” the computer said.


    The ship rolled, slamming the unstrapped Tarsi into the walls, splitting lips and opening red seams on foreheads. The ship was buffeted by an unfeeling wall of turbulence, and the sound of metal tearing and the smell of circuits sizzling filled the confined space. The ship continued to tumble.


    “The ship is tearing itself apart! Do something!” Thresha shouted. She was speaking directly to Letho.


    “What am I supposed to do?” he shouted back.


    The view through the portholes rolled from clear sky to dark earth. The ground was getting closer. The ship’s computer listed a running tally of system failures in a detached voice. One of the Tarsi vomited a column of grey paste into the air, and it promptly splattered back onto his terrified face.


    “Sir, my calculations indicate that prolonged inaction is dramatically reducing your chance of survival,” Saladin said.


    “That’s great, Saladin. Thanks for the update!” Letho shouted. Deacon continued to do the detox shuffle, trying to regain control but unable to keep his hands on the nav-orbs.


    “I am patching in to the system, engaging auto-pilot,” Saladin said, in the matter-of-fact nature of one reciting a grocery list.


    “Why the hell didn’t you do that before?” Thresha shouted.


    “I did not wish to impugn the honor of my master, Letho Ferron. In your parlance, I believe one would say: ‘All he had to do was ask.’”


    Letho had a momentary vision of breaking Saladin over his knee.


    “The autopilot service is currently functioning at forty percent. I am attempting to re-route controls to my computing systems. One moment…” Saladin said.


    “That’s one hell of a sword!” Deacon said between bouts of seizures.


    The ship at last began to right itself, but through the portholes, they could all see the smoke pouring from the re-entry boosters. The air around them roared and bellowed as the ship continued its fall from the sky, occasionally buffeted by the wind, showing no indication of slowing.


    Letho closed his eyes. He knew what was coming, but somehow not looking at it, not seeing his friends as they attempted to show bravery in the moment of their deaths, made it not real, somehow more manageable. Still, he couldn’t keep his eyes shut. He had to know, had to see it unfold. He opened his eyes again and looked at Bayorn, and they nodded at one another. Bayorn’s eyes were, against all odds, completely free of fear, filled with a tranquility that soothed Letho’s restless soul.


    He knows that he goes to the halls of his forefathers.


    Letho thought of Bayorn’s former skepticism, how he had not engaged in celebration of the Tarsi god at a feast that had occurred so long ago. What had Fintran the Elder shared with him to change him so? Letho wished for such assurance now as he witnessed the approaching end to his life. When he considered the timeline of current events and their inevitable conclusion, he did not see white light at the end—only darkness. What would happen to him? Would he blink out like a snuffed candle? Would there be an instant of excruciating pain before his consciousness faded, as the walls of the ship collapsed and crushed his body, or the fire from a massive explosion consumed him? Or worse: what if his healing abilities kept him half alive, trapped in the wreckage until he starved to death?


    The ground continued to swell beneath them, and now Letho could make out individual shapes even as the ship continued to spin. Haphazard husks of ancient buildings, once centers of commerce and places of communion where the people of Eursus gorged on caloric indulgences with little to no nutritional value, yawned on the expanding horizon.


    “Wait,” Letho said. But the laws of physics were as dispassionate and steadfast as ever, and the bird that had emerged from the clouds in a wreath of flame realized its inevitable trajectory.


    

  


  
    


    FOUR - Surface


    


    


    Letho snapped back to consciousness, and pain like iron barbs clawed at his body. He surveyed his surroundings.


    The inner hold of the ship was remarkably intact. Deacon was unconscious in his chair, and momentary panic filled Letho as he scanned his friend for wounds. Surprisingly, Deacon’s only injury appeared to be a large knot on his forehead.


    Must’ve banged his head on the console.


    He found that he himself was not so fortunate. Part of the ship’s hull had collapsed on him, pinning his chest.


    Out of the corner of his eye, Letho saw a figure moving among the black smoke and embers that wreathed the crash site. Impossible. He had seen no signs of life on the planet’s barren face before the ship’s awful tumble.


    Then he heard a strange chittering, a low form of communication that caused his skin to go prickly.


    This is not the way I die. Not on my back, not trapped like an animal.


    Letho summoned every bit of his strength and pushed on the girder. It moved, but only slightly. And then Bayorn and Maka were there, gripping the girder with their massive laborers’ hands. Letho pushed with them, and the girder squealed and groaned as it submitted to their combined strength.


    Letho sat bolt upright, causing his head to swim. He gripped Saladin’s pommel and pulled it free, surveying the blade. Though he had fallen upon it, the blade had not bent or cracked. The presence of his hand on the pommel brought Saladin to life, and the AI immediately began to feed a flurry of information into his mind. The nano-machines that swam in his bloodstream sent updates on his physical condition.


    “There is good news: I have located a comm point and am currently downloading a critical firmware update. Would you like me to upgrade?”


    “Not now, Saladin. Tell me about them.”


    More shapes moved through the smoke that surrounded Letho and the crash site.


    “Very well, but first let me just deploy this upgrade package. It will only take a moment.”


    “Saladin, wait!”


    But Saladin didn’t wait. Letho’s brain spasmed as new data flooded it. He thought he could feel the nanobots in his system realigning and reconfiguring. The software’s new features began to scroll across his mind’s eye.


    He saw satellite maps of a Eursus that had been reshaped by the fall of man, every crevice and crater rendered in spectacular high-definition 3D. He saw flashes of the information he had always longed for as news stories and videos of world leaders shouting flew past, too fast to take it all in at once. Finally he would know. He would see the Fulcrum stations appearing on the outer reaches of his star system. See them hovering there. He would know how the relationship between Tarsi and Eursan had been forged. How they had come to work together to launch each Fulcrum station in the name of the great mission.


    A mission that had failed spectacularly.


    The upgrade process occurred in the span of only a few heartbeats. Centuries of data flooded his mind in the time it takes for someone to clap their hands twice. But it would take some time yet before his mind could sort it all out for recall.


    The remaining Tarsi had begun to form a ring around Letho, and Thresha moved to stand directly to his left. He sought her out with his eyes, and saw her staring at the shapes that were beginning to materialize out of the dust.


    The ship had crashed in the middle of what had once been a residential area. They stood now in the great gash the fallen ship had raked across a shattered blacktop street, surrounded by burning flotsam. The remnants of houses, most of them eroded frames that refused to succumb, stood all around them in carefully arranged rows like tombstones. The creatures began to appear from behind these walls and from underneath leaning and fallen rooftops.


    They were vaguely human in shape, but everything else was all wrong. Their skin was blackened, mangy, and some of theirs limbs ended in distorted flippers, while others ended in hands with too many or not enough digits. All of them were tipped in claws that looked as though they could at once rend flesh and inflict necrosis. The things began to hiss and threaten with swipes of their claws.


    One of them, larger than the others, a creature whose malformed head throbbed with pustulant sores and an extra set of eyes, began to screech in ragged syllables. He pointed directly at Letho with a finger extended from a massive fist.


    “We come in peace?” Letho said hesitantly, eyebrows raised.


    The larger creature responded with a terse bark deep from within a chest covered in deformed knots of muscle tissue.


    “What are they?” Thresha asked.


    “I don’t know. But it looks like they want to kill us. Don’t think diplomacy is going to work here,” Letho muttered.


    The creatures began to tumble forward. The chaotic nature of their charge indicated a pitiful lack of intelligence, and for a moment Letho felt sorry for them. But their fate had already been decided. Letho let the rage fill his limbs like hot lead, his face taking on the appearance of a snarling samurai mask. He could have held back the anger, allowed his conscious mind to maintain control. But he thought of the wrecked ship, of his friend Deacon, still lolling helplessly in his flight chair. These creatures were at no way at fault for Letho and his comrades’ plight, but they would pay the price and feel his wrath.


    The Tarsi roared and charged, but Letho slipped out in front of them, the smoke swirling around him as he moved with oily quickness to the fore. Two of the creatures squared off, circling him and hunkering down low, hissing, tongues flicking between rotten teeth.


    Sir, the firmware update has added the blade actuation feature. Would you like to use it now? Saladin said inside Letho’s mind.


    But of course.


    Saladin lashed out, seemingly of his own accord, moving fast and heavy, cleaving the air above one of the creatures. Letho reveled in the new power as the nanobots in his arms worked in perfect synchronicity with the sword’s grav-assist actuators, allowing him to execute a perfect and devastating sword swipe. The speed and sheer force of the attack was beautiful, god-like. The creature’s body slumped, its severed head spinning as it followed the body to the dust below, its heart pumping life-blood onto the ground in savage gouts. The fear that Letho had been looking for, hoping for, at last appeared in the other creatures’ eyes; they turned to scrabble away. But this retreat was as futile as an insect’s scramble beneath the shadow of a crushing boot. Saladin bit again, and another creature tumbled as it legs were cut away below the kneecap.


    Sir, a killing stroke was readily available. Possible trajectory error? Perhaps systems require recalibration?


    More of the creatures found themselves in Letho’s path, and they gave up their ghosts just as readily as the first two. The Tarsi were also doing their share of killing. Letho grinned at Bayorn, who had just executed one of the creatures with a mighty swipe of his claws, a grimace on his face. When their eyes met, Bayorn did not return the grin. He looked at Letho like he didn’t recognize him.


    Letho felt a wave of dizziness overcome him, and he almost fell. He placed the tip of his sword in the dirt, leaning into it like a walking stick as he waited for the blur in his mind to pass. His body needed water. Food. His vision choked in a sea of black dots that were growing ever larger. But there was one more creature that had to pay the price for daring to attack. The last remaining creature, the one who had pointed at him at the beginning of the attack, fled as fast as his deformed legs could carry him.


    You came here to dance, so let’s dance.


    Was it a song lyric, or the rattling of a hysterical mind? Saladin outlined the target in orange-yellow, displaying critical target areas and trajectory data, all of which looked like alien hieroglyphs to Letho. He drew his Black Bear, and the nano-machines motivated his muscles to bring the handgun up, lining up the sights for a shot that would split the creature’s head.


    Letho forced his arm downward, and the words MANUAL TARGETING ENGAGED appeared across his vision. He fired, and the creature’s left arm detached and spun away from its body. The creature stumbled, but did not fall. A shriek that was all too human rose from its mouth, causing Thresha to cry out from somewhere behind him.


    “Letho, stop!”


    He aimed lower, firing again. The creature’s left foot disappeared in a cloud of red. It tumbled to the earth, kicking up red dust as it rolled. Letho forced himself to a standing position and strode toward creature, which was now lurching onto the broken street, oiling the asphalt with its blood as it slithered towards the shadowy confines of a remarkably intact brick home. Window frames with shattered panes leered at him like the eye sockets of a skull. The sound of the creature’s claws scrabbling against the road was the only noise save for the whine of an acrid breeze.


    In two strides Letho was standing above the creature, which had now given up its attempt to flee. The creature’s first response was to snarl and arch its back to appear as large and menacing as possible. When Letho did not respond, the creature began to mewl, its head falling to its chest on an impossibly thin neck. It raised its remaining arm over its head as if to shield itself from the inevitable blow, and Letho felt a jolt run through his body when he saw some sort of weather-beaten leather band on the creature’s forearm. He gasped and took a step back.


    “What the…” he said, but was cut off by another pleading cry from the creature that sounded a lot like the word please.


    Was it a cry of mercy? Or was it just asking him to get it over with? He holstered the Black Bear and and brought Saladin crashing down on the creature’s thin neck. The creature’s legs twitched for a few minutes, and then it was still.


    Then Letho was spinning. Thresha had grabbed him and turned his body to face her. Even in his rage he marveled at her sheer strength. Her eyes danced with a heat that matched his own, and he was intoxicated by it.


    “You didn’t have to do that. Make it suffer. What the hell is wrong with you?”


    A thousand responses flooded Letho’s mind. He chose instead to shove her. She fell to the ground, looking up at him with furious eyes.


    “You’re one to talk,” he said, his voice husky and wild with anger.


    Then with a sudden rush, the anger spilled out of him, leaving his limbs feeling spent and rubbery. The redness that had ringed his vision and tainted his thought processes faded; his shoulders slumped, his fingers loosened, and Saladin dropped from his grip. Letho extended his hand to Thresha, but she recoiled, for it was covered in the black ichor of the ruined creatures he had slain.


    “I’m sorry, Thresha. I lost my temper.”


    “Yeah, no kidding!” Thresha shouted. She gathered herself and stood up, dusting herself off, then took a step back from Letho. She looked as though she were about to run, but upon surveying her surroundings, the wrecked ship, and the creatures they had encountered, she seemed to think better of it.


    


    ****


    


    They followed the cracked hardtop out of the ruined suburb and onto a larger road. This road was a shattered mess too, choked with a large number of rusted vehicle husks. Probably stalled and abandoned in the traffic created by some mass exodus that had happened ages ago. Perhaps if they followed the road far enough it would lead them to Hastrom City itself.


    They eventually happened upon the ruins of a large building not far from the wreck site. Much of it had fallen to the withering assault of wind and time, but the bulk of the structure was intact. As they drew closer to it, Letho could see that the red brick facade had been worn to an almost smooth surface by the sand that piled up along the outer wall. Two large columns supported a triangular roof with ornate finishings, below which was a large clock that had stopped functioning at exactly 2:43 p.m., presumably centuries before. There were letters across the bottom, but most of them were missing. The last word, however was intact:


    


    SCHOOL.


    The front entrance sported a wall of glass doors and windows that were remarkably intact. The windows had long ago been papered over though, and one broken panel had been blocked by boards and ramshackle furniture. Letho staggered to the doorway and paused, listening. He heard only the dusty howl of the wind and the occasional groan of rusted metal grinding against itself.


    “Bayorn, Maka, do you hear anything?” Letho asked.


    “No. Just the wind.”


    “Okay. Let’s check it out,” Letho said.


    It wasn’t as if they had many choices. Not far away, across a ruined street, Letho could see a stretch of squat, boxy homes, but the roofs were gone, and many of them had collapsed entirely. This was likely the only habitable structure in the vicinity.


    Bayorn gestured toward the doors and said open in Tarsi. The few surviving Tarsi lumbered forward and went about the business of unbarring the doors and clearing the makeshift barricade just inside. Letho cringed at the sound of metal grinding against the grit and concrete as the Tarsi forcibly entered the school. His mind flashed to the creature and its pathetic plea.


    No. That wasn’t an ID bracelet. Why would one of those things have an ID bracelet?


    Within moments the Tarsi emerged and gestured an all-clear. Letho went in first, followed by Maka and Bayorn, who carried an unconscious Deacon.


    The interior of the school was dark and dry. A thick layer of dust covered everything in sight, forming miniature sand dunes around long-abandoned desks and gaping doorways. Letho scratched at the floor with a booted foot and unearthed a glimpse of white tile beneath the inches of dust that had blown in from outside.


    “Having fun, Letho?” Thresha asked.


    Letho offered her a blank stare and chose not to respond.


    “A curious fellow, huh? Why don’t you use that curiosity to help secure this area?” she said.


    “Shut up,” Letho replied, his eyes flashing with slow anger. “Look around. Do you see any footprints? Do you see any evidence in this godforsaken place indicating that anyone has set foot in it in the last one hundred years?”


    “That’s what they want you to think!” Deacon gasped, his fist jabbing the air like that of a dictator in the middle of an oratory. He began to babble and clutch his shoulders, his entire body trembling noticeably even from across the room.


    “He’s not doing so well, you know. And you aren’t either,” Thresha said, reaching out to place a hand on Letho’s shoulder.


    She’s telling you to man up, son. Not in so many words, of course…


    Ah, my old sarcastic friend. Glad you could make it.


    As much as Letho hated to admit it, Thresha was right, and he was impressed by her change in tactics. She had switched from scolding him like a child to approaching him with what appeared to be genuine concern for his well-being. And he did not fail to notice that Maka and Bayorn were watching the exchange with barely concealed sneers. It wasn’t an altogether pleasant expression for a Tarsi face to wear.


    “All right, folks, this is the plan. Maka and I are going to scope out the building and make sure it’s safe. The rest of you are going to stay with Deacon and keep an eye on him. Just…” Letho paused. “Just try to make him comfortable if you can.”


    “Letho, we must recover our dead. The creatures out there, they might desecrate the bodies of the fallen Tarsi,” Bayorn said.


    Letho nodded. “You’re right. Take who you need to get it done, and leave the rest with Deacon.”


    Bayorn bowed his head slightly, then went about gathering a few of the remaining Tarsi to complete their sorrowful mission.


    “Maka, let’s go,” Letho said, gesturing in front of him.


    But before he could move forward, a weakness overcame him, and a black void began to form at the edges of his vision. He could hear Thresha shouting, but it sounded like her words were coming to him from miles away. The blackness continued to grow, choking out his sight until nothing remained but darkness.


    


    ****


    


    Letho snapped back to consciousness at the sound of Deacon’s feverish wailing. Searing pangs in his stomach reminded him of how long it had been since any of them had eaten. He was lying on a couch, a crinkly metallic blanket laid over him. Deacon was lying on a similar couch not far away, also under a metallic anti-exposure blanket, and a few Tarsi sat on the floor here and there, some sleeping, some conversing quietly. There was no light save for the blue glow of a few light-sticks that someone had spread around the floor of the semi-large room that Letho now found himself in.


    “We’re coming in too fast—I’ve got to slow us down,” Deacon groaned, rolling from side to side.


    “What the hell happened?” Letho asked.


    Thresha answered. “You passed out. You’ve been out for a couple of hours. We were able to get back to the ship and get the first aid kits and a little bit of food. Here, drink this.”


    Letho’s nose wrinkled as the stale scent of food paste hit his nostrils. He turned his head away like a petulant child, but Thresha guided his head back around with her inhuman strength.


    “No. We can’t have you dropping on us again. Drink it.”


    This time, Letho complied. The paste slid down his throat. It was warm and thick, and not as revolting as he remembered it. His stomach rumbled like an old engine coming back to life in anticipation of the meal. To his exhausted body, the protein paste was as sweet as anything Letho had ever tasted, and he felt immediate relief and strength spreading through his limbs.


    “Thanks,” Letho said. “Make sure that everyone gets something to eat.”


    As he said the words, his thoughts turned to Thresha and his mind drifted back to the horrifying image of her consuming the fluids of a hapless cat on the Fulcrum station. He studied her face, noted the drawn look of her cheeks, the overt paleness of her skin, even paler than usual. Her eyes appeared cloudy, and flesh around them was a bruised greenish-purple.


    “What about you? You okay?” he asked.


    “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I can take care of myself.”


    She left his side, retiring to a dark corner of the room where she seemed to disappear before his very eyes.


    “Right,” Letho answered.


    He tried to sit up, but it made him feel lightheaded, so he fell back on an elbow and surveyed his surroundings. His innate sense of direction told him that they hadn’t gone very far into the building, though he had no way of knowing for sure. The doors were still on their hinges, and someone had pulled them shut, displacing the dust that had gathered there. Overturned tables were everywhere, and there were some plates and eating utensils strewn about. An ancient microwave yawned open from a counter to Letho’s left. Below the counter were the remains of what appeared to be a dishwasher, but someone had torn it to pieces, most likely in search of scrap.


    The ceiling was a mess of deteriorated tiles. Some were altogether gone, while others were stained and broken open by some weather event that appeared to have happened ages ago. Rusted girders and metal support beams leered through gashes like crooked teeth. To one side was a single hole large enough for a person to crawl through, and it afforded Letho a view of the night sky. The stars glinted on a cloudless, black-velvet backdrop. The moon floated ever stalwart in the black, and he could see the Fulcrum stations laid out in a circular array that spanned outward from that ever-vigilant eye. They formed a new constellation in the heavens, a great oval, an eye that stared down in judgement, yet regarded the dead world below with indifference. It was still beautiful to Letho, to gaze upon the stars from beneath them as opposed to being among them. What he had seen of his home planet thus far had instilled little hope, but despite the tragedies that had occurred since they had landed, it was good to finally set foot on the ground that had spawned his forefathers.


    Letho’s thoughts began to wander, and he found himself tracing a path along a splintered overgrown highway in his mind, one of many arteries that had once pumped automobiles like blood cells into the giant organism known as Hastrom City. Perhaps Alastor was there, now aware of Letho’s presence, and mobilizing forces to capture or kill him. It wasn’t a stretch to think that Alastor was able to monitor the Fulcrum stations even as they hung lifeless in the space above Eursus. And their spectacular descent had to have been visible for miles around. How far were they from Hastrom City, anyway? He would have to ask Saladin later, but frankly he didn’t feel like interacting with the A.I. at the moment.


    Now that the sun was gone, the temperature had dropped significantly, transforming Letho’s breaths into smoke-like wisps. He marveled at the huge clouds erupting from the nearest Tarsi’s nostrils, and was immediately reminded of his time with Maka in the underneath, watching in awe as the stalwart Tarsi scrubbed away the grime in the frigid air treatment ducts with what seemed to be an endless wellspring of energy.


    As if summoned by Letho’s very thoughts, Maka appeared from the shadows and settled his bulk upon the couch, a little too close for Letho’s comfort. Maka’s fur shoved itself up Letho’s nose. Maka’s reek was pungent, even to Letho’s numbed senses.


    “Hey, big fella. You mind?” Letho asked.


    Maka looked at Letho, then at Deacon, and shrugged. He rose from the couch, grumbling, his soft complaints barely heard over the couch’s creaking protest. As he disappeared back into the shadows, he passed Bayorn, who regarded Maka with a grin and patted him firmly on the shoulder.


    Bayorn walked over and kneeled beside Letho. “We have given him a sedative from the medicine bags we found on the ship,” he said, gesturing toward Deacon.


    Letho was not surprised that Deacon’s condition had not yet improved; his previous experience with the withdrawal symptoms Deacon was suffering told him that Deacon would not be coming out of that place of darkness for at least a few days. Letho looked over at Deacon and was surprised to discover that Thresha had taken a crouched position at his side, one hand on Deacon’s forehead, the other laid gently upon his chest. Whenever Deacon would convulse or buck, Thresha would apply a bit more pressure, shushing him and humming in a low, sweet murmur. Deacon’s eyes were rolling back in his head, and his teeth were chattering. He spoke like a mad prophet, sputtering nonsense sprinkled with the occasional intelligible sentence. Letho felt a rather unpleasant sensation filling him as he watched the two together, and he used it to propel himself to a sitting position.


    “And I’m fine too, by the way. You know, in case anyone was wondering.”


    Thresha looked at him with a smirk playing across her lips. Those damned lips. How Letho longed for them to be at his ear, singing him a sweet song.


    Ah, the girl chose him over you, Letho. What a big surprise. Stings a bit, doesn’t it? Then again, you’re probably pretty used to that feeling by now, aren’t you?


    “Shut up,” Letho said.


    


    ****


    


    Letho wrapped his metallic anti-shock blanket around his shoulders and crouched near Deacon.


    “Hey, how you holding up?” Letho said, placing a hand on his friend’s forehead. It was cold to the touch, beaded with sweat, but his eyes were lucid, at least for the moment.


    “I’m okay. How are you?”


    “I’ve been better,” Letho answered.


    “Yeah. I heard you took on a bunch of mutated things and killed them all. That’s crazy, bruin. Next you’ll probably be shooting lightning bolts from your fingertips and breathing fire,” Deacon said, following up with a jumble of weak laughter that dissolved into a coughing fit.


    “Maybe you’re right. I’ll make sure to point it your way if either of those highly unlikely events occur. So how’s your head?”


    “It feels like there’s an electric eel swimming around in my skull, and it has a penchant for shocking me every three or four seconds.”


    “Oh yeah, the head shocks. I remember those,” Letho said, rubbing his own temple. “Just try not to think about them too much. Try to keep your mind blank. It helps.”


    “Hey, Letho?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Are we all right here? I mean, are we going to make it?”


    Letho inhaled, filling his lungs, then held the breath. The muscles in his back and chest protested at the sudden expansion. After a moment he let the air go, causing some of dust on the floor to swirl away from him like a tiny djinn. His mind felt clearer, and he was glad that he had taken the breath, because his first instinct had been to lash out at Deacon for the doubt his question implied. Deacon was just scared, Letho decided. Like everybody else.


    “Well, we’re going to make it somewhere, that’s for sure. We didn’t come halfway across the galaxy to die in a busted-up old school.”


    “Okay,” Deacon said. He closed his eyes and clenched his teeth, no doubt suffering from another head shock as the cocktail of chemicals that he had been fed his entire life continued to break down inside his body. “Hey, man. I didn’t mean to imply that—”


    Letho interrupted Deacon with a wave of his hand. “Forget it. We’re all just tired and freaked out from our unhappy landing.”


    “Right.”


    Letho might as well have slapped his poor friend in the face.


    “And now it’s my turn to apologize,” Letho added. “You did a damn good job getting us here in one piece, all things considered.”


    Deacon nodded. “Thanks.”


    Letho looked over and saw Bayorn watching the exchange between him and Deacon. Bayorn gestured for Letho to come over to him.


    “Look likes old grumpy wants to talk to me,” Letho said. “Why don’t you get some sleep?”


    Deacon said something unintelligible and rolled over on the couch, nestling into it and pulling the anti-shock blanket tight around him.


    


    ****


    


    Letho and Bayorn walked together to a cavernous room on the backside of the building. The exterior wall was made up of floor-to-ceiling windows that were shot through with cracks and bullet holes. The moonlight struggled to shine through centuries’ worth of grime. Letho scanned the room for any signs of life, and saw an animal that he recognized as a rat from his studies in the formal-ed sequence. But really it was little more than an emaciated sack of skin flitting past them on skittering claws.


    “Well, at least we have one thing going for us. Not all of the life forms on this planet are trying to kill us,” Letho said as they watched the creature disappear into a pile of waste in the corner of the large room.


    “There’s no food in this building,” Bayorn mused. “We scoured the place while you were unconscious and found nothing. I wonder what it’s eating.” His arms were crossed over his chest, and he stood perfectly upright, scanning the windowed wall with sentinel eyes. Sounds of rustling emerged from behind a row of metal countertops that fronted what looked like a kitchen area along the far wall. Above the countertops loomed faded signs proclaiming a variety of foodstuffs that made Letho’s stomachgrowl with desire.


    This is a cafeteria. A lot like the ones on the Fulcrum station.


    “Hey, we could eat those rats, if we could catch them,” Letho said, smiling.


    “Maybe. Or maybe their flesh is plagued, like the beasts we encountered earlier,” Bayorn replied.


    The two stood silently for a time, and Letho’s mind followed a line of thought that ended with him weighing the prospect of starvation against the risk of consuming contaminated or diseased animal flesh. Letho could tell from the look on Bayorn’s face that he was likely entertaining similar thoughts.


    “Let me guess. That’s what you want to talk to me about. The food situation,” Letho said.


    “Yes, that is one thing we must discuss, but also—”


    Letho huffed and interrupted. “Look, Bayorn, I am sick of talking about Thresha, I don’t want to hear—”


    “Letho, that is not what I wanted to talk about!” Bayorn roared.


    The two stared at each other with such intensity that a stream of sparks exploding in the air between them would not have seemed out of place. Letho turned away from Bayorn and stepped farther into the cafeteria, kicking a rusted can with all his might. It crashed through one of the windows on the exterior wall, causing it to explode and rain down a glittering avalanche of shattered glass. Pristine moonlight flooded the room now, causing the glass to sparkle like worthless diamonds on the floor below.


    “Well played, Letho!” Bayorn shouted. “Perhaps we can kill some more of those foul creatures and eat them, because you’ve surely just alerted their entire species to our presence.”


    The can smashed into something in the distance, and the sound rang out like a pistol report. Letho flinched and offered a shrug of his shoulders.


    “You gotta admit, that was a pretty good kick, though,” Letho said through a smile that did not extend to his eyes, which glimmered in feral fashion in the shadows beneath his brow.


    “Are you crazy? Joking at a time like this?”


    “What the hell do you want me to do, Bayorn? Rebuild the ship, conjure us a time warp and fly us back to the Fulcrum station ten years ago? We’re screwed, plain and simple, and everyone keeps looking at me, expecting me to fix it! I didn’t want any of this! I never asked to be the leader. I never wanted to be the chosen one for anything!” Letho’s chest was heaving, his words ragged and excited.


    “In that case,” Bayorn said, his own voice rising now and slipping into Tarsi, “perhaps you shouldn’t allow them to worship you as their chosen one then! Sartan-Sien, indeed!”


    Letho felt a little bit of his anger fade as the thunderous sound of Bayorn’s voice filled his ears, rattling them. Throughout all of their shared misadventures, Letho had never seen Bayorn lose his cool, had never heard such razor-sharp menace permeate his voice. But he couldn’t stand being mocked, and he allowed himself to swell back up with all the anger and frustration that had been building within him for some time.


    “Oh, so here we go,” he spat. “What’s the matter? Jealous? That’s it, isn’t it? You’re afraid that I’m cutting in on your whole Elder thing.” Bayorn scoffed and threw his arms up in a gesture of marked frustration. “Listen to me, Bayorn. I haven’t done anything to deceive the Tarsi. I’m just trying to survive all of this. If they’re dumb enough to believe that I’m some magical space savior guy, that’s their problem.”


    As he spoke, Letho hammered the tip of his finger into Bayorn’s chest. Enraged, Bayorn grabbed Letho’s forearm and twisted. A bone or two inside Letho’s wrist broke with a popping report, and he gasped, staggering back, a look of disbelief in his eyes. He couldn’t believe that Bayorn, of all the creatures in the universe, had just broken his wrist.


    All of the anger rushed out of him, replaced by the jagged pain that shot up his arm. He staggered on wobbly legs, clutching his wrist. And then, just like that, the pain was gone. The bones had knitted themselves back together.


    But the emotional pain did not dissipate so quickly. Letho shoved it down somewhere deep in his chest where he locked away pain to be digested later, just as he always had. Left behind was an unpleasant numbness that he could feel in his face.


    Bayorn rushed to Letho, a look of apology across his face. But Letho placed his hand in front of Bayorn like a recball player stiff-arming an opponent. Bayorn stopped in his tracks, gasping, his chest heaving.


    “I am so sorry, Letho! I did not mean to—”


    A languid, reptilian smile spread across Letho’s face. “Don’t worry, Bayorn. I can take it. Advanced healing capabilities, remember?”


    The sound of a Tarsi clearing his throat caused Letho and Bayorn to turn. Maka was standing at the entrance to the cafeteria, and the look on his face told Letho that he had witnessed the entire scene. He locked eyes with Letho, and then his eyes flitted to Bayorn, who now stood with his back to Letho, his head hanging low so that his chin rested on his chest. Letho would never be able to forget the pain he saw in Maka’s eyes at that moment, or the icy dagger it plunged into his own chest.


    “Hey, Maka, listen. I didn’t mean what I said. You know I would never—”


    But Letho didn’t have the opportunity to finish his sentence, for the sound of clawed feet scraping against dirt and desiccated underbrush filled the air, along with the familiar chittering sound that Letho had first heard at the crash site.


    Bayorn had been right—Letho’s carelessness had alerted nearby creatures to their presence. He scolded himself as he sprang up from the floor.


    A shadow flitted over Letho’s back as one of the fell creatures leapt through the shattered window, talons extended, foul froth wreathing its toothy maw. Letho turned, his hand instinctively going to Saladin. But even with his quick reflexes, he wasn’t quick enough. The beast was on him before he could draw the sword. He collapsed under the creature’s weight, feeling the warm press of its diseased flesh all over him, its stink enveloping him and causing him to retch.


    A blur of green appeared in his peripheral vision, and then a roaring emerald freight train was bearing the creature up and away from him. Letho sat up to see Maka driving the creature to the floor; an eviscerating swipe of Maka’s claws silenced the beast’s terrified squeals.


    Letho’s eyes darted to the window that the thing had shattered. More of the creatures were trying to shove their way through, a scrambling mass of arms and heads screaming for flesh. Even as he watched, one of the creatures’ heads got wedged against the window frame, was pushed through by the throng, and had its throat torn open by a stray shard of glass.


    “Bayorn, the tables!” Maka shouted as he stood up from the remains of the fallen creature. The two Tarsi bolted across the room and bulldozed several of the dining tables toward the opening. Letho snapped out of his daze and followed behind them, gripping one of the tables and pulling it along. The tables shrieked as they ground against the tile floor, and it was enough to cause Letho’s teeth to grind together. But it didn’t drown out the screeching roar of the mass of creatures separated from him by mere inches of plasteel.


    Letho, Bayorn, and Maka shoved the tables against the opening, forcing the throng of mutant limbs back through the broken window frame. Letho and Bayorn held the tables in place while Maka stepped back, scanning the floor.


    “What’s the plan, Maka?” Letho said. The screeching rose to an earsplitting pitch at the sound of Letho’s voice, and the table began to shudder as the beasts pounded on it from the outside. Letho saw the face of one of the mutants, only inches from his own, smashed against the glass, tracing grisly smear lines in the muck.


    “There!” Maka shouted. He darted a few steps away and grabbed a long length of iron bar that was about the thickness of one of Letho’s fingers. Maka took the metal and looped it around a metal bar protruding from the wall of windows. Then he looped the other end around one of the support bars underneath the tabletops and twisted it a few times.


    “Bayorn, I got this. Help Maka!” Letho shouted. He pivoted, removing his back from against the crushed pile of tables and pressing against them with his hands. His boots scrabbled a bit in the grit on the floor, but at last they found purchase,and with all his might,he shoved the tables against the gathering horde. Bayorn and Maka grabbed some more metal bars and fastened the tables in two more places. It looked like it was going to hold. The throng outside continued to press forward with absolute abandon, but the barricade barely rattled.


    Just as they completed their work, someone began shouting for help in Tarsi from the front part of the building. “We can’t do any more here. Let’s go!” Letho shouted. Bayorn and Maka fell in step behind him, and the three of them headed toward the rising din of conflict.


    


    ****


    


    The room where Letho and his cohorts had made camp was now in even more disarray than when they first found it. Any piece of furniture that had any weight had been wedged against the doorways. Thresha and two Tarsi crouched behind more furniture near the room’s only windows, occasionally rising to fire through shattered windowpanes with assault rifles they had retrieved from the shuttle crash site. Muzzle blasts lit the room like a mad funhouse, displaying the faces of Letho’s comrades in stark, shadowy contrast.


    “Letho, where have you been?” Thresha shouted.


    A twisted face with eyes in the wrong place and a quivering maw full of black teeth appeared at the window in front of her, claws scrabbling to pull its body through a too-small opening even as shards of glass tore its flesh to ribbons. Thresha pulled a knife from a scabbard on her thigh and plunged it to the hilt in the creature’s skull. It fell limp and began to shudder as its nervous system continued to send panicked signals to its dead brain.


    Another gnarled arm shot through a broken windowpane just above the deceased mutant and clawed at the cinderblock interior wall. Letho ran to Thresha, drawing Saladin as he did so, feeling the sword thrum with power in his hands as it cycled back to consciousness. He thrust the sword into the darkness on the other side of the window, felt it sink into flesh, and heard the scream of the creature. The mutant’s hand immediately went to the sword. Letho watched in horror as the hand grasped the blade and began to tug, almost wrenching it from his own hand. But the sharp blade pared the flesh right from the creature’s palm and fingers as it repeatedly clutched and pulled at Saladin.


    Finally, Letho pulled the blade back toward himself, and the creature’s bald, scab-riddled cranium appeared. Letho twisted the blade, ending the mutant’s suffering and unleashing a torrent of black ichor that spilled down the wall in spurts. Thresha’s eyes locked with Letho’s, and they seemed to flash a faint glimmer of approval.


    “Nice one,” she said, offering him a rather charming, lopsided grin.


    “Thanks,” Letho said. “Saladin, talk to me!”


    “Master, as always it is my pleasure to serve. One moment while I search for available satellites. None found. Scanning for nearby closed-network security cameras. Found. There are numerous unknown biological entities, identified by you and your associates as mutants, converging on the southern wall of this building.”


    “Yeah, I know that. Can you see anything that we can use to get out of this? A vehicle that still works? An escape route, anything?”


    “Sir, vehicles that were not properly stored and maintained would have ceased to function centuries ago. Scans of public records servers and utilities maps I have found indicate no subterranean maintenance tunnels save for small-scale drainage and sewer pipelines. Due to our proximity to the coastline and the fact that this area is close to sea level, belowground structures are unfeasible, as they would be constantly flooded.”


    “Saladin! Come on, buddy. Give us a way out, anything!” Letho didn’t like the hollow ring of desperation that he heard in his own voice, nor the look he saw in Thresha’s eyes as she continued to scrutinize his every move. He could hear his own voice yammering in his mind, telling him that he needed to flee, to seek safety, that survival was the great and singular imperative. The realization that this might be it, that death might be coming in the form of razor claws and rotted teeth, filled him with a sense of dread that rivaled that which he had felt on Alastor and Abraxas’s ship.


    Yet even so, there was a part of him that was almost tranquil. The center of his consciousness was a bastion surrounded by chaos and upheaval. He feared death, and he certainly did not welcome it, but at the same time he was so tired.


    It’s okay. You had a good run. It’s going to hurt really bad—don’t kid yourself on that one, Letho. But you won’t have to carry the burden anymore. No one will be looking to you for answers. Just a little bit more suffering, and then it’s over.


    The copilot voice that had chided him for so long continued to preach this new sermon of peace through annihilation, and Letho had to shake his head from side to side to regain some sense of control over his own thoughts.


    “Sir? Based on data I have collected regarding your body’s response to trauma and your enhanced strength and speed, it is entirely possible for you to survive your current circumstances. Unfortunately, the odds for survival are significantly lower for your associates. Remaining in this building will virtually ensure their death. The number of creatures approaching far outpaces current ammunition supplies.”


    Letho groaned. “I appreciate the cheery assessment, Saladin. Now how about some advice on how we can all survive this mess?”


    “You and your cohorts’ best chance of escape would be to split up and make your way through the creatures on the north side of the building, where the concentration is lower. I see multiple areas where the clusters of creatures are thin and it would be possible to break through. I can assist you in regrouping once you have escaped.”


    “We should go, Letho,” Thresha said.


    Letho gritted his teeth and uttered a few choice Tarsi expletives. “We’re not splitting up,” Letho said. He turned to look at Deacon, who was remarkably unconscious even in the midst of absolute chaos. Letho offered a silent prayer to anyone who might be listening that Deacon would remain unconscious through the horrible death that no doubt awaited him. “I’m not leaving Deacon to these animals,” he continued. “I’ll fight until I have nothing left in order to protect him. To protect you.”


    “But you heard the sword: there’s a much better chance of survival if we split up and run,” she said.


    “There’s also the chance that everyone dies. Go if you want; I won’t hold it against you.”


    The body of the mutant that Thresha had killed suddenly disappeared, leaving bits of flesh and innards on the jagged glass as something on the outside pulled it from the window. Letho was fairly certain he knew what it was that had removed the creature’s carcass, but any doubt dissolved when a hideous snarling face thrust itself fully through the broken window, shrieking and snarling, ropes of spittle clinging to its chin as its head wagged from side to side.


    Thresha wedged her rifle between the creature’s teeth and fired, causing the top of the thing’s head to disappear in a mist of black. Chunks of bone and brain matter painted the wall behind it.


    Thresha looked over at Letho, and their eyes met. In that moment there was a transmission of data—no words nor overt changes in expression, just an understanding between them that transcended speech and body language. The mutant’s blood, spread across the wall in a glorious, high-velocity splatter pattern, was the writing on the wall. Escape would only prolong the inevitable. Death in the great unknown that loomed beyond the old school’s cinderblock walls was more terrifying than the death that had now revealed itself to them. Better to die together and in a fight than die from the slow death of starvation—or worse.


    Maybe someday someone will find our bodies, along with the piles of mutant corpses we leave behind. And they’ll tell the story to others, the one about the brave strangers who stood their ground and eliminated hordes of Je-Ha’s forgotten creatures.


    It was the closest thing to immortality that he could achieve, Letho thought. But it would come at a price, and he was ready to pay it.


    Letho turned to Bayorn and Maka, who were crouching near Deacon’s body. They had both taken on a tranquil demeanor, and Letho sensed that they were ready as well. The choice had been made, it seemed. They nodded their heads in solidarity, and Letho felt an unwelcome tear at the corner of his eye.


    “My brothers. Je-Ha awaits,” Letho said in Tarsi.


    “We shall go to the feasting halls of our forefathers,” Maka offered.


    “The Elders await us,” Bayorn said.


    “You guys finished with your song yet? It’s catchy, but we’ve got some bad guys to kill,” Thresha growled.


    Letho felt a twinge of fear pass through his body as he pictured the two Tarsi charging forward and silencing her sarcastic mouth by twisting her head off. But instead they laughed.


    “Well said, Mendraga,” Bayorn offered. “Perhaps your race has its redeeming qualities after all.”


    “Bayorn!” Maka shouted. “Blasphemy!”


    “It is well, Maka,” Bayorn replied, and then offered a Tarsi expression that roughly translated to: Sometimes the devil becomes your ally when all hope is lost.


    “What did he say?” Thresha asked.


    “He said you’re good people, Thresha,” Letho said.


    “Yeah, right,” she said through a smirk. “Do I look like an idiot?”


    “Well, you do have chunks of mutant brain stuck in your hair.”


    “Asshole,” she said, then turned and began to fire through the shattered window. The agitated roars of the creatures outside were growing louder, more insistent.


    “Takes one to know one,” Letho shot back. The sound of shattering glass and screeching metal filled the air, and Letho knew that the hastily crafted barricade on the south wall of the building would soon give way, if it hadn’t already.


    “Death comes now. Fight well, brothers!” Bayorn shouted. The sound of the Tarsi song-speak filled the air, rumbling in Letho’s chest. All fear was gone, washed away by the triumphant defiance in the last Tarsi battle cry Letho might ever hear. He sheathed Saladin and withdrew his Black Bear. As he pulled back the slide and checked the chamber for a round, his thoughts turned to Zedock Wartimer. Wherever the old man was, Letho hoped he would be proud.


    Letho’s eyes went to Thresha, the progeny of his greatest enemy. Upon catching his gaze, she gave him a lopsided smile that ignited in him a half-mad euphoria. He smiled back, and then looked to his Tarsi brothers, Bayorn and Maka. Their eyes burned with rage and despair, and an angry froth had risen around their snarling mouths. Bayorn and Maka bumped their chests with their hands, a gesture of respect toward Letho. He saw no reproach in their eyes. It would seem that the incident between him and Bayorn had been forgiven.


    And lastly, Letho looked at Deacon, who had finally managed to find peace. His expression was tranquil as he continued to sleep through the sounds of rifle fire.


    Saladin’s words echoed in his mind.


    I could survive this.


    Letho was uncertain of the gift he had been given, was still uncomfortable in the extraordinary new skin into which he had been reborn. He had pondered the reason for this gift, why he had been chosen out of all the beings in the entire cosmos. His brain was churning so much that it seemed as though his very thoughts were manifesting into a physical sensation. After a moment of deep introspection, he knew exactly what he had to do.


    “Bayorn! Maka!” Letho shouted.


    “Yes, Letho?”


    “Swear to me that whatever happens, you will not abandon Deacon.”


    “Deacon is a great friend to the Tarsi, we would never—” Maka began, but Bayorn silenced him with a hand on his shoulder. The Elder’s face looked confused, but realization was dawning. Letho knew he had to act fast, before the venerable Tarsi could act to stop him.


    “Letho, you couldn’t possibly—” Bayorn began.


    “I’m going to create a distraction. Bayorn, I want you to get everyone out of the building. I’ll meet you guys on the other side of that line of trees just beyond the school.”


    “Letho, you can’t!”


    But Letho had already disappeared through the window.


    

  


  
    FIVE - Light Our Darkest Hour


    


    


    


    


    


    Just as Saladin had said, the throng of mutants currently converging on the north side of the school building was significantly thinner than the horde he had seen on the south side—the horde that would burst through the windowed wall at any time. Letho knew that if those creatures broke through before his friends could get out, there would be no one for him to regroup with.


    As he watched the mutants stumbling and scrabbling toward him, Letho’s thoughts turned to a show he had once seen from Eursus’s golden age of television, in which the enemy was an unfathomable sea of undead creatures who always seemed to show up just when the intrepid group of survivors were at their breaking point, or when there was a convenient failure in the defensive wall around wherever they were taking shelter. Letho often thought it rather pathetic when one of the characters on the show was captured and eaten by a group of the slow-shambling dead people. How hard is it to escape a bad guy with the coordination of a drunk teenager and the reflexes of a brick wall?


    Those visions of televised horror dissipated, replaced with the living nightmare Letho now faced. As he watched the creatures’ numbers ever increase and saw the moonlight glinting off tooth and claw, he began to regret his decision, as most do when faced with the repercussions of a brash choice. But then he thought about Deacon, and his flagging resolve returned tenfold.


    He dashed toward a group of roughly ten mutants and bowled into them like a freight truck. The sheer force of the impact shattered two of his ribs and sent several of the monsters tumbling up and away. He sat atop one of the creatures, who was mewling and brandishing a mangled arm, trying to ward him away. Letho silenced the mutant’s cries with a downward stab from Saladin. Two more of the creatures grappled him about the arms and shoulders, pulling him up and attempting to throw him on his back. But with a twist of his shoulders, Letho was able to wrest himself from their clutches. He spun and extended Saladin in one fluid motion, severing their heads just above their quivering mouths.


    More came, an endless tide, drawn by the smell of their brethren’s blood and pitiful cries. Letho positioned himself so that his back faced the copse of ruined trees. He kept slashing, slowly edging back toward the trees as he swung his sword over and over again. Blood was everywhere: in his eyes, hair, nostrils, and in his mouth, a taste like burnt copper.


    Thresha was the first out, bursting from the same window through which Letho had exited, her gun blazing. A few Tarsi followed suit through other windows, and he saw even more escaping through a side exit he hadn’t even known was there. At last Bayorn and Maka emerged. Bayorn was carrying Deacon over one shoulder, his left arm wrapped around the man’s limp body, his other clutching an assault rifle. It looked like a toy replica in his hands, and Deacon looked like a napping child thrown over his shoulder.


    The Tarsi and Thresha began to spread out, heading in different directions, drawing the mutants after them. But to Letho’s dismay, even more mutants began to pour out of the windows behind his friends; they had broken through the windows on the southern wall of the building after all. Another wave was now coming around the corners of the building, spilling toward him like a tidal flow.


    Letho was no military strategist, but one didn’t have to be to see that the field was about to be lost, swept clean by an army of ravenous, malformed lunatics with no plan or commander. He had hoped that the barricade on the southern wall would have kept them occupied longer, that many of them would have forced their way through and into the various bottlenecks and dead-end hallways that the school building would have provided. But as he watched them tumbling over one another, and felt the clouds of dust they were kicking up, the grit lodging in his eyes and between his teeth, he knew that this was not the case.


    “BAYORN! GO!” Letho roared. The sound of his voice shattered the atmosphere like a thunderclap and shredded his vocal cords so that his voice began to rasp and he tasted his own blood at the back of his throat. Bayorn froze in apparent agony and looked at Letho for a moment. But after what seemed like an eternity, he respected Letho’s wish and bolted for a gap in the mad mutant horde.


    “HEAD FOR THE TREES!” Letho shouted after them.


    Letho agonized over whether he should follow after Bayorn, Maka, and Deacon, or run to Thresha, who was alone and would likely die that way. But the decision was made for him, as the horde quickly encircled him. Even if he bulldozed them it would not be enough to get through the tightly packed wall of diseased meat all around him.


    “Come on, you bastards! I’m ready. I’ll get you asses!”


    He had just enough time to laugh a breathless, madman’s cackle at his failure to properly execute what he believed would be his last words, and then they were on him, pulling, clutching, slashing. He screamed as a set of claws clutched a length of his hair and yanked. Still other hands latched onto his jumpsuit and began to tear, eager for the tender flesh beneath. The creatures bore him down, piled on top of him. Elbows, knees, shoulders, teeth, and slobber became his reality. No part of his body was safe from the rain of blows and jostles as the creatures squirmed atop him, jockeying for position to be the first to taste his flesh. Letho kept waiting for intrepid claws to find an artery and open it, for teeth to sink into thick muscle tissue, but the creatures were too busy fighting among themselves and on top of him. He couldn’t breathe; the press of their sinewy flesh and the putrid heat from their bodies smothered him. The whole-body panic sensation of asphyxiation overtook him, and he began to thrash, to no avail. He only hoped that he had provided enough diversion so that his friends had been able to escape.


    Letho’s mind screamed in panic. He was dimly aware that Saladin was attempting to tell him something about an approaching vehicle, but Letho’s thoughts had gone rogue—his brain was apparently not receiving messages at the moment. Telltale tendrils of black began to appear at the corners of his vision, followed by a cavalcade of spots and stars. He was losing consciousness.


    Several flat cracking sounds. Blinding light.


    The writhing mass of inhumanity on top of him broke into a collective scream that shattered his eardrums and filled him with terror. He felt the weight of them begin to lessen, and he gasped like a beached sea creature, his lungs screaming for air. At last he was able to move, but as he attempted to turn over, his body screamed out in agony. Bones were broken in every limb, ribs were shattered, and his ability to heal hadn’t kicked in yet. The thought crossed his mind that perhaps this healing ability was a finite resource; maybe it had already been squandered.


    The sound of unfamiliar voices, both male and female, shouting and cursing, drew his attention, and it was at that moment that he realized he couldn’t see. The brilliant blast of white light had blinded him. He rubbed his eyes with a closed fist, fearing that he would find the liquid remains of ruined eyes on his cheeks. The vigorous rubbing did nothing to return his vision, but at least he found no eye-jelly there. Small arms fire crackled around him, muffled by the ring in his ears. He heard mutants shrieking as they fell under a withering wave of automatic fire.


    Wait. Something wasn’t right. When he had rubbed his eyes, only one hand had reported for duty. A dull, thudding ache, like someone repeatedly striking him with a sledgehammer, wracked the entire left side of his body.


    A radio hissed and crackled, and Letho heard a voice say: “We picked up a group of Tarsi and humans. You find anything? Over.”


    “Copy that, Saul. I got one here that had a whole slew of sloths piled on top of him and he’s still alive. You believe it? Over.”


    “Miracles abound in the land of the dead and dust,” the one called Saul said.


    “Ah, the philosopher speaks!”


    “Let’s cut the chatter. Puddin’ heads will be back soon. Heading back to base. Suggest you do the same. Saul out.”


    


    ****


    


    “Jeez, look at this guy! He’s torn to pieces. Half his arm ripped right off,” said the male Eursan to the female.


    It was if Letho had been shot by a frozen bullet. Had he not been so shocked by what he had just heard, he might have spoken, but he simply couldn’t get his mouth to cooperate. His vision had returned, and he squeezed his eyes shut.


    I don’t want to look.


    You have to look.


    Just get it over with.


    He looked.


    His left arm had been completely torn away just below the elbow. He brought the remainder of his arm up so that he could see it. The splintered end of his humerus protruded from raw, ragged flesh. Thoughts of food, of uncooked meat, caused his stomach to contract. He turned his head and voided his stomach.


    Letho’s paradigm had shifted entirely. Never had he imagined that he would suffer bodily mutilation such as this. He remembered his body being violated by Alastor’s blade, and the wounds he had suffered at the hands of Crimson Jim. But this was different. Those wounds had left behind only jagged little scars. But this… a part of his body had been bitten off. His mind reeled, running through an unpleasant montage of the many ways in which his life had been forever altered. He would never play a musical instrument. He chuckled a little, that this was the first sacrifice that came to mind.


    As he sat up to peer out the window of the truck he was stowed in, he was pleased to see that his captors/saviors were fellow Eursans. He hoped that their intentions were good. The man and woman had pleasant faces at least, but their eyes had an emptiness to them that made Letho wonder what horrible things they had seen and done to survive since they had left the Fulcrum station. Still, they looked fairly clean, and their clothes were well maintained, if a little bit worn. They were wearing station inspector armor and were armed with station inspector rifles.


    Letho wondered if it was possible to determine if a person was a cannibal just by looking at them. At least they weren’t wearing any jewelry made from human body parts.


    You’ve watched too many Eursan post-apoc films, Letho.


    “Wonder if he’ll even make it. Risking our asses for these dummies,” the woman said, punctuating her sentence by expelling spit and phlegm from her throat.


    “Boss says we have to. Right? We need more hands to hold more guns, remember? Hey, get a load of that sword!”


    Hands rolled him over onto his side, divested him of his weapons.


    “Don’t touch my sword!” Letho shouted.


    Or at least he attempted to. His brain was still disconnected from his mouth. He focused on the mental command, hoping that the message would somehow make it out of his head, through his mouth, and into the minds of the man and woman who were now robbing him.


    Sir, do you wish for me to engage anti-theft protocols?


    Saladin, in his mind, speaking to him.


    What would that entail, exactly, Saladin?


    I can administer an electric shock to the person who is now holding me, enough to incapacitate or terminate. Do you wish for me to initiate anti-theft protocols? If yes, please choose incapacitate or terminate.


    Letho thought for a moment, then made his decision. He wondered if there was even a point to parsing it all out. Perhaps Saladin could read him well enough to predict the choice. Or even more terrifying, what if Saladin was assisting him in making the choice?


    Do not initiate anti-theft protocol.


    A wise choice, sir.


    “Check out that pistol!” one exclaimed.


    “Does that look at all familiar to you?” the other asked.


    “Saul’s gonna want to see this,” the first one muttered. Letho heard him key the microphone. “Saul, you better get over here. I got something you need to see.”


    “Can it wait? We’re already halfway back to the compound. As you should be, I might add.”


    “Well, this fellow appears to have a gun just like yours. If I remember correctly, they once came in a pair.”


    There was no response, but far in the distance, Letho thought he might have heard a vehicle come to a gravel-skidding halt.


    


    ****


    


    The strangers that had rescued him—or robbed him, depending on one’s perspective—had laid him across the seat of a vehicle that smelt of must and old canvas. It wasn’t long before another dusty vehicle appeared, a massive truck, and a small but broad-shouldered man leapt down from the step rail. His uniform was identical to the ones worn by Letho’s rescuers, but somehow it appeared crisper, better maintained. The man’s head was shorn, and his face was smooth from the recent kiss of the razor. His skin was a handsome brownish copper, lighter in places where scars traced across it like cobwebs. His eyes shone like emerald chips, a rather attractive combination with the hue of his skin. His boots shone in the light from the truck’s headlamps, and sweat glistened as it trickled down the attractive curve of his bald head.


    This must be Saul.


    “Where is it?” he asked.


    “Right here, boss,” the woman said, fumbling in a rucksack.


    “You better be right,” Saul said. “Otherwise we’re sitting ducks out here for nothing.” The languid yet pointed way that Saul formed his syllables sparked some sense of recognition in Letho, but he couldn’t place it.


    “I know, boss, we just figured you’d want to see it,” the man said. After a moment the woman produced a pistol—my pistol—from her rucksack and handed it to Saul. Letho heard Saul hiss through his teeth, and his mouth pulled back into a beaming smile that made Letho like the guy despite the fact that he appeared to be laying claim to Letho’s Black Bear.


    “No way in hell I’m holding this damn gun right now. This thing disappeared over ten years ago. Where’s the guy who had it on him?”


    In unnerving unison they all turned to look at the door of the truck through which Letho peered. Saul took a few steps forward


    “Letho Ferron.”


    A jolt of shocked adrenaline. “How do you know my name?” At least his voice was working again.


    “This handgun, most likely the last of its kind, was given to a Fulcrum citizen who disappeared over ten years ago. Are you this person?”


    “That would be me,” Letho said.


    The man in the worn combat dress and mirror-shined jackboots extended his hand, and Letho shook it. The grip was firm, commanding. The duration was a perfect three seconds, and then his boot heels were clocking their way back toward his comrades.


    “Good God! What have you been feeding your Tarsi? They look like you could lick a whole battalion of Mendraga overseers! We thought we’d never get them loaded up.” Saul clanged a palmed hand against the side of his truck, which appeared to Letho to be some sort of personnel carrier, or possibly even cargo transport.


    “My Tarsi? Where are they?” Letho asked.


    “I’m sorry, I do not mean to imply that they are under your ownership—just a poorly chosen figure of speech, I reckon,” Saul said. The way Saul said figure, it rhymed with trigger.


    This guy sounds just like Zedock.


    “We loaded them up in the back of my truck right here. They’re fine. Just resting. Looks like you guys had a whole herd of muties roll out the welcome mat for you, and I know from experience that that ain’t no way to start off on your home planet, so we’re going to give you folks a do-over. We’re going to take you back to our compound and get you cleaned up and debriefed. Boss man’s going to have lots of questions for you, if you really are Letho Ferron, and if these are the fabled Tarsi who helped him save the Centennial Fulcrum from Alastor and his merry band of bloodsucking dirtbags.”


    Letho’s smile faded as his mind flooded with images that he no longer wished to carry, but which he knew would burden him for the rest of his life.


    “It didn’t go down exactly like that, but I suppose these stories have a way of getting turned around and twisted over time,” Letho said in a low voice. “Listen, you know my name, and you seem to know a lot about me, which is in and of itself a little disconcerting. Maybe you can tell me your name?”


    “Of course. My name is Saul Wartimer.”


    Saul’s last name hit Letho like a well-swung two-by-four to the head. His jaw dropped, and he grasped for the right words to say. He decided to keep it simple:


    “Wartimer? Zedock! Is he alive?”


    “Yep. He’s waiting for us back at the compound, where there’ll be more time to sort everything out. But right now I recommend we hit the road. Those flash-bombs are real good at scrambling the puddin’ heads’ brains, but they usually get their wiring sorted out and come back with headaches and pissed-off attitudes within about thirty minutes or so. Tell you what, Letho, why don’t you hop on board my vehicle and take a ride with me? We got some things to talk about on the way over.”


    “That sounds good. But I tell you, Saul, I’d feel a little better if you handed my Black Bear back over to me. I kinda feel naked without it. I’m sure you understand, as you seem to have its sister in your holster.”


    Saul smiled, but the expression of warmth ended just there at his lips. His eyes were cold and still, fixed on Letho with steely intensity. Then the scrutiny seemed to fade and was replaced by joviality.


    “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’m going to hold on to this bad boy for just a little bit longer. But I’d be glad to give you your sword back. Now that’s a piece of hardware. Where’d you get it?”


    “Like you said, Saul, there will be time for telling those stories—in safer, and hopefully warmer, quarters. If you don’t mind, I’m a bit hungry and I feel like I could sleep for at least thirty-two days straight. And I’m sure that my people feel the same. What do you say we hit the road?”


    “That sounds like a good idea. Folks, follow me, and we’ll take ’em to the best darn refuge the Hastrom City wastes have to offer.”


    Saul motioned for Letho to follow. The man that had initially found Letho tossed Saladin back to its owner, and Letho caught it with his good hand. He slung the sheath over his back in its customary position.


    Letho watched Saul holster his Black Bear in an empty pouch on his belt. Saul noticed that Letho was watching him and offered Letho another smile. For just a moment, Letho saw something darker lurking in that smile, and a momentary sense of dread spread over him.


    


    ****


    


    As Saul’s truck roared through the night, Letho tried to make sense of what he was seeing. He watched in amazement as Saul deftly turned the steering wheel to and fro, weaving the massive truck through clusters of long-abandoned, rusted-out autos and around massive craters and potholes that marred the surface of dark, neglected highways. Overhead, listing metal frames held highway signs blasted through with buckshot and worn down by gritty, sand-impregnated winds, and here and there Letho saw light poles that had long grown dim. They stood over him almost as if in introspection, peering at this newcomer with empty eyes. He would have welcomed their light on this journey into the unknown.


    Yet all was not dark. In the distance, just where the horizon met the sky, a sea of light loomed like the half-lidded eye of a dragon. The air above it was fiery orange, peppered with wisps of black cloud. It was beautiful, even as it imposed its presence upon a landscape of dusty hills. Letho knew that what man had wrought here had sucked every last drop of essence from the land, but one couldn’t deny its marvel. He wanted to go there, wanted to call it home.


    Then his thoughts turned to Abraxas, to Alastor, and his mood soured. He pounded his fist against the dashboard and winced at the dent he left.


    “Uh, sorry man. Let me see if I can smooth that out for you,” Letho said, attempting to press out the divot in the metal surface of the dash with his bare fingers.


    “Don’t worry about it. A ball peen hammer will take that right out,” Saul offered. But before he could even finish the sentence, Letho’s had managed to pop out the dent using a maneuver similar to popping a pimple.


    “Well, that’s…something. I guess the legends are true, huh? Pop told me a lot about you, you know. Told me how you faced down Alastor himself. Then died, and returned to tell the tale.” Saul shook his head and smiled in disbelief.


    “Well, yeah, I guess it sounds really amazing when you put it that way. Some might consider it to be a very poor decision from a tactical standpoint. I mean, if I had remembered to grab an assault rifle on my way out the door, things might have been a lot different. We might be on our way to Hastrom City to have a beer.” Letho paused, afraid he had offended. “Though I’m sure your place is pretty nice.”


    Saul nodded, and made a gesture that seemed to say no worries.


    “And as far as that whole coming-back-from-the-dead thing… that’s not exactly proven. I mean, when they took me out of the town center I wasn’t breathing, but it’s not like anyone hooked me up to a heart monitor or anything.”


    “How long were you out?” Saul asked.


    “Not sure. A couple of days.”


    “Sounds pretty badass to me.”


    Letho shrugged. “Yeah, I guess it was, in a way.”


    An uncomfortable silence settled over the two. Letho fidgeted with his collar. Saul cleared his throat. After a beat or two, Saul nodded toward the glimmering corpse of Hastrom City, far off in the distance.


    “So, what do you think about ol’ Hastrom City?”


    “It’s the biggest thing I’ve ever seen,” said Letho, wide-eyed.


    “Well get a good look, because this is about as close as we’re gonna get. We were the first to get to you because we were closer. But you better believe Abraxas’s men are gonna be all over that crash site sooner than you can say shine-ola.”


    “So where are we going, exactly?”


    “You’ll see. We’re almost there.”


    Without warning, Saul killed the headlights, as did the truck behind them, plunging them into all but absolute darkness. Were it not for the distant light of the city, the crushing black all around them would have been unbearable. Panic seized Letho and he gripped the dashboard, leaving five fresh divots there.


    “Hey, man, relax,” Saul said, pointing to the console. A rather primitive readout displayed the words “auto-navigation enabled” in a pixelated green font. The two sat in silence for a few miles while the truck braked, accelerated, and turned of its own accord. After a time Saul clapped Letho on the shoulder. Letho’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and he could see that a smile was spread across Saul’s face. It seemed genuine enough, but Letho didn’t really care for the mischievous glimmer in Saul’s eye.


    “Here comes the best part,” Saul said. “Hold on to your ass, boy!”


    The truck lurched, and Letho was thrown back into his seat. The engine whined as the truck chugged up an incline. They were cresting a hill that spread out around them in a large round swath. The truck began to accelerate. That’s when Letho noticed the yawning maw of nothing atop the hill—and directly in front of the truck.


    “Saul, what the hell?”


    Saul seemed to be much too amused by the look of abject terror across Letho’s face. The truck launched into the air and began to fall into the enormous circular maw atop the big round hill. It plummeted for several feet, and Letho’s mind began to reel. This Saul guy was nuts. The whole thing about Zedock was just a ruse to get him into the truck so that he could drop him in a big hole…


    The truck landed on some sort of platform, and Letho felt it give, siphoning off its downward inertial force. The other truck landed just behind them, and the platform plummeted a few feet more, causing Letho’s stomach to lurch. He stifled the urge to vomit.


    “You all right there, buddy?”


    “I don’t know! What the hell, man? Are you crazy? What just happened? Where am I?” Letho shouted.


    Above and all around him the sound of groaning metal filled the air. He looked up to see a giant set of jaws above him closing. Dust rained down as two huge metal plates with toothed edges slowly ground their way to meet one another. The enormous metal teeth fit together perfectly, sealing out the night sky and plunging everything into pure blackness.


    Then industrial halogens kicked on, humming their simple song in the key of fifty hertz. Their harsh yellow light illuminated the falling silt and rust from the doors above.


    “It’s okay, man, you can let go. Damn, you really are a strong little bastard!”


    Letho looked down to see that he had left a dent in the shape of his hand on Saul’s dashboard. “Sorry Saul,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Something to remember me by?”


    “Yeah, you got it. Go ahead, get out. It’s safe, I promise. I wouldn’t put my trusty mule on any unsafe ground, you know.” Saul patted the steering wheel.


    Letho did as he was told. He supposed that they were in fact safe, though to Letho the term seemed rather relative. The massive steel platform they had landed on was held in place by a giant crane attached to the stone walls of what appeared to be a cylindrical cavern leading straight down into the earth.


    “What is this place?” Letho asked. “And what was with that crazy entrance?”


    “Oh come on, already. It wasn’t that bad, was it? That’s Tiny over there,” Saul said, offering a curt salute to a rather large but handsome woman in the crane’s cab. “She catches us on the way down and makes sure we have a happy landing. As to the entrance, well, we don’t want our friends in Hastrom City to know about this place, so we have to go in all stealth-like. That’s what the killing the lights was all about. Sorry if it scared you. I was just having a little fun. You gotta have a little fun from time to time, Letho, otherwise you might just be tempted to put an assault rifle in your mouth, you know?”


    Letho looked down at himself, surveying his tattered jumpsuit. It had once been bright Fulcrum red, but was now mostly black and covered with gibbets and flecks of bone from the many mutant creatures he had killed.


    “Yeah, fun. You got it, Saul.”


    The landing area was a large platform constructed of metal grating, and Letho could see the places where support beams had been welded into the very bones of the earth. He looked beneath his feet and saw that the true floor of the cylinder was at least one hundred feet below him. Tiny began to lower them toward a catwalk that led to a set of enormous steel doors.


    Letho was suddenly engulfed by fur and the familiar musk-scent of his friend.


    “Maka!” he shouted, or at least attempted to. His lips were crushed against the bear’s chest, and if he wasn’t so happy to see his friend alive he might have been tempted to remove himself from the rather awkward embrace with force.


    “You’re alive!” Maka shouted, releasing Letho from his crushing embrace and holding him at arm’s length. Letho smiled up at Maka and then made a show of spitting and pulling fur from his lips.


    “Did you expect any less?” Bayorn said, smiling a bit more than was his custom, the guise of gracious leader slipping in his joy.


    “You guys made it!” Letho said.


    “Yes, and no thanks to you,” said Thresha. Thrown across her shoulder was a slumped and slurring Deacon, who looked a bit disoriented but otherwise no worse for the wear. Letho felt a twinge of jealousy as he noted the way that Deacon’s body was so firmly pressed against the devastating curve of Thresha’s hip and bosom, and the way her arm clutched him at the hip.


    “Whatever, Thresha. My diversion was a key component to your escape,” Letho said, forcing a half-grin.


    “Yeah, right. We’ll have to sit down sometime and talk about your strategies,” Thresha replied, but even she was smiling more than he had ever before witnessed.


    “You gonna introduce me to your friends?” Saul asked. He inhaled deeply, and his nose wrinkled, as though he smelled something he didn’t care for. Realization hit Letho, as he knew all too well what Saul smelled.


    “Wait!” Letho said, but just a moment to late. Saul’s hands had flicked down to his sidearms, and they were in his hands faster than Letho could think shine-ola. He wasn’t anywhere near as fast as Letho, but he was quick.


    His eyes went cold as they locked on Thresha’s, then darted to Letho’s, whose hand went instinctively to an empty holster. At the rapier-quick movement of Letho’s arm, Saul’s eyes widened like someone who has had his disbelief in legend summarily extinguished. Letho, remembering that he had no weapons to answer Saul’s challenge, put his hand up, palm out, taking care to move slowly, calmly.


    “Letho, please tell me that you don’t think that we’re all kutas. I need to hear you say it, because by not telling me that you have a goddamn Mendraga in your company and then just assuming that I wouldn’t notice… you leave me with no recourse but to believe that you think that I am just one ignorant-ass kuta.”


    Maka and Bayorn glowered at the use of one of the Tarsi’s crudest words, and Letho could feel the rumble of their growls vibrating in his own chest. A momentary cacophony of clicks and the rustle of fabric filled the air as Saul’s men brought their rifles to bear.


    “It’s nice to meet you, too,” Thresha said.


    “Shut up! You ain’t got nothing to say that we want to hear.” Saul’s next words were for Letho, but his eyes never left Thresha’s. “Waiting on you, pal. Tell me I’m not a kuta!”


    “You’re not a kuta, Saul,” Letho stammered. “Look, don’t do anything crazy—give me a second to explain.”


    Saul appeared to be frozen, as if the machinery in his mind had slipped a gear. A line had been crossed, one that demanded action—and Letho feared what that action would be. Saul’s and Letho’s Black Bears hung in the air like unanswered challenges, and there was no tremor in Saul’s hands. Letho felt time slipping away in the form of beads of sweat that rolled down his neck and down the curve of his back. He could sense that Saul’s men were getting antsy, and he could smell their fear, a fetid stink that rose up and stoked a desire in him to do something unequivocally insane, like snatch his Black Bear back and make it speak brimstone.


    “Squad, hold your fire. Permission to fire only on my command,” Saul said calmly. “Letho, please explain. Please tell me why I’m not a kuta for allowing this walking sack of filth into my inner sanctum.”


    “Oh, please. Why don’t you do something, tough guy?” Thresha said with a seductive smile. Then to Letho, she said, “He’s bluffing. He knows we can tear him and these fools to shreds. Let’s just kill them.”


    “Shut up, Thresha!” Letho snarled through clenched teeth.


    But Saul took the bait. The dry, concussive blasts of his sidearm thundered in the air, but Thresha had already begun to move. She slipped through the air, frictionless, dancing her way toward Saul as bullets sped by her on all sides. She pounced, blurring forward, catching him in the solar plexus with both hands and driving him to the ground.


    Saul’s soldiers could have obliterated her in that instant, but they obeyed their commander’s last order and did not fire. Letho was amazed at their restraint, their absolute obedience to their commander, whom Thresha now sat astride, one hand pinning him down, the other raised in a clenched fist. Letho didn’t know what to do.


    But the arrival of someone new defused the situation before Letho had time to make yet another decision he might’ve regretted later. All attention turned to the enormous steel double doors on the nearby catwalk as the weary machines that moved them began to groan and spit magnificent plumes of steam and the occasional jet of sparks. Letho thought for a moment to use this diversion to his advantage; in fact, Saladin was practically goading him by presenting ways to incapacitate Saul’s men. The vignettes skittered like arachnids across the augmented network of neurons in his mind, and Letho was disappointed to see that most of them ended with at least one of his comrades dead.


    But all such thoughts were obliterated when Letho saw him.


    An old man, bent by time but not broken. He was still rather thick around the waist, though his flesh seemed to hang in the manner of one who has lost a considerable amount of weight. One gnarled hand clutched a walking stick, while the other arm hung coiled just above a pistol like a pit viper.


    “Just what in the hell is going on here, Saul?”


    It all unfolded much like a scene in so many of the Eursan films that Letho had watched in his time on the Fulcrum station. The film director would have likely queued up an upbeat synth-riddled pop tune with sparkly guitars and a lively, crunchy snare drum, and would have used quick shots that panned to a close-up of each of the actors’ faces.


    “Zedock!” Letho shouted, trying and failing to hold back tears of joy that sprang forth from his eyes, emotion causing his voice to crack like a juvenile’s.


    “Je-Ha alive! Is that you, Letho?” Zedock said.


    “Dad! I’ve got it under control!” Saul said.


    Wait. Dad? Did he say dad?


    “That ain’t what this looks like to me at all.” Zedock said, though when he did, at all it sounded more like ah-tall. “Now, I’m no soothsayer, but it looks to me like you’ve brought a goddamn Mendraga to our inner sanctum, and that she’s gotten the better of you—as they are wont to do. Why on Earth would you have done such a thing? You know they can talk to one another by talepetheh.”


    “She was with Letho. What the hell was I supposed to do?” Saul pleaded. Zedock’s eyes widened and his brows leapt up, threatening to join his receding hairline.


    “That does present somewhat of a wrinkle, don’t it.” Zedock turned to Letho, his look at first filled with reproach; but the old, softhearted man couldn’t maintain the facade, and his eyes began to twinkle with unabashed joy. He didn’t rush to hug Letho, though Letho desperately wanted him to do so. Instead the old man regained his composure and screwed on a face that was more befitting of a leader.


    “Letho. I would say that the ball is decidedly in your court. What do you have to say for yourself?”


    “She killed her own to save me, sir. She’s on our side,” Letho said.


    Zedock turned to the Mendraga. “That true?” he asked.


    Thresha nodded.


    “Well, I still can’t take you inside. It would violate every rule in our book,” Zedock said.


    “You guys actually have a book?” Letho asked.


    Zedock ignored him.


    “You don’t have to worry about me,” Thresha said. “I can take care of myself. I just want a shot at Alastor.”


    “Well, that sounds really good, but aside from the aforementioned conundrum, there’s another problem, and it happens to be rather significant. What are you going to eat? You ain’t going to be sucking on my people. And one thing I’ve learned is that we all gotta eat, Mendraga and Eursan alike.”


    “You guys have animals down there? Pigs? Or do you dress them up in uniforms and make them your personal guard?” Thresha looked at Saul and his soldiers as she said this. They did not seem amused.


    “Very funny. Yeah, we got pigs. How did you know?”


    “Pigs will do. It’s close enough to the real thing. And I know you have pigs because the guy I’m holding down here smells a little like pig shit,” Thresha said.


    Zedock laughed a little at this, then focused his deep-set eyes on Thresha. “Well, it would go a long way with me if you’d let my son up off the floor,” he said.


    Thresha nodded and rose to her feet. She offered Saul a hand, which he grudgingly accepted, allowing her to help him to his feet.


    Zedock stepped off the catwalk and onto the suspended platform, past a dumbfounded Saul. He now stood in front of Letho and placed a hand on his shoulder.


    “It’s really you, it’nt it?” Zedock said.


    “Yeah, it really is me. Sorry it took me so long to get back. I got a little sidetracked,” Letho said. Zedock chuckled a little at this, and then his face became serious again.


    “You’re a real square shooter, son, and you’ve never done anything to cause me to doubt your motives in any way. But runnin’ around with a Mendraga in your group…”


    “I know it looks really bad. I haven’t figured it out myself. But I’m telling you, she saved my life. You remember the crew that attacked the Centennial?”


    “I do,” Zedock responded, tipping his head in a curt nod.


    “Well, there was one with them, body all covered in tattoos. Do you remember him?”


    “Yeah. He seemed like a real son of a bitch.”


    “He was. And she killed him. Saved my life. Ripped his damn head clean off his shoulders. It was disgusting, but also one of the coolest things I’ve ever seen,” Letho said. He chuckled a bit, hoping it would inject a bit of levity into the proceedings. It didn’t.


    Letho didn’t like seeing that look in people’s eyes, the telltale expression people wore when they were measuring him, for Letho feared that they would always find him lacking. Most of all, he hated seeing it in the eyes of those he loved.


    “I trust you, Letho. God knows it’s crazy, but I trust you sure enough. But you have to know, a lot of things have changed since you’ve been gone. You have to understand that I can’t bring her inside. People are counting on me, son. You understand that, don’t you?”


    “But if you cut her loose, she’s going to run straight to Abraxas!” Saul exclaimed.


    “There’s that,” Zedock said, clucking his tongue against the roof of his mouth as he drifted into a trance-like state. Letho could practically hear the gears turning in his mind. After a time he spoke: “Well, it looks like our options are either to kill her where she stands or bring her inside. Now, no man can say that I harbor any secret love for the ones we call Mendraga, but it sounds like this one here is a little different than the others. Sounds like she saved my friend on a rather sordid adventure that I can’t wait to hear more about. It might help to have one of the bad guy’s people on our side…”


    Saul’s jaw fell open in shock. “You can’t be serious? Bringing one of them inside? There’s no way!”


    Zedock cut his son a glance that looked as thought it could burn through the sheet steel doors that loomed open behind him. “Saul, if you learn one thing in this godforsaken life, learn to not speak when your elders are speaking.”


    Saul lowered his head, staring at his own dust-covered boots and glowering.


    “As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted, if we take her in, we do it on our terms. You follow me, Ferron?”


    Letho nodded in reply.


    “She comes in as a prisoner, and we keep her in the holding cells for the time being. If she shows that she can be trusted, we’ll consider moving her to a less secure area. It’s for her safety, really. If the people inside found out we’re letting a Mendraga in, they’d riot and tear her limb from limb. With their own bare hands.”


    Letho stole a glance at Thresha. She was staring off into the middling distance, her arms crossed over her chest.


    “Okay. That sounds like a plan,” Letho offered.


    Zedock extended his hand and Letho took it. Even with Letho’s considerable strength, Zedock’s grip was formidable, and Letho had to make a conscious effort not to return the gesture, knowing that the force he was capable of exerting could grind the old man’s bones to a pulp.


    “It’s settled then. Miss, if you would allow my men to put some cuffs on you without any further shenanigans, I would greatly appreciate it. I promise you they will treat you with care, and as my guest, no harm shall befall you while you are staying at Chateau Wartimer.”


    “Whatever, old man,” Thresha said, not turning her gaze to him.


    “All right, then. Prickly pear, ain’t she?” Zedock said to Letho.


    “Fascinating—the males are speaking as though the ‘inferior’ female of the species isn’t even present,” Thresha said.


    “She has a bit of a dry personality,” Letho said. “You get used to it.”
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    Letho and company followed Zedock and Saul onto the catwalk and through a massive metal doorway. A long hallway stretched out in front of them. The metal walkway below and lighting system above had been bolted to the stone walls of the enclosure.


    “Right now we’re about two hundred feet below ground, surrounded by solid granite,” Zedock said, employing the vocal timbre of a somewhat weary tour guide.


    At the end of the hall was a twin to the entry door. Zedock typed in a series of numbers into a keypad, and the door opened onto a large area that was attempting in vain to look open and airy. The air was stale with overuse and had a hint of the spicy-stink of people living too close together. Letho’s thoughts turned to the sophisticated air treatment center he had once spent a small portion of his life cleaning, and felt its absence as the fetid aroma of humanity tickled his nostrils.


    “This is the dormitory area. There are three floors below us, containing living quarters for a crew of three hundred, including a recreation area. It’s not as nice as, say, a Fulcrum station, but it’s home, and it keeps the Mendraga out,” Zedock explained. “Right now we’re at about five hundred, so space is limited, but we’ll find you guys a place to bunk up.”


    “Zedock, what is this place?” Bayorn asked.


    “It’s a missile silo,” Letho answered. “Minus the missile, of course.”


    “Attaboy, Letho!” said Zedock, clapping him on the back. “We call it Haven.”


    Saul stepped toward Zedock and whispered something into the old man’s ear. Zedock looked down at Saul’s belt and his eyes grew wide. There was a wordless exchange between the two; Letho could almost sense it, the transmission between the two men crackling like a lightning bolt in the space between them. Saul was the first to drop his gaze. After a string of curses under his breath, he pulled one of the Black Bears and handed it to Zedock. Letho didn’t like the way Saul handed Zedock the weapon—with the weapon pointed in the old man’s direction. Zedock examined the gun for a moment and then placed it in a holster on his own waist. Saul, somewhat red-faced, turned toward his men.


    “Soldiers, we are secure. We’ll see you bright and early for mission briefing,” he said. The men cheered somewhat desultorily, and as they filed past, Saul shook hands with some of them and clapped a few on the back. One of the soldiers shouldered Thresha, causing her to totter on her feet.


    “Hey! Watch it!” shouted Letho.


    “You better tell your girlfriend she needs to watch it,” said the man with a gap-toothed grin that reminded Letho of a building with half its windows smashed out.


    “Soldier! That little maneuver just cost you your evening chow,” Saul shouted.


    “I was just funnin’ with her is all, Saul. I didn’t mean no harm,” the soldier said.


    “Boy, if I want to hear trash rollin’ out that gutter hole you call a mouth, I’ll ask for it. Now get the hell out of here before I stomp the rest of your teeth out!”


    So Saul likes to take his frustrations out on his subordinates.


    The poor soldier. There was no look of surprise on his face; in fact there was hardly a discernible change in his expression. It was in the way his eyes were already cast down toward the floor before Saul even began to speak. The way his shoulders slumped forward as though he had long since given up the lifelong struggle to push back gravity. Letho didn’t like to see anyone treated in such a fashion, and he certainly didn’t like to see a grown man dressed down in front of newcomers, shamed not only for his poor behavior but also his hygiene. But the soldier saluted, and there was a cowed expression in his eyes as he jogged off to catch up with his fellow soldiers.


    “And get yourself a damned toothbrush!” Saul shouted after him. Letho thought about speaking up for the man, but he knew he was already treading on wafer-thin ice. Zedock said nothing either, but his displeasure was apparent in the way his mouth pursed and his facial expression seemed to sag. The wrinkles were bunched up and craggy around his eyes, and Letho saw a tiredness there.


    “How were the mutants tonight, Saul?” Zedock asked.


    “Horrible as usual. Your little friend over there stirred ’em up pretty good.”


    “Well, at least y’all made it back in one piece.”


    Saul made no reply, and Letho suddenly felt as if all eyes were on him and his severed arm. He cleared his throat, kicked the metal plate floor, and finished up his dance of discomfort with a hearty scratch of the skin just above his ragged elbow. Gods, it itched! Zedock’s eyes widened at the sight of Letho’s missing arm. Again he said nothing. Perhaps, like Letho, he was biding his time until Saul went away and took the awkward funk that hung over them with him.


    “Well, anyways, thank you, son. Thank you for going out and getting Letho for me. You have no idea how much good it does this old man’s heart to see him alive.”


    “Just doing my job, Pops. Like I always do. Everything good here while I was gone?”


    “Yep. The digester’s full of enough pig shit to power us for another month, and Cookey’s got some tasty slabs of bacon in the smoker right now. Should be a good breakfast tomorrow.”


    “Bacon? What’s that?” Letho asked.


    “Oh, Letho, you are in for a treat. Bacon is probably the most delightful indulgence you never knew you’ve been missing your entire life.”


    “Well then, something to look forward to.” Letho paused. “You promise nothing bad’s going to happen to the Mendraga?”


    “You have my word, Letho,” Zedock said.


    “And what of the Tarsi?” Bayorn asked.


    “You’re not slaves anymore, if that’s what you’re asking. The way I see it, we all got our asses on the line right now, and there’s no sense in squabbling over where people get to eat and sleep. Most of the Tarsi tend to congregate on the bottom floor though.” Zedock raised his arms and made a two-handed dismissive gesture. “Now I know what y’all are thinking, and you’re wrong. Nobody forced ’em to live down there at the bottom. They chose it. Something about the sound of the pipes down there. Old habits, I guess. Now, Letho, Deacon, you’ll be with me in the officers’ quarters. Bayorn, you’re free to bunk with us or with the Tarsi. Your call.”


    “I will stay with my own kind,” Bayorn said.


    “Very well. Let’s go then.”


    They filed past Saul, who shook Zedock’s hand as he passed. Letho offered his own hand as well, and Saul appeared ready to accept the gesture—but at the last moment Saul slipped his hand past Letho’s and swatted the bicep of Letho’s severed arm instead.


    Letho recoiled and stifled a rising gasp, clutching his wounded arm. He was so completely taken aback by the brazenness of the gesture that he was left speechless. He simply had no response to such an affront. So he just gaped.


    “See you around, friend,” Saul said. He headed back toward the entrance to the missile silo, humming in an angular, off pitch fashion.


    “Yeah, can’t wait,” Letho said, rubbing what remained of his arm.


    


    ****


    


    Zedock led them past a non-functioning elevator to the stairs, where they parted ways with the Tarsi. Bayorn gave Zedock a simple handshake, but Maka swooped in and wrapped the old man in a bone-grinding hug.


    The number of original Tarsi who had made the trek to Alastor’s ship now numbered low enough that Letho could count them on his remaining hand. Apart from Bayorn and Maka, only three others remained of the original group that went on the failed expedition to Abraxas’s ship. Perhaps for one night they would have a respite from the hell they had known throughout every waking moment since setting foot on Alastor’s ship.


    “You will find a large number of Tarsi down below, just how y’all like it,” Zedock said. “Nice and dim and damp. Lots of Tarsi from every Fulcrum station. No doubt you’ll have many tales to tell tonight. I would send some food down, but I think they’ve already got a bootleg protein synthesizer up and running”—Zedock paused—”which of course I’m turning a blind eye to, even though it taxes our power system a little bit more than I’m comfortable with.”


    “We cannot thank you enough, Zedock Wartimer, friend of the Tarsi.”


    “My pleasure. You don’t know how good it does me to see you all again. Every night since you left I’ve wondered what in the hell happened. Then when it all went down and Alastor called all the Fulcrum stations back, I assumed the worst. Now, here you are, and I could even hug the Mendraga.”


    “Why don’t you let me out of those cuffs then,” Thresha responded.


    “Thresha, ease off the old man. He’s a friend,” Letho said.


    “Well, that’s easy for you to say, considering you aren’t being taken into custody. And if this is how your friends treat friends, I would hate to see how they treat enemies.”


    Letho considered reminding Thresha that the one who had sired her was their greatest enemy, but instead he opted for silence. Ultimately it proved a wise decision, as Thresha went back to staring blankly at the stone walls and the industrial materials that had been fastened to them to make them livable. Cheap plastics, alloys, and fiberboard tiles abounded. It was all a rather cloying pastiche, and the fifty-hertz whine of the fluorescents above was the icing on the cabin fever cake.


    Zedock followed her gaze. “Looks a lot like the Fulcrum station, don’t it? Least the parts we lived in. You aren’t the first to notice that.”


    “Yeah. Maybe they hired the same architect,” Letho said, chuckling to himself.


    Zedock’s eyes twinkled at this. “Boy, I have so much to tell you,” he said.


    At this Bayorn smiled and placed a hand on Letho’s shoulder. “We will go now. I would like to take Deacon with us, to administer Tarsi medicine. We will help him pass through this dark time, just as we did for you, not so long ago.”


    “Yippee! More drugs!” Deacon shouted to no one in particular. “Captain, take me to the head promontory, so that I can evacuate my irritables!”


    Maka chuckled and patted Deacon on the chest like a baby in need of a burp. Then they turned and began to head down the stairs into the welcoming cavern below.


    Moments later, a cadre of soldiers arrived, wearing garb similar to that of the Fulcrum stationinspectors Letho had once tussled with.


    “Sir, requesting permission to take custody of the prisoner,” the lead soldier said.


    Letho’s stomach lurched as the moment that he had feared arrived. Numerous scenarios ran rampant in his imagination. He saw Thresha snapping her restraints and then the necks of the guards. He saw Zedock withering under her necromantic kiss, and last, he saw Saladin bringing an abrupt end to the drama, the final chords punctuated by the wet percussion of her severed head bouncing across the floor.


    But none of these things happened, and the panic response released him, freeing Letho to see things as they truly were.


    “Can I trust you lads to be gentlemen?” Zedock asked. “I know I’m asking a lot of y’all, but I need you to get her to a cell safe and sound. Can I count on you to do that for me?”


    If he had asked them to tether an anchor to the moon and haul it back for him, the response would have been the same:


    “Sir, yes, sir.”


    Letho was in awe, and perhaps a little jealous of the outward respect the soldiers showed Zedock. How could a man inspire such all-encompassing loyalty in others? Letho had experienced this same loyalty himself; he had been ready to fight a war with a formidable alien race for this man, only shortly after meeting him.


    Letho’s eyes turned to Thresha’s, and he was a little surprised to see that she was looking at him. He had that preternatural itch that said she had been doing so for some time.


    “It’s okay, Zedock,” Thresha said, though her eyes remained locked with Letho’s. “I’ll be a good girl. Think you can fetch one of those pigs for me?”


    “That all depends, m’lady,” Zedock said with an antique flourish that would have been outdated even a thousand years before. “Can you consume the aforementioned swine in an inconspicuous fashion?”


    “You bet I can,” she said, licking her lips. Letho caught a glimpse of the feeding snake that lived behind her teeth, and his stomach soured.


    “Well then, little lady, your wish is my command. Just try to make it last a meal or two, if you could. People ‘round here like their bacon.”


    


    ****


    


    “So what was he like?” Letho asked.


    “My pops? He was a hard-ass. He once backhanded me at the dinner table for talking back to him. The fact that I was right and he was wrong didn’t even enter his head-space.”


    Letho’s and Zedock’s jaws had been loosened by the whiskey that had aged well beyond the advertisement on the bottle, and Letho’s belly was full of some old leftovers that Zedock had scrounged up for him and his mates. It was a veritable buffet of semi-fresh foodstuffs and stale bread. Letho slurped the juice left behind from a bowl of beans and then looked at Zedock, who had begun to stare deep into the middling distance where the videodocs of lost memories always seemed to play. Zedock reclined in a beaten cloth and plastic office chair, his boots propped on a formica desk that doubled as a meal prep counter. On the stone wall beside him, a galaxy of quartz stars glittered, and layer upon layer of stratified sediment told the planet’s ancient story.


    “I’m not quite sure he ever liked me, though by honor and duty he was expected to love me,” Zedock said. “And on some level, I know he did. But I can still feel his hand on my cheek. He had big hands, Letho, like a giant’s.”


    He paused, kicking his boots down from the surface of the counter, which groaned in appreciation. He extended his own hand, palm toward Letho, fingers splayed. Letho placed his hand against Zedock’s, felt the sandpaper vibrance of his skin, and surveyed the difference. Against Zedock’s hand, Letho’s hands were those of a child. Zedock’s father’s hands must have been enormous. Letho pictured a stumpy, paunched man, with hands twice too big for his own body, and chuckled. Zedock, taking notice of the considerable difference between the size of their hands, chuckled as well.


    “Well, Letho. As my pops said, it ain’t the size of the vessel that matters, but the motion of the ocean. ‘Course that doesn’t seem to apply to you so much, since you seem to be able to make your own waves, despite what the ocean itself is doin’.”


    They each withdrew their hands, and a comfortable silence settled upon them. After a moment, Zedock withdrew one of the Black Bears. It was Letho’s—he recognized the markings in the patina of the gun as one recognizes the wrinkles in one’s own skin. Zedock placed it on the cot near Letho, wheezing as he bent forward.


    Time hadn’t been all that kind to Zedock. His skin hung like brittle paper, shot through with wrinkles and patches of discoloration. His eyes still sparked with fierce intellect, but they seemed to be perpetually floating in a soup of tears, as though he were constantly on the verge of crying.


    “Thought you would like to have that back,” Zedock said, patting the gun, “but I didn’t want to dress Saul down like that in front of everyone. I’m sure you understand.”


    “Too bad he didn’t extend that same courtesy to that soldier,” Letho replied.


    Zedock sighed heavily, took a kerchief from his pocket, and dabbed beads of sweat from his forehead. “Maybe he was a bit hard on that kid, but this ain’t a world where you can be soft on people. Soft people get killed, Letho.”


    “I’ve noticed. But you didn’t treat him that way. You can hold someone accountable without cutting them down.”


    “You’re right. But you have to know that his heart is in the right place.” Zedock sighed, and his brow became furrowed. The skin around his eyes wrinkled in a way that gave Letho the impression that the age marks had in part formed while pondering this very issue.


    “So, your son, huh? How’d that work out? How did I never know you had a son?”


    Zedock’s eyes widened at the word “son,” and then he wiped away what appeared to be a tear at the corner of his eye.


    “I see you’re picking up the noticeable difference in our appearance. The truth is, he’s not my blood, Letho. He was orphaned in the transition from Fulcrum to Eursus. I took him under my wing, and after a while, I just started calling him son. It stuck.”


    Letho noticed another errant tear at the corner of Zedock’s eyes, and the old man’s lower lip was trembling. Was he about to start crying? Was he having a stroke?


    “Everything okay, Zedock?” Letho asked. He scooted closer and put a hand on the old man’s shoulder, and to his surprise, it, too, trembled. Letho almost leapt up out of his seat when the old man placed a weathered hand on top of his own, patted it, and then let it drop to his side.


    “Letho, there’s something I need to tell you. I meant to tell you before, but you never came back…”


    The hairs on Letho’s neck stood up, and chills ran up and down his spine like mallets on a bone marimba.


    “You see, I haven’t been completely forthright with you with regard to our particular relationship,” Zedock said, then stopped, as though his batteries were depleted. He continued to stare vacantly at the middling distance until Letho tapped him on the shoulder.


    “Zedock—just spit it out already,” Letho said.


    “Well, hell. I’m no good at this stuff, Letho,” he said, and then paused again.


    Letho, whose stomach was lurching and spinning, grew impatient. “Come on, just tell me already!”


    Zedock rocketed straight up from his chair with incalculable spryness and clenched both fists at his side. “You’re my son, dammit!” he shouted.
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    “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Wait a sec,” Letho said.


    The room was spinning. His mind shook as walls inside began to tumble, taking with them preconceived notions about self and who he had believed himself to be.


    “What do you mean, I’m your son? My parents died in a laboratory accident.” Letho felt his eyes go unfocused¸ felt the familiar slithery sting of a panic attack coming on, and fought back the urge to collapse on the floor before Zedock.


    “Well, that’s part of the story.”


    “How can this even be possible?” Letho shouted.


    “Well, if you’d calm the hell down, I could explain it to you.”


    Letho said nothing, just nodded, his breath fast and razor-edged in his heaving chest.


    “Okay, it’s complicated, but I’ll do my best to explain it to you. Where to begin?” Zedock said.


    “How about at the beginning?” Letho said.


    “All right, already, smart-ass. Here we go.”


    Zedock took a breath and launched into his story. “You see, I was once married to a woman named Marta. She’s the one that gave you those blue eyes of yours. She was beautiful, Letho. Way better than this old lug deserved. I can’t tell you how many times people told me that she was way out of my league, or that I’d knocked it out of the park when I landed her.”


    Letho made a twirling gesture with his index finger, indicating that he wished for Zedock to get on with it.


    “You probably didn’t get far enough in your life on Centennial Fulcrum to where you’d have encountered the rigamarole people had to go through to get certified to have children. We desperately wanted a child, but I just didn’t have the credits or the clout, even with my position as Head Inspector. It’s all very political, you understand?”


    Letho nodded that he did indeed understand, and twirled his index finger again.


    “Well, when we were denied for the fourteenth time, I had to get a little creative. You’ve heard the Tarsi say that Zedock Wartimer is a friend of the Tarsi. Well, that’s a whole ‘nother story all on its own. But I’ll try to hit the high points since you seem to be a mite impatient.


    “You see, my family has been friendly with the Tarsi folk since the Fulcrum stations landed on Eursus way back when. Those Tarsi, they were inside those Fulcrum stations for a long time before they made it to Eursus, and over time they forgot a lot. Long story short, they lost a lot of their abilities and knowledge. From what Fintran told me, back in their heyday they would have been able to learn our language like a duck to water, or they would have invented a device to do the talking and translating for them. But when they got here they weren’t able to communicate with us. The powers that be wanted to take the Fulcrum stations and remove the Tarsi. My forefather convinced them to allow the Tarsi to stay on the Fulcrum stations as maintenance workers, as they were the only ones who knew how to fix things when they broke.”


    “So the Tarsi were in the Fulcrum stations to begin with? Does that mean that the Tarsi created the Fulcrum stations?”


    “Yes, Letho. All the stuff above—the town center, the domiciles—we built that inside the stations to make them fit us. The rest, the underneath, is all Tarsi, which you probably gathered in your time there. Most people went their entire life without setting foot down there. They don’t remember that the Fulcrum vessels were alien in design, as that information has slowly been phased out of the collective knowledge of the folks that live on the stations. From what I understand, they were beautiful inside, very organic and natural, before we filled ’em up with cookie-cutter apartments and office cubicles.


    “Anyways, what I’m trying to tell you is that my relationship with the Tarsi is special. There was a time, Letho, when I was a younger man, when they thought that maybe I was the chosen one they had been searching for. I was fast and strong, and could understand what they were saying when they did their singin’ thing. But as we both know, that didn’t turn out to be the case.


    “So like I was saying, Marta and I weren’t supposed to have a child, officially. But unofficially, well, we were determined. So I approached the Tarsi about concealing Marta with them in the underneath so we could get her off the anti-fertility drugs, and keep her out of sight during her pregnancy. It was a mutually beneficial situation, as you can imagine. We got to have a kid, and they got another shot at finding their chosen one. We had no choice, Letho, and we were hard-headed back then; we wanted a child so bad.


    “So we faked Marta’s death and hid her in the depths with the Tarsi. It weren’t long before she was clear of the antidepressants and anti-fertility drugs, and we conceived a child. The plan was to smuggle the both of you back in as ‘refugees’ from a failed Fulcrum station, with a name change: last name Ferron. But bless her heart, my sweet Marta… she didn’t make it.”


    Zedock bowed his head and placed a hand on his forehead to hide his eyes from Letho. His shoulders began to shake, followed by choked sobs.


    “She died giving birth to you. We had to dispose of her body through one of the exhaust ports. It was shameful. But a good thing came out of all that. You, Letho.”


    Letho’s head was spinning, his image of self dissolving. He had a mother who had given her life so that he could live? And a father who was alive?


    “You were there the whole time,” Letho said, eyes wide, vacant, as if Zedock’s words had hypnotized him. “How come you never told me? Came to see me?”


    Visions blasted through Letho’s mind like a flash flood washing out a gully. Living in the Fulcrum station’s home for parentless children, a time in his life barely remembered, as it was dirty and harsh. Going through his formal ed sequence with no one to congratulate him when his marks were high, or to offer advice on how to catch the eye of the girl he was sweet on. So many missed opportunities.


    “I wanted to, so bad, Letho. You have no idea. But because I was Lead Inspector, a lot of eyes were on me all the time. It would have been… problematic for me to adopt a child, a single man. It would have raised questions about your origins, which would have been dangerous. For both of us. But I want to you to know that I was always there, watching. I am so proud of the man you have become, Letho. You had some strange detours from the path along the way, but those are what make you who you are. My only regret is that I didn’t tell you sooner.”


    “I don’t know what to say, Zedock—uh, Dad—um…”


    “I don’t expect you to know what to say, son. Hell, I don’t know what to say neither. I just wanted you to hear the truth, and now you have. Nothing has to change between us. We can just take it one day at a time, and see how it all shakes out.”


    Letho said nothing, just stared deep into rheumy old eyes that he now realized looked a lot like his, in shape and size. Also the way that Zedock moved, breathed, carried himself. How had he not seen it before?


    “I can’t believe you’re my father. This is just unreal.”


    “Well, I swear by the good book and all. I am sure the doc could whip up a paternity test if you want.”


    “Nah, that’s okay. I guess if you’re my dad I pretty much have to trust you.”


    “Damn right.”


    The two embraced, a son and father who had been torn apart by a rift in the fabric of space and time, now reunited. Tears were shed, and after a moment Letho felt his back growing sore from the firm pats that Zedock gave him as if to ensure that the embrace remained masculine. They broke the embrace, and Zedock place a hand on Letho’s cheek.


    “Might want to trim that scruff—you look like homeless man,” Zedock said, laughing.


    “What, and just leave the mustache? Not quite ready for that look,” Letho said.


    “Fair enough. Hey, why don’t you let me get a look at that arm?”


    Pain upon remembrance. Letho resisted an urge to recoil, to hide his mangled arm. But he allowed Zedock to peel back the torn fabric of his jumpsuit. Zedock pulled a folding knife from a sheath on his belt, and Letho flinched a little at the sight of it.


    “Easy there, hoss. I’m just going to cut some of this fabric so I can get a better look.”


    “Okay,” Letho said, a little embarrassed by his own reaction. “I’m usually much more macho. You know, it’s just, the whole losing an arm thing has me a little jumpy.”


    Zedock said nothing, his eyes fixed on what remained of Letho’s arm. After a moment he sucked air through his teeth, whistling in apprehension or appreciation, Letho couldn’t tell which.


    “Looks bad, right?” Letho said through a grimace.


    “Actually, no. It looks as pure and clean as a baby’s bottom.”


    “What?” Letho turned to look, expecting to see mangled flesh and ragged tendon barely clinging to bare bone. But sure enough, the wound was much further along than it should have been, and to Letho’s shock, but not complete surprise, he seemed to have regained a little of the tissue below his elbow joint. It ended in a wrinkled bulb of flesh that had five small globes attached to it in the familiar orientation of human digits.


    “In fact, looks like it might be growing back,” Zedock said.


    “Wow, that’s amazing,” Letho said.


    “Tell me about it. Is there anything you can’t do, Letho Ferron?”


    “Well, I can’t seem to take care of the people I care about,” Letho said. “All those people we went to save, they died. I couldn’t save them, Zedock.”


    “That’s a damn hard pill to swallow, son. But consider this: no one else on the whole station had half the sack to pull what you pulled. The important thing is that you stuck up for what you believed in. You faced up to your fears, anted up, and threw in. No one else did. You didn’t see anyone else loading up a freighter to join you, did you?”


    “No, sir, I suppose I didn’t.”


    “Well, maybe those folks weren’t meant to be saved, Letho. You ever think of that? Maybe there’s a plan. Maybe Je-Ha…” But Letho cut him off with a raised hand.


    “I’m all full up on divine plans these days, Zedock.”


    “Fair enough, son. Fair enough.”


    “Anyways, if it was all part of his plan, it means that he brought a very bad guy back into the world, and used those people to do it.”


    “Well, I don’t quite see it that way,” Zedock said through a sigh. “But Abraxas is a very bad guy indeed. You saw him?”


    “No, I never actually saw him, or Alastor. But Thresha did. She’s the one that told me they murdered all those Fulcrum citizens. Some kind of ritual to bring him back from the dead.”


    Letho felt his nails digging into his own palm as he remembered. Zedock placed a hand on Letho’s shoulder.


    They stayed like that for a bit, and then Letho was overcome by a yawn big enough that it threatened to split his head sideways. He suddenly realized how tired he was. How much the day had worn him down. His eyes became heavy, and Zedock’s voice became a little fuzzy, hard to keep up with. Letho felt like he was saying something about crossing a bridge when they came to it, but he couldn’t be certain.


    Brain is occupied. Currently not accepting metaphors.


    “Anyways,” Zedock said, “I think that’s enough heavy talk for one night. We’ll have more time to catch up later. What do you say we hit the sack?”


    “Sounds good. See you in the morning?”


    “Right,” Zedock said, clapping his hands on his thighs as he sprang up from his chair. “There’s soap and towels in the head down the hallway. I put a few clean suits in that dresser over there for you. I had to guess on your size.”


    “Gee, thanks, Pops,” Letho said.


    Zedock paused in the doorway long enough to offer Letho a rather crass two-fingered gesture. Letho didn’t think it a very polite way for a father to address his son, but they both laughed.


    “See you in the morning,” Letho said.


    Zedock smiled and turned to leave Letho’s new domicile. As he walked out, the light caught his face just right, and Letho could see new tears glistening on his cheeks.


    


    ****


    


    That night, several floors below the place where Zedock’s revelation had rocked Letho to his very core, Bayorn the Elder was reeling from a revelation of his own. He sat with the Tarsi of Haven, many of whom he recognized from the Centennial Fulcrum, while others were strangers to him. He was disappointed to learn that there were no other Elders in this new, commingled Tarsi community, as he had been eager to speak to the others, to learn if they too were experiencing visions.


    From the moment that he had been christened by Fintran with a singular but monumental kiss on his forehead, strange images and signs had begun to fill his mind. Some of these visions were glimpses of a future that filled him with hope: potential futures in which the plague of the Mendraga had been exterminated and life had begun to flourish, free from the ruining hand of Abraxas. But in other visions, Abraxas triumphed. These visions tormented Bayorn, as he saw Zedock, Maka, his friends, even himself, dying one by one in public executions, their bodies drawn and quartered atop the landing in front of Abraxas’s palace in the heart of Hastrom City. He could see their heads, eyes vacant, tongues lolling as they were placed on pikes that jutted from the walls around the city center. The worst punishments were always saved for Letho, the savior who would be, he whose body could not be killed. The ways in which they tortured his flesh would plague Bayorn for all of his days, whether or not the visions ever came to be true.


    Bayorn worried for his friend. He didn’t like the dark shadows that the young Eursan had been casting on whatever crossed his path. He saw a rising tide of hatred that had not been there when he had first met the boy. Bayorn tried to remember the first inkling of this worrying blackness he had seen growing in Letho. Was it the gleeful way he had butchered the Mendraga on Alastor’s ship? No, many had shed the sour blood of the Mendraga that day, and even the most gentle of souls would likely agree that those who had murdered so many innocent Fulcrum citizens deserved whatever fate had befallen them.


    Perhaps it was the way Letho had executed the mutated creature at the crash site. It wasn’t just that he had killed the creature, for surely that had been necessary. It had been the way in which he had done it: taking his time, seeming to inflict non-fatal wounds purely out of spite or cruelty. Bayorn shuddered. One shouldn’t torture such a base creature. There was no exacting retribution on something that couldn’t even grasp the concept, a beast merely acting upon its nature.


    What if Letho had been acting upon his own inherent nature when he had tortured and killed the mutant?


    But there was nothing Bayorn could do about these concerns, and it was pointless to waste further thought and worry upon the subject. “Your worries you cannot control, but you can control your worrying,” Fintran had always said.


    Bayorn focused on the small group of Tarsi that sat in a ring around him, meditating. They were the last to have received the blood gift. Was it Letho’s blood that had catalyzed his own magnificent transformation, and by extension the transformation of the Tarsis? Or was it Fintran’s? Or was it the combination of the two? Bayorn did not know, and perhaps it did not matter. He had stopped trying to figure out the true nature of the prophecy, where the science ended and the mysticism began. The prophecy would move him and those around him, regardless of his knowledge and understanding.


    Today, many Tarsi had come to Bayorn to place their hand upon his. He had opened a wound on the back of his handwith a piece of sharpened scrap metal, and bled freely. And those who touched his blood underwent the transformation—from the shamed form that they had taken on in their time dwelling as servants of the Fulcrum stations, back to the magnificent form of the ancient Tarsi that had so long ago left the planet Tarsis, fleeing Abraxas and his army of corrupted Tarsi. Abraxas had triggered a bloody civil war that had waged for centuries, a war between those who had accepted Abraxas’s gift of eternal life, and those who would rise against him, protecting the old ways and the freedoms encapsulated within them. Brothers fighting brothers. Fathers fighting their sons and daughters. He could see it now, as clearly as the Tarsi that sat before him. The sight was a gift from the Elders who came before, for they were one and the same now, their memories shared. But it would take time for the revelations to come, and Bayorn didn’t know how much he would be able to learn. Only time would tell, and Fintran wasn’t around to ask.


    But today the descendants of those early Tarsi had lined up, one by one, eager to shed their former skins and become new. Eager, but afraid.


    He could almost hear their thoughts. Will it hurt? What will it be like afterwards? Will I still be the same Tarsi as I was before?


    He had periodically freshened the cut in his hand with a shard of metal, grimacing as the blade bit his flesh. And the Tarsi came to him and placed their hand upon his. Bayorn placed his other hand atop theirs, sandwiching it, then sang soothing tones as the first pains of transformation overtook them. He watched in awe as their bodies began to shudder, to grow. It never ceased to amaze him.


    “Praise Je-ha!” one of them exclaimed.


    “Praise Letho, the Sartan-Sien! May he walk in the light of Je-Ha!” another shouted.


    Bayorn smiled at them, and tried not to let the worry in his mind shroud the joy that shone in his eyes.


    


    ****


    


    The morning came in a rush. Letho didn’t remember showering or discarding his ruined suit down a trash chute. Everything had been obliterated by a sleep sledgehammer.


    “Let’s go, folks, chow time! Rise and shine!” Letho could hear Saul drumming on his door with the incalculable energy of an adolescent.


    “All right! I’m up!” answered Letho, rubbing his eyes and peeling a white ghost of evaporated drool away from the corner of his mouth. He fished a suit from the dresser next to his cot. It was very similar to what he had worn on the Fulcrum station, but it was emblazoned with the flag of a nation that was no more: Twenty stars of white and red were emblazoned on a sea of deepest blue, and in the center of the blue sea stood a bear, its claws outstretched, two sabers crossed behind it. The flag of Tajsun, the former state in which Hastrom City resided—before the great nation of Arandos had fallen.


    When Letho stepped outside of his room, he found Saul standing at the end of the hallway, his arms crossed impatiently.


    Hurry up, asshole. Chow’s on, Letho heard Saul’s furrowed eyebrows say.


    “We have about thirty minutes in the cafeteria before the next shift comes in, so we gotta hustle. If you don’t get down to chow on time, you don’t eat,” said Saul. As they made their way toward the stairs, Saul fired another contemptuous look at Letho, letting him know that causing someone to miss chow in Haven might be a capital offense.


    But then Saul’s expression softened, almost too abruptly. “Look, I’m sorry about last night,” Saul said. “It ain’t easy keeping this place running, you know. We risk our asses every day, going on runs, trying to keep the warehouse stocked.”


    “And you resented the fact that you had to make a run just to rescue us. I get it,” Letho said.


    “Well, it ain’t exactly like that. Let’s just say we don’t like going out there for nothin’.”


    “Well, I hope I don’t disappoint you.”


    “With the legends that are floating around about you? How could you not?” Saul said, laughing.


    “Yeah, I know, right?” Letho said, imitating Saul’s laugh with eerie perfection. He punched Saul in the arm, careful to not actually cause bodily harm, but firm enough to get the point across. Saul’s next step was a bit of a stumble, partly from the force of the blow, but more from surprise.


    “Two for flinching, Saul! You ever play that game when you were a kid?”


    “Yeah, I suppose so,” Saul said, massaging his bicep.


    It’s not so fun when it’s happening to you, is it? Ass.


    They continued up the stairs in silence. Saul’s mood appeared to improve, as he began to whistle an off-key tune. But it wasn’t quite in time with the clicking sound of his boot heels, which began to drive Letho a little insane. Didn’t everyone more or less whistle in time with their walking pace, or was he just crazy? He grinned as he imagined himself blasting Saul in the head with his fist, driving it through the rock wall beside them.


    “Something funny?” Saul asked.


    “Nah, just remembered something. What is that tune you’re whistling?”


    “You don’t recognize it?”


    “Should I?”


    “I don’t remember the name… it was one of those popsynths. Something about a Fulcrum guy who wants to ask the girl at his work center out to a movie. Man, I can’t even remember the group’s name anymore,” Saul said, somewhat wistfully.


    “Yeah, sounds about right. Most of that stuff was pretty forgettable. I like the vintage stuff,” Letho said. Saul favored him with a wary eye, and Letho smiled, offering him a shrug. “But I guess that stuff was cool, too. Catchy, or whatever.”


    “Right,” Saul said. “So anyways, the cafeteria is just ahead. Below us there’s a workout room and training center, complete with a small recball court and a gun range. The recball court also doubles as a close-quarters combat training area.”


    The door at the end of the hallway opened as a few citizens spilled out of the cafeteria, and Letho felt sweet ecstasy slide up his nostrils.


    “Oh my God, what is that smell?” Letho asked. Competing ambrosial aromas rocketed toward his brain, which in turn commanded his stomach to contract so hard he almost doubled over from the pangs.


    “That would be bacon, as promised by our fearless leader,” Saul said.


    “Oh, man. And is that eggs? You guys have real eggs too?”


    “Yep, we have a small farm set up below the machinery area—hydroponic gardens as well as livestock. A few scrub chicken and pigs, is all. No beefs, I’m sorry to say, but we’re working on it. Haven’t been able to find any uncontaminated stock. Livestock is hard to find out there. Almost as precious as ammunition.”


    “I’ve never had a real egg before. Do the real things taste that much better than synthetic?” The obese fellow Letho once was was having a full-on thrombosis in the back corner of his mind.


    “You have no idea, pal, but you’re about to find out,” answered Saul.


    They lined up in the cafeteria and were each given a tray. As they went down the row, cafeteria workers served them each small but adequate portions of eggs, fruit, bread, and bacon. The woman named Tiny—who, when not operating the crane, was apparently tasked with the solemn duty of doling out bacon—gave Letho a wink when she slid a couple of extra slices onto his tray. He wasn’t sure what to make of the lurid wink, but the extra grease candy was much appreciated.


    As Letho went to find his seat he realized that everyone had stopped eating and was staring at him. Letho would rather have taken a shotgun blast to the face than address an audience, but the stares persisted, lingering on his skin like flies. So he stood up, cleared his throat and slicked his hair back absently with his hand.


    “Uh, hi. My name is Letho Ferron.”


    A collective intake of breath robbed the room of oxygen and the audience erupted in a tidal wave of susurration. The whispers were varied, but conveyed roughly the same sentiment:


    It’s him!


    No it’s not. He died, remember? Went off to Alastor’s ship and never came back.


    I heard he brought a Mendraga with him.


    It can’t be him. He’s too short!


    “Yes, it’s me. just wanted to introduce myself. Thank you for taking my friends and me in. Really dig the place,” he finished, attempting to make his smile appear as genuine as possible, but in the process causing his face to contort like cheap plastic. He hoped that his joke would earn at least a few chuckles, so he did something that any comedian would tell you not to, he attempted to explain; “Get it, dig the place? Because we are underground?” No one laughed, and Letho cleared his throat, hoping for a moment something horrible would happen to him, that the roof would collapse, that one of them would stand up and rush him. Anything to get him out from under the scrutiny of all those eyes. It was the ambivalence that unnerved him the most. He could have handled smiles, and even looks of derision, but the sea of vacant stares, the idea that he had absolutely know idea what any of them were thinking was truly terrifying.


    “Is it true?” asked a woman with wide eyes and a shock of white hair.


    “Is what true?” Letho asked.


    “Did you really come back from the dead?”


    “I… think so?” he said, in a statement that was also a question. “I’m not sure exactly, because I might have been dead at the time.”


    Some laughed, while others continued to regard him with bullet-lead stares.


    “How many Mendraga did you kill?” asked a young man with thinning hair and a blue-black tattoo of a lightning bolt draped over the craggy ruin of an eye.


    “Enough to know that they aren’t as tough as they seem. And their heads blow up real good,” Letho said, dropping his hand to his Black Bear. In a flash he drew the pistol, spun it a few times on his finger, and holstered it again. The people in the cafeteria barely had time to react to the fact that he had drawn a pistol before the display of his talents was over. They cheered, and this time a little more of the crowd joined in.


    I’m getting good at this.


    “But you travel with a Mendraga. A woman. Word is that she was one of them that came to the Centennial Fulcrum with Alastor himself. I seen her!”


    The mood that had moments before been laudatory immediately turned toward suspicion and anger. Just as Letho was scanning for exit routes, a reassuring hand clasped his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. The old man at his side raised his hand into the air, and the crowd immediately grew silent.


    “Now folks, I’m sure you have lots of questions, but let’s save those for the next town meeting, shall we?” Zedock said.


    “But what about the Mendraga?”


    “Yeah!” shouted another from a mouth that looked tailor made to suck on a moonshine jar until its owner’s guts rotted out.


    “Yeah! We deserve to know!”


    The louder the crowd got, the more their collective pool of intelligence dwindled.


    No one is as dumb as all of us! Letho’s mind sang, flashing an image of some poster he had once seen in someone’s cubicle of a bunch of cats scrambling to get out of a toilet bowl.


    “All right, already,” Zedock said, not quite shouting, but raising his voice just enough to cause those directly in front of him to flinch and those in the back to snap to attention. “Yes, we brought a Mendraga in last night, and yes, she does know Alastor, but she is fully cooperative, and at this time is cooling her heels in the detention center.”


    “What if she’s communicating with Alastor right now?” one shouted.


    “Son, if she can talk to Alastor through thousands of tons of solid rock, I’ll shit in my own hat and eat it,” Zedock said. With this singular expression he had half of the crowd back in the palm of his hand. Letho marveled.


    Crap jokes. They never get old.


    “She was close with the enemy, but I say that we use it to our advantage. She knows things. She’s been on the inside. And my friend Letho assures me that she killed one of her own to save him. I ain’t never heard of a Mendraga doing something like that before. What about y’all?”


    The crowd didn’t seem to be completely behind Zedock on this point, but at least the vibe that that they might tear Letho limb from limb had faded.


    Letho surveyed the group before him. Based on what Zedock and Saul had told him, the people in the cafeteria couldn’t be more than a sliver of the Haven’s population. They were an interesting cross-section of Fulcrum society as he remembered it: there were folks who appeared accustomed to finer things and thus rather petulant about their current food and board, and those who were obviously thankful for warm food and clothes on their backs. There were people with white skin, brown skin, and all manner of shades in between. Forty or fifty unique sets of eyes watched him, measured him. In some he could see appreciation, and a kind of wonder; others looked upon Letho with a rather thinly veiled contempt. There was no room for his exploits in their view of the universe, for it defied logic, and therefore was immediately suspect. Hell, Letho himself had been a skeptic up until he had awoken that day in the underneath, the fatal wound from Alastor’s sword completely healed, his life given back to him by science, some great cosmic mistake, or a miracle. When you didn’t know for sure, Letho decided, all three things were more or less one and the same.


    “At any rate, good people of Haven, I have an announcement to make,” Zedock said. Letho’s heart lurched. Surely Zedock wasn’t going to…


    But he was. Zedock summoned Saul to come stand next to him, with Letho on Zedock’s other side, and he draped his arm around both of them before continuing.


    “I am happy to announce that my long-lost son has come home to me,” Zedock said, clutching both young men close to him.


    “Aw, Dad, I wasn’t even gone that long,” Saul muttered.


    Oh no.


    “That’s right, folks. I thought I’d lost him, but he’s come back. Letho Ferron is my son. I am a blessed man to have two such fine young sons—both of whom are eligible, I might mention, young ladies! I wanted you all to hear it from me first. Word tends to travel fast around here, and sometimes gets twisted up in the transmission, so there it is.”


    Letho expected some kind of reaction from Saul, but he was surprised by the shocking severity of it. Saul’s face turned an explosive shade of red, and the way he jerked his way out of Zedock’s embrace caused the old man to stumble a bit. Zedock would have fallen to the floor if Letho hadn’t been there to support him.


    The crowd gasped. Saul stood there, resplendent in his rage, pitiful in the embarrassment that clearly shone on his face. He said nothing, and after a moment he stormed from the cafeteria, sending an unwitting bystander careening with a shove of the shoulder. Letho watched as some soldiers he recognized from Saul’s personal guard stormed out after their leader. One of them stopped and glared at Letho. Another made a familiar gesture: two fingers toward his own eyes, then the same two fingers pointed at Letho.


    I’m watching you.


    “Zedock! You didn’t tell him?” Letho said.


    “Yeah, just now I did.” Zedock droppedg his arm and massaging his shoulder. “Bastard tweaked my shoulder joint.”


    “Don’t you think it might have gone a little more smoothly if you had given him a heads-up before announcing it in front of the whole community?” Letho exclaimed.


    “I didn’t tell the whole community, I just told the people sitting in the lunch room.”


    “He looked pretty upset,” Letho said. “You might want to go talk to him.


    “Nonsense. He’s a stubborn fella. If I went to talk to him while he’s in one of his moods, he’d be liable to dust me.”


    “Dust you?” Letho asked.


    “Yeah, knock my block off? Pop me in the chops? Dust me?” None of the colloquialisms were familiar to Letho, but he got the gist of it.


    “I’ll talk to him later, anyways. He’ll be fine, trust me. He’s just gonna go to some place quiet and turn it around in his head a few times. Just like a Wartimer, I tell ya.”


    Only he isn’t a Wartimer. By blood anyways.


    “Well, you’re the boss. Hey, I haven’t seen Deacon since last night. Is he coming down to breakfast?”


    “He’s fine. Down there with the Tarsi. Spoke with Bayorn earlier, he says he’s coming through the sickness like a champ. Still going to be a few days.”


    “And what about Thresha? I’d like to go and see her, if that’s okay.”


    Zedock ran the back of his hand across a sweat-spackled forehead, placed his hands on his hips, and sighed as he stared at the floor.


    “Sure, I guess now’s a good time as any. Sit down and eat your breakfast, and then I’ll take you. I can give you a tour of rest of the place on the way down.”


    


    ****


    


    Zedock led Letho into the kitchen through a set of yellowed vinyl flaps hanging at the back of the cafeteria. The kitchen was rather nondescript, reminding Letho of the Fulcrum food prep facilities, though these looked as though they had seen more use and less maintenance.


    They stopped at what appeared to be a dead end at the rear of the galley. Zedock pushed on a small, waist-high square in the wall, and it retracted, revealing a keypad. Zedock punched in the code.


    To Letho, Zedock’s keystrokes came at a glacial pace, and he had the code memorized several times over before the old man had entered the last number. As he danced from foot to foot, Letho was a bit disappointed with himself in how much he simply couldn’t wait to see Thresha. How had it come to this? He supposed that many men before him had become infatuated with deadly yet beautiful women, and he shuddered to think of the fates that been historically reserved for those who bet everything on a companion whose allegiances were at best dubious. He could almost feel the bite of a blade on the back of his neck just from thinking about it.


    Get it together, Ferron.


    If only it were that easy. Stop doing that thing that’s unhealthy for you. Please stop caring so deeply for that person. As if the heart and mind could resolve themselves against that which had already been chosen.


    A metal grate and girder stairway loomed in the darkness of the shaft just behind the secret door. Halogens began to flick on one by one, although several stayed dark, never again to cast their pale light.


    “Executive escape hatch,” Zedock said.


    “Is that the official handbook label, or is that what you’re calling it? It looks like it’s going to fall apart any second,” Letho said.


    “Aw, hush. It ain’t that bad. Trust me, I seen worse. This is old Arandos construction: real steel. They don’t make ’em like this anymore.” Zedock grabbed the handrail and gave it a good shake. Down below, something groaned and crashed to the ground.


    Letho’s eyes widened. “After you, old-timer,” he said.


    “Is that any way to talk to your old man?” Zedock said. “Just remember you may be a bigger bear, but you ain’t the baddest bear in the woods, son.”


    “Just move it,” Letho said, wearing a grin that disappeared as he placed a tentative foot on the rickety catwalk.


    


    ****


    


    Zedock didn’t take Letho all the way to the bottom floor, where the shadows were long and the walls glistened with moisture and a verdant carpet of lichens and fungal growth.


    “What’s down there, Zedock?” Letho asked as they stopped about midway down the stairwell, pointing to where the darkness swallowed the stairwell below them. Zedock’s mind appeared to be entangled in the arduous process of remembering the keycode for yet another locked door, and it took him a moment to respond.


    “That there’s where the water comes from. The whole damn compound is sitting on top of an aquifer. Enough water to drink and bathe with for centuries. Luckiest damn thing. Lot of underground water supplies, like the one we have here, straight dried up. Sucked dry when things got bad. But this one goes on for miles, from what I understand.”


    “Does it connect to Hastrom City?” Letho asked.


    “I don’t know. Why don’t we hop on over to the submarine store and pick one up, so we can go down and have a look?” Zedock gave Letho a playful but slightly stinging thump to the ear. “I don’t know how far down it goes, or left or right neither, I just know it’s deeper and darker than a—”


    Letho cut him a glance, and Zedock blushed. “Well, it’s just a deep, dark place, is all.”


    Zedock finished his keyed entry, and the door slid open, raining a curtain of dust and rust down in front of them. Inside the doorway was some sort of meeting area. Ancient film cameras stood like children, their lifeless eyes staring off into odd directions as if waiting for something to draw their focus. Once-plush amphitheater seats now presented synthetic skin that had begun to deteriorate, spilling stuffing like overflowing popcorn. In the center stood a podium; it was adorned with a large golden medallion featuring a bear striding upon a bed of olive branches and encircled in a ring of evenly spaced stars. Perhaps a world leader had stood there once, assuring the terrified public that there was indeed a large reserve of potable water that would be evenly distributed, and that food trucks would be arriving shortly.


    Zedock led Letho to the back of the room where the control deck for the cameras and lights were found. “The lights and intercom system still work, but the cameras don’t. Broadcasts are a little dangerous anyways. Lots of folks out there want what we got,” he said.


    “Well, why don’t you let them in then?” Letho asked. “Looks like you have plenty to go around.”


    Zedock chuckled. “Well, son, I’m glad that things appear to be that well put together, but the truth is, we’re just holding it together with a bit of all-tape and some baling wire. We got plenty of water, but we always end up with just enough food to scrape by, and don’t even get me started on medicine.”


    “That bad, huh?”


    “You betcha.”


    They headed to the next room, where the walls were covered in dark wood paneling and an expansive oval-shaped desk was made from some dense, burled wood. On one wall was a giant computer screen whose LCD display had given out years before. On another wall was a larger representation of the bear logo that Letho had seen on the podium in the previous room.


    Long live Arandos.


    “How crazy is it that our country’s icon was a bear, and then a bunch of green alien space bears showed up on our planet in spaceships?” Letho said.


    “I would say that it’s a coincidence of cosmic proportions, which is to say, I don’t really think it’s a coincidence at all,” Zedock said, winking at Letho.


    They made their way through a complex array of hallways with sparse markings, lit with more halogens that blinked on and off occasionally as if to acknowledge Zedock and Letho’s presence. The sound of machinery grew louder, and Letho found himself remembering his days in the underneath. He never thought he would long for the mindless simplicity of back-breaking labor, but he couldn’t help but feel nostalgic as the clamor of large machinery filled his ears and set his teeth to vibrating. He felt the thrum of archaic machinery that pumped fresh air and kept the waste water from backflowing into bathrooms, and it was as welcome as his own heartbeat and the pumping of his lungs.


    “This is the mechanical area. All the air purification, electricity, sewage, it all starts here!” Zedock was shouting to be heard over the angry-bee whine of old machinery. Occasionally one of the great mechanical beasts would hitch, filling the air with acrid stink and metal-on-metal screeching. Around them, men, women and the occasional Tarsi would run over to the complaining valve or turbine and strike it with a great red hammer or perhaps a silver wrench. The noise and smoke would immediately dissipate.


    “Why does it smell like animal in here?” Letho asked.


    “Well, I’m glad you asked! Follow me!”


    Zedock led Letho over to the rear wall of the machine area, which bulged out toward them like a pregnant belly. When he pulled open a metal door, Letho gasped from the shock of what he saw. Even in his former life, he had never made it down to the hydroponics sector of the Fulcrum station. He had never felt the warm damp that was so hospitable to plant life. He had never smelled fresh leaves or the sweet earth smell of soil. Even with the pungent aroma of animal waste mixed in, it was an intoxicating bouquet.


    Letho inhaled deeply, wanting to pull in as much of the natural goodness as he could. His lungs and chest thanked him with an explosion of warm endorphins, as if to congratulate him on taking the first breath of what Eursan’s atmosphere was meant to be.


    Before him, rows and rows of verdant, unfettered nature spilled from pots, bins, and troughs. Dirt covered everything, sweet and black. Letho wanted roll in it, to get the mineral smell deep in his pores so that it would never wash away. He wanted to get it under his fingernails and never scrape it out, to feel it gritting between his teeth.


    Above the rows of plants a brilliant false sky shone with the ferocity of a multitude of white hot filaments sealed in glass bulbs. And farther back, Letho could see animal pens that had been shaped from repurposed catwalks and handrails. The cackle of chickens and the grunting and squeals of pigs filled the air. Letho had never seen a live animal before, save for in simulations during his formal ed sequence. He felt an incredible urge to run over to the animal pens, leap the fence, and grab one. He wanted to feel the warmth of another creature’s skin, smell its scent, see its eyes, feel the wet touch of its nose on his skin as it sniffed him—all things he had read about as a child but never experienced. He felt five years old. He knew that Zedock wouldn’t judge him for such an act, but he held himself back.


    “You want to go take a look?” Zedock asked.


    “Sure,” Letho said, trying to sound nonchalant, but probably failing.


    They made their way past the rows of legumes and fruits, and Zedock plucked a plump red sweet tomato from a vine and tossed it to Letho. He bit down, and felt the juice explode into his mouth and run down his chin.


    A female Tarsi appeared from a shed, a wave of pink and dappled skin tumbling underfoot. She clucked at the creatures and sang in the Tarsi way, and it was sweet music to Letho’s ears. She met them at the fence line and exchanged a few pleasantries with Zedock, who surprised Letho with some stilted but serviceable Tarsi.


    “Letho, this is Sada; she’s a good friend. She’s got a natural touch with the animals here.”


    At the mention of the name “Letho,” the Tarsi’s eyes widened, and she immediately took a knee and bowed her head. The sight of this magnificent creature kneeling in mud and pig feces, a ramshackle fence between them, simultaneously broke Letho’s heart and caused it to swell and hammer in his chest like a war drum.


    “Sartan-Sien, I never thought I would meet you. Praise Je-Ha,” she cried.


    “Thank you, but get up, please,” Letho stammered, chewing his cellophane words, wishing they were better. Then he took another tack, singing to her in his best Tarsi.


    Rise, great matron. I am not worthy of this gesture.


    The words came more easily, and with much more poignance, when he used Tarsi song-speak. Sada’s eyes grew even wider, and her lip trembled. Letho extended his hand, and she took it in a hand big enough to crush his several times over, but with a gentle touch kind enough to soothe infant skin.


    “It is you. I always hoped I would meet you, chosen one.”


    “Well, it is nice to meet you too, Sada.”


    There were no more words to be said between them, at least none within Letho’s grasp. Hopefully the song had been enough, for what do you say to a creature who believes you to be a deity?


    Sada was clutching something small and vital in her other arm. She drew it from her bosom and held the squiggling thing out to Letho, who without thought took it awkwardly in his arms. Sada clucked and cooed, calming the little creature. She was its surrogate mother, and it her baby, and she eyed Letho carefully, ready to leap in at the first sign of danger to her young.


    It was a piglet, and its pristine pink flesh was clean and soft against Letho’s skin. He could feel the animal’s heart hammering against his palm, and it nuzzled his chest as he held it close.


    “Somethin’, ain’t it?” Zedock said, beaming with pride, as though he himself had built the entire facility and possibly sired the piglet. Though, Letho thought, he did deserve kudos for finding this place and keeping it running.


    “How?” It was all that Letho could muster.


    “Well, whoever built this place thought of everything. We don’t know much about it, because most of the paperwork got ruined or thrown out long before we got here. But we know it used to be a military facility.”


    “As missile silos tend to be,” Letho interrupted.


    “Very funny, smart aleck. Yes, as I was saying, the only thing I can figure is that someone, or a group of someones, bought the place and converted it. Maybe they saw the storm coming, who knows. All those light bulbs you see, there are thousands more in storage. Only a couple have burned out since we’ve been here, and Je-Ha knows how long they were here before us. I reckon we can keep it going for another century or two.”


    “What about seeds? I mean, where did you get the plants? I didn’t see a single living plant up top,” Letho said.


    “Well, they’d stashed those away too. Plenty to plant down here and still more left over to plant up top when this whole thing blows over.”


    “You mean when Abraxas decides to uproot and head back to his side of the galaxy?”


    Zedock smiled. “That, or you and I go put a boot up his ass.”


    “How are we going to both get our boots up there? Are we going to kick at the same time?” Letho asked, laughing.


    “Letho, do you ever take anything seriously?” Zedock’s face grew stern.


    Letho paused to gauge Zedock’s reaction. But there was no humor in Zedock’s expression, and the corners of his lips did not turn up with mirth. The cold steel that Letho had first seen in Zedock’s eyes, when they met during an interrogation for insurrection, had returned.


    “Come on, Zedock. You’ve got to be joking. Abraxas and Alastor have already won. What could we possibly do now? He’s got an army, right? And we’ve got like, what, a hundred, two hundred people? Do you guys even have any weapons?”


    Zedock didn’t respond, save for a rather spartan nod as he stared off into the middling distance, as men his age were wont to do when lost in thought. Then he turned and fixed a fifty-caliber stare on Letho, smiling a mischievous smile.


    “Yup, to all that. We got some weapons that we scavenged up. Found a real good military bunker that Alastor’s men somehow missed. Rifles, ammo, warbirds, we got it all. We also got a bunch of pissed-off, bored-as-hell Tarsi that want to have a reckonin’ with those two assholes. That feud goes back longer than we know, Letho. Centuries upon centuries, and then a few more centuries before that. Who are we to tell them they can’t take their fight to the fella that that burned down their whole damn planet?”


    “All very good points,” Letho said.


    “And now we have you, Letho. You’re our ace in the hole, son. Those Tarsi will go to hell and back for you—you know that, right?” Zedock looked his son straight in the eyes. “And the men… well, it don’t hurt for them to have someone to fight for. And Saul…” Zedock paused, took a breath, and dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief. He took on a conspiratorial tone, as if Saul might be listening to them through some device of espionage. “I thought that leader would be Saul, but he’s just not… He’s a good boy, Letho, don’t get me wrong. I love him to death. But he’s just not good with the men under him. Kinda rough on them. Not a real people person, my Saul.”


    “There’s no guarantee that I would be any different,” Letho said. “Have you ever seen me in front of people I don’t know? It’s brutal.”


    “As a matter of fact, I have, Letho. About twenty minutes ago. I saw you talking to a whole group of angry Haven citizens who were about ready to tear your damn head off for bringing a Mendraga into their midst. And you had ’em eating out of the palm of your hand with just a few words. You have a natural way with people, son. I don’t understand why you can’t see it.”


    Letho could tell the old man was struggling to choose the right words. A familial trait, apparently.


    “Yeah, so I can get people to like me—though the reason why is beyond me. But other than that, what can I do? I’m just one guy. Even with my abilities, I can’t take an army on all by myself. Look at me!” Letho said, wiggling his ruined appendage for emphasis.


    Sada, as if responding to an unspoken cue, took the piglet from Letho and smiled at him. “You will lead us home, Letho. It has been foretold,” she said.


    Letho smiled and attempted to hide the maelstrom of self-doubt that raged inside him. Sada clutched the pig to her bosom and turned to leave, heading back toward a snorting and rooting drift of pigs who fed from a large squat trough.


    “See what I mean, Letho? I promise you, if you fight alongside them, every single Tarsi will be worth ten when the proverbial shit hits the fan. It don’t matter if you buy into their bedtime stories. All that matters is that they believe in you, Letho. And there’s thousands more Tarsi in Hastrom City, just waiting.”


    “I just don’t know, Zedock. It just seems impossible. There’s no way we can win.”


    “That’s the very thinking that got us to where we are. When Abraxas brought the Fulcrum stations back, he didn’t have an army. But everyone just lay down and let him take everything. Everyone except us, Letho. We fought back, we escaped, and now we have this place. I can’t believe all of that happened just by accident. We’re meant to do something, by circumstance or divine intervention!” Zedock stamped his foot to punctuate his speech, and Letho choked back a laugh at the rather comical gesture.


    “Yeah, I don’t put too much stock in divine interventions these days.”


    “Well, do you like to kick Mendraga ass?”


    Letho laughed. “Yes, sir, I reckon I do.”


    “Do you want to see that scumbag Alastor Wyrre and his boss one more time, and serve ’em up a little helping of retribution?”


    “Yeah, I could go for that.”


    “Well, I guess that’ll have to be enough,” Zedock said, and his eyes once again got lost in the middling distance.


    


    ****


    


    They went back upstairs, and Zedock took the lead as they wound through the labyrinth of nondescript corridors. Letho was thankful for Zedock’s presence, for he had lost all sense of direction and would probably have dehydrated or starved before finding his way out. Soon they reached an area of storage rooms, including the room that had been repurposed as a brig.


    “We don’t need to use this place too often. ‘Cept when people get a little too much hooch in ’em and get to fightin’ and carousin’,” Zedock said, opening the door for Letho.


    There she sat, and Letho’s heart leapt at the sight of her. She was hunched over on a cot, her back to him. Her body convulsed in a repulsive fashion that caused Letho’s hairs to stand on end, and the sucking sounds he heard didn’t do his stomach any favors. When she turned to face them, her feeding appendages were blessedly retracted, but a small droplet of blood ran down her chin. In her hands was a small white cup, its inside coated with blood.


    “How’s that sow blood taste? Probably not as good as human, but that’s the best you’re gonna get while you’re here, I’m afraid.”


    Thresha, grinning, traced her index finger around the inside of the cup, placed it between her pursed lips, and sucked the last traces of sow blood down.


    “You have no idea,” she said in a husky voice. “But thank you. I was starving. So what brings you fine gentlemen to my humble abode?” She gestured to the barred cell around her. The grace of that gesture was out of step with her surroundings. Her posture was regal even though her clothes were worn and covered in muck, her face stained with blood.


    “The young squire here has requested an audience, Your Highness.”


    “And to what do I owe this great honor, Letho Ferron?”


    “I, uh, just wanted to come and see how you were doing,” Letho said, hoping that Zedock didn’t see the flush rising to his cheeks. The old man eyed him warily, his smile turning into an unpleasant pucker, as though he had a piece of food stuck behind his dentures. Under normal circumstances a father would welcome his son’s doting on such a beautiful creature. These were, however, anything but normal circumstances, as the woman in question was currently being held prisoner and just happened to be a member of a species that held Letho and Zedock’s race in the bonds of slavery.


    “You going to be okay?” Zedock asked.


    “Yeah, I can handle this,” Letho replied.


    “I’ll wait out in the hall, then. Just do me a favor and don’t hand over your pistol there, hotshot.” Zedock glared at Letho as he left them alone.


    “He’s a funny one,” Thresha said. She placed the cup aside, out of sight, and stood with a feline grace that set Letho’s hairs on end yet again. He knew that the way he was looking at her was wrong, that the way the alabaster pale of her skin set his pulse racing was wrong. Yet he couldn’t stop himself. He longed to touch the milk-white of her flesh and know its smoothness. He longed for her to run her hand across his brow, like he had seen her do for Deacon. Then his thoughts turned to Sila, and the twin images blurred and intertwined: two women who had become Mendraga, their essence deformed by a blood curse that had made its way across whole galaxies. Was it destined to poison everything Letho cared for?


    “What are you thinking about, Letho?” Thresha said, her eyes narrowing, her expression hardening.


    “I was thinking about a girl I used to know. She was one of the ones who… who died on Alastor’s ship.” Letho expected one of Sila’s perfunctory tongue lashings.


    Thresha. Not Sila.


    “I lost someone I loved too, you know. In fact, I lost him twice. First to Alastor’s curse, and then…” She trailed off, eyes distant. “Well, let’s just say I had a reason to kill Jim, beyond saving you.”


    Letho’s heart skipped a beat.


    She was trying to save me after all.


    “Who was he? The guy you loved?” Letho asked, stepping closer to the wrought iron bars between them. As he looked at the Mendraga, he realized that the bars weren’t the only things that separated them. How old had Thresha been when Alastor took her? What Fulcrum station had she come from? She could be centuries older than him, he thought. He knew so little of her.


    “His name was Mavus Wheatley. And I loved him.”


    They were married.


    “No, we never actually got married. We wanted to, but Alastor—”


    “Did you just read my mind?” Letho interrupted.


    “You mean you didn’t say that out loud?”


    “Nope. Pretty sure I didn’t.”


    Thresha sighed. “Alastor’s gift grows with time,” she replied. “Right now it’s like a bad radio connection with a far-off Fulcrum station. It comes and goes. In and out of focus.”


    “You’ve been inside my mind before, haven’t you?” Letho asked.


    She looked at him in surprise, and then shrugged. “It’s not something I can control. I mean, I don’t want to get inside people’s minds. First of all, it’s not very polite, and second, well, people’s minds are a mess. You don’t realize what a bizarre circus your own mind is until you step into someone else’s.” Letho blushed. “And then there’s all that stuff that people want to say but can’t. Look, Letho, you’re a great guy, but…” Thresha made an emphatic, two-handed halt gesture that dissolved into a twirling movement with both hands. “I mean, what can I even say? What’s the point? We’re all going to be dead soon.”


    Letho’s heart leapt like a suicidal man and splattered on the pavement of gross disappointment.


    “So can you hear their thoughts too?” Letho asked, thinking of Abraxas and Alastor as he looked upon her with narrowed eyes. His spirit was pulverized and the shock of rejection seemed to be manifesting itself in physical symptoms. He didn’t know whether he wanted to vomit or cry. But he fought with all his might to keep his facial expression the same. Which was silly, since the woman before him could read his mind. His feelings for her clouded everything. She could be his greatest asset in the fight against Abraxas and Alastor, or she could undo everything and lead the entire human race to unending subjugation.


    “Yes. Sometimes,” she said.


    “Can either of them hear you?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe? Probably.”


    “So what do we do?”


    “I don’t know, Letho. That’s not my job to figure out. You’re the savior, right? You’re the guy with the plan, or at least that’s what everyone seems to think.”


    Letho began to pace, his thoughts racing. He couldn’t get them to stop, they just kept coming like a series of trains, derailing and piling atop one another. Why did anyone expect him to have the right answer to anything? Because he was good with a sword and could run really fast?


    Well, you seem pretty impervious to bullet wounds.


    He wasn’t sure if the voice in his mind was Thresha or his copilot, the reptilian master of sarcasm that lived in his mind and was the personification of his fear of rejection by people like Thresha.


    “I don’t know why people keep looking to me for answers, Thresha. As if my ability to get shot and not die somehow makes me able to lead people. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, I don’t know what to tell them.”


    Letho was acutely aware that he was standing directly in front of her, and if he moved his face just inches forward, they would be kissing. Time slowed, and the motes of dust that danced in the air seemed to amble about their chaotic trajectories for days. He wrapped his hand around one of the steel bars. The corroded surface was cold, so he placed his head upon it so that it might douse the fire he felt in his brow.


    Thresha’s hand encircled his. It, too, was cold, like a catacomb caress, but it comforted him nonetheless. From somewhere, perhaps a galaxy away, he heard her sigh. Her breath cooled his sweat-dappled brow, though it carried with it a faint trace of carrion.


    “Finally, you’re being honest,” she said. “But you know, you are always berating yourself, and I… I’m sorry to say that I have berated you as well. I mean, you’ve screwed up pretty bad a few times, but look. We’re still alive. That thing you did back at the school was pretty damn brave. We would all be dead if you hadn’t done that. That’s something. Maybe if you believed in yourself just a little, others might too.”


    There was a sudden shared awareness of their proximity to one another. Like two magnetic fields repelling each other with inexplicable force, they both pulled back—but who was faster in their reaction?


    “Thanks, Thresha. It means a lot to me.”


    There was nothing more to say. She had retired to the corner of her cell. She turned her head, over her shoulder, and smiled at him, but her eyes were now distant, vacant. As if on cue, or a merciful segue sent by a benevolent force, the crackle of a walkie-talkie drew Letho’s attention. There was a knock on the door and Zedock entered, looking mildly flustered.


    “Saul needs us in the meeting room up top, right now. Whole complex is in a tizzy.”
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    “Okay, Saul, just what in the hell has been going on? I’m gone for five minutes and all hell breaks loose!” Zedock shouted, pounding his fist on the oak table. Thankfully, it was built to withstand even Zedock’s temper.


    “Well, Dad, if I can even still call you that,” Saul said, pausing for effect. The way his face reddened, the timbre of his voice—they were so similar to Zedock. How could they not be blood relatives?


    Nature versus nurture, Letho supposed.


    “Now don’t start in on me with that horse manure, son. Ain’t a damn thing changed between you and me,” Zedock said.


    Neither Letho nor Saul needed Thresha’s mind-reading abilities to see that this was untrue. Blood always trumped any sort of political or word bond between people. It had been so since the dawn of Letho’s race, and would always be.


    Saul glared at Letho, who only shrugged. He was doing a lot of shrugging these days. The mark of a true leader.


    “Well, if I could continue, good sir,” Saul said, casting his laser gaze at Zedock, “people are a little pissed that you brought a Mendraga in, regardless of her special relationship to your blood relative. They aren’t rioting yet, but they might be soon. We have to do something to calm them down or distract them.” Saul laughed, scratching his chin. It was a tell, a madman’s tic. “I mean, what the hell did you think was gonna happen when you brought her in, exactly?”


    “Look, boy, like I said before, I’m about done with your back talk,” Zedock said, refusing to advance his gameboard pieces forward and instead sticking to this archaic expectation of deference to authority.


    “If I might interject?” Letho said. “The Mendraga in question has been successfully detained, and unless they have evolved the ability to transform into a mist or something, she should be pretty well detained for the foreseeable future. So what’s the problem here?”


    “It’s not a question of the Mendraga’s security, Letho,” Saul retorted. “We stand against the Mendraga, their values, and their way of life. How can we bring one of their own into our safe place, and expect no one to get pissed off?”


    “What would it take to get you to trust her, Saul? Besides me telling you that she saved my life, and that she’s definitely on our side?”


    Is she really, Letho? Are you sure?


    Shut up!


    Letho was thankful that he had not actually addressed the copilot out loud this time.


    Saul said nothing, just stared at the floor with a look in his eyes that was rather unsettling. It looked simultaneously angry and empty. Worst of all, he was smiling. After a few beats he looked up at Letho, still smiling, his eyes piercing yet vacant, his grin much like that of a dog baring its teeth.


    “I need to see it for myself. Bring her on a raid with us,” he said.


    “Fine!” Letho said, slamming his hand down on the table, holding back just enough to get his point across without shattering the table. It was a very nice table, after all. “What’s a raid?”


    “You know, that’s actually not a bad idea,” Zedock said. “It would go a long way to making the people feel a little bit better about her being here. I know it would make me feel a damn sight better.”


    Saul grinned triumphantly. “Recently Abraxas has started setting up communities outside of Hastrom City and connecting with the few settlements that have sprung up on their own. He calls them ‘settlers,’ but they’re really prisoners, sent out into very unforgiving country crawling with mutants to reclaim small towns and communities, usually with just a few of Abraxas’s men on security. Some of ’em have actually succeeded, and they grow stuff as best they can. Most of ’em die though. Most of ’em are people that have committed crimes or lost favor with Abraxas.”


    “How do you know all of this?” Letho asked.


    “I’ve got a guy on the inside,” Saul said. “Owes me a huge favor. He works in an office somewhere in Abraxas’s compound. Gives us lots of choice info.”


    Zedock had a strange look on his face, and Saul looked a little too pleased with himself about this supposed inside guy. There was something that Saul wasn’t telling them, and both Zedock and Letho could sense it. Letho wished for Thresha’s mind-reading abilities again. Unfortunately, though many of the Mendraga gifts overlapped with his own, telepathy was not one of them.


    “So what do you say, Letho? Want to give it a shot? Or are you too afraid your little girlfriend will cut and run the minute we take her topside?”


    Letho felt anger well up in his cheeks, burning hot in his belly and clouding his thoughts. He was standing in front of Saul before he even knew what he was doing.


    “Hey, buddy, if I remember correctly, you were the one who voiced that very same concern as a reason not to let her come inside in the first place. Why the sudden change in heart?” His chest was heaving, and he hoped that his eyes looked as menacing as he was willing them to be. He gritted his teeth and furrowed his brow—it was not so much a natural response to his anger as it was an intentional flair for theatrics.


    Saul didn’t back down. He had no doubt heard the stories of what Letho was capable of, had seen his work first-hand in the form of a pile of mutant bodies. But still he didn’t back down. Did Saul really think he could actually win against Letho in a fight, or was he just insane? Wait—could he win against Letho in a fight? He had drawn that pistol pretty fast.


    “You got a better idea?” Saul said, doing his best to appear taller, though even if he were to stand on his tiptoes he would still be half a head shorter than Letho.


    “That’s enough, boys. Let’s act like men. Split it up,” Zedock said, putting his hands on their chests and pushing them apart.


    Letho just glared. Saul smile remained, a grin devoid of any sort of emotion. Zedock stepped in between Letho and Saul and placed his hands on Letho’s shoulders.


    “Letho, you okay with this?” Zedock asked. “It’s your call. We don’t have to if you don’t want to. But I really think it’s a good idea.”


    “Does Thresha get a say in this?” Letho asked. The two men said nothing. “Well, what the hell. What’s the worst thing that could happen? Let’s do it.”


    


    ****


    


    The twin suns of Eursus were high in the sky, blistering everything under pale, unblinking eyes. Letho felt a little exposed venturing out into the planetscape in broad daylight, but Saul assured him that it was safe—that the creatures he referred to as “muties” were predominantly nocturnal.


    They had emerged out of a great exhaust pipe that had been repurposed as an exit hatch for their all-terrain vehicles. There was an entire hive of these giant tunneling pipes, and they snaked and twisted away in a confusing tangle that didn’t give away the silo’s location. They had even fashioned faux terrain coverings to mask the doors at the end of each tunnel. They trundled through long abandoned housing zones, across the broken backs of forgotten highways, sometimes cruising down them for a bit, other times taking a more off-road tack.


    Their ATV was nicknamed “the razorback,” and to Letho the moniker was fitting. It was all angular edges and military frugality, and it looked like it had seen many heated conflicts. Letho noticed the fender and sidewall on his side were torn by four parallel slash marks.


    “Hey, are these claw marks?” he shouted.


    “WHAT?” Saul shouted back. The open canopy of the vehicle and the wind howling all around them as they tore down a particularly desolate highway made it very difficult to hear.


    “NEVER MIND!” Letho shouted. He went back to running his fingers along the jagged serrations in the side wall.


    It was just the three of them: Saul, Thresha, and Letho. It had turned out that Thresha wasn’t too keen on Saul’s great idea, but she had ultimately seen the reasoning behind it and had begrudgingly accepted. She sat in the seat next to Letho, anger spread across her face. But to Letho it seemed as if she was struggling to keep up the grouchy facade. It felt great to be out in the bracing chill, sucking in sweet, fresh air after a day or two of canned oxygen; surely she felt that too.


    The scenery rushed past in a cracked brown-red blur. The lush greenery and swaying trees that Letho had seen in so many videodocs were nowhere to be found. He had no way of knowing if the whole planet was like this, but the sheer absence of life around him made his stomach churn. He thought about the all the propaganda he had been subjected to as a citizen of the Fulcrum station. Rebuilding the planet, saving the human race. Your offspring will someday return home. Fulcrum stations, united under a mission: finding new planets to colonize and preserving humanity until Eursus is fit for our return.


    Letho looked down to see that he had been pressing a little too hard and had created a small gash in his finger. He rubbed the blood on his pants, then went back to scanning the arid scenery.


    Thresha turned to Letho, her eyes glimmering with lust, her tongue flicking behind her lips. Letho stuck his finger in his mouth and sucked the blood away, and when he pulled his finger from his mouth, the cut was gone. Thresha’s eyes dulled for a moment, and she shook her head, looking like someone who had just woken from a dream. She said nothing, for they had already discovered that communication in the rush of air all around them was difficult if not impossible.


    Saul brought the vehicle to a stop just under a rocky outcropping a few meters from the highway they had followed. He placed a finger to his lips and gestured for the others to waitHe then leapt out, circled around the vehicle, and began to rummage in the razorback’s cargo hold. When he popped out with a small triangular metallic plate he looked up at Letho, grinning ear to ear. Then he took off up a jagged slope and out of Letho’s sight. He returned a few moments later, dusting off his shoulders, still smiling.


    “What now?” Letho asked.


    “Shhhh!” Saul hissed. “Keep your voice down. When you hear it, make for the road up there.”


    “Hear what?”


    “You’ll know.”


    Just then there was a rumble of low-frequency sound, and the sound of an engine revving. “GO!” shouted Saul, no longer concerned about staying quiet.


    They leapt from the ATV, Thresha and Saul clutching assault rifles. As Letho slid through the open canopy he drew his sword and his Black Bear, enjoying the rush of adrenaline that filled his body.


    “All right, Saladin, let’s do this!” he shouted.


    Letho made his way up the hill in one swift leap, rising up and over Saul. Thresha was already there. A large truck hovered in midair in the center of the highway. The wheels still spun, and the driver and his passenger were cursing and gesturing at one another in the truck’s cab. The triangular device that Saul had pulled from the trunk was somehow holding the truck perfectly in place, most likely with a magnetic field, Letho thought.


    “That’s it?” Letho asked. “What did you even need us for?”


    Letho’s question was answered by a strange sound that began to rise from the distant horizon. Letho turned to look, and could see something moving along at rather quick clip and fairly low to the ground. As it drew closer, a low roar filled Letho’s ears. It was some sort of recon vehicle, alien in nature. In fact, it looked like a miniature version of Abraxas’s ship, though when it reached them, Letho saw that it was still large enough to dwarf the captured truck, which it now hovered over.


    A door slid open and Mendraga soldiers garbed in crimson armor began to spill out, leaping from heights that would shatter the legs and backs of normal men. Saul immediately dropped to one knee and formed a tight V with his sinewy forearms, with an assault rifle at the apex. As it began to bark, Mendraga began to fall, their heads popping like overripe melons under the parching sun.


    Thresha leapt into the air high above Letho and tackled a Mendraga in the hatch, slamming him onto his back. A blast from the Mendraga’s own rifle, quickly snatched from his grasping hands, silenced him.


    “What’s she doing, Letho?” Saul shouted between shots from his gun. There was an uncharacteristic tinge of alarm in his voice that set off Letho’s own concern. “What the hell’s she doing in that ship?”


    “She’s just taking care of business, Saul,” Letho shouted.


    One of the Mendraga fired, and its aim was true. Letho staggered back, blood welling from a wound in the thick meat of his shoulder.


    “GRAAAAAH!” Letho roared like a Tarsi and crouched down low, then launched himself into the air, impossibly high and with a kinetic force that would make a ballistic missile envious, if missiles were capable of emotion. When he came down, he planted his feet on the Mendraga and rode atop him like a waveboard as the lifeless creature skidded across the dusty earth. Then he leapt again, raising Saladin over his head, and brought it down in a terrible arc that split another unfortunate Mendraga from head to toe.


    Letho felt a few bullets whip past him, and he wheeled around to look at Saul. The man grinned and offered Letho a mock salute. A gagging sound drew Letho’s attention, and he turned to see a large Mendraga clutching his throat. A menacing knife dropped from the creature’s unfeeling hands as he collapsed.


    Letho and Saul scanned the area for more targets and found that they had won the battlefield. They moved toward one another, Abraxas’s ship hovering over them.


    “We need to get up there and help Thresha!” Letho shouted, his voice barely audible over the roar of the enemy ship’s engines.


    “No way!” Saul shouted. “She got herself up there, she can get her damn self down! No way I’m walking into a trap like that!”


    Letho was just about to jump when the ship began to turn its nose in the direction of what Letho guessed was Hastrom City.


    His head vibrated with conflicting thoughts and images. His insides felt as if he had swallowed a frozen anvil.


    They’ve overpowered her! You have to save her.


    Letho knew this not to be true. She had demonstrated her prowess over other Mendraga by killing her own kind time and again.


    She killed Jim for me. Why is she leaving?


    The cockpit came into view as the ship continued to turn, and Letho’s fears were realized when he saw a very intact Thresha at the controls of the ship. She looked at him, and she didn’t smile. She was close enough that Letho could see her eyes, but not the whites of them. She was mouthing something, but he couldn’t make it out through the marred glass of the windshield. The imagined anvil sagged in his guts, weighing him to the ground. He could have easily leapt onto the ship—in fact at that exact moment, Saladin was showing him a rapidly dwindling window of opportunity to do so. Saul was shouting something, but Letho was unable to make it out over the roar of the ship’s engines.


    The ship roared off, and Letho sank to the earth, his knees hitting the sandy ground beneath him. He took one last look at the ship as itgrew smaller on the horizon, no doubt taking Thresha back to her master.


    


    ****


    


    “What the hell was that? You could have taken that whole ship out barehanded!” Saul said, flapping his arms in rage. If the circumstances had been different, Letho might have laughed. But the part of him that would’ve laughed felt broken. He was a little surprised at the fact that he felt no urge to cry. In fact, the ragged numbness that filled his chest was comforting, like falling back into an old habit. It soothed him, this notion that the struggle to prove Thresha’s loyalty was finally over. And he no longer had to deal with his feelings for her. That, too, had been torn from him.


    “Hey, jackass! We’re still on the clock! Let’s get what we came for and get the hell out of here!” Saul entered a few keystrokes into his uCom. Moments later the truck fell to the hot asphalt with a resounding crash.


    Letho leapt up and fell in behind Saul. He went through the motions like an automaton, not out of loyalty to Saul, but simply because he didn’t know what else to do. Saul pointed at Letho, and then to the passenger door of the truck. Letho nodded and moved into position.


    “Grab him, now!” Saul shouted, throwing open the driver-side door. Letho did the same on the passenger side. Moments later two men were being wrangled to the ground in a cloud of upturned dust. They placed plasticuffs around the men’s wrists and left them in a heap in the middle of the road.


    The two men were shouting at Saul in some crude, drawling tongue. Occasionally Letho would catch a word he recognized, particularly the expletives. Saul paid them no mind.


    “Wait, what are those things? Are those people?”


    Saul, recognizing Letho’s complete bafflement, paused to enlighten him.


    “Letho, meet Hastrom City’s servant class. Born, bred, and raised to lift heavy things, do dirty work, and not ask too many questions.”


    Letho goggled at the two beings he was reluctant to call ‘men.’ It was like someone had turned back the dial on Eursan evolution, plucked out one of the precursors to Letho’s species, and plopped it down right in front of him. They were short, with blunted features and burly arms. To say they were ugly was an understatement, and the crude syllables that came from their mouths didn’t do them any favors.


    Saladin felt the need to remark upon their speech. “These men are speaking a very limited form of English, with some sort of vernacular that does not show up in my data banks. Numerous single-syllable contractions of recognizable words. They seem to be rather upset that Saul has commandeered their vehicle.”


    “Yeah,” Letho said, watching the crass men kick dust in Saul’s direction.


    Saul drew his sidearm and threw open the truck’s back hatch. “Truck is clear. No bad guys. I’m going in. Letho, keep an eye on our two friends.”


    When Letho didn’t respond, Saul took a few steps toward Letho and began snapping his fingers.


    “Hey, Letho, you there? Stop moping around and do what I asked you to do. Our asses are on the line here.”


    “Okay, okay.”


    Letho watched as the sounds of Saul rifling through the truck’s goods filled the air.


    “Jackpot!” Saul finally shouted from inside the truck. A moment later he leapt out with a wide grin on his face. “Looks like somebody raided a very well-stocked weapons cache, and we get the spoils,” he said, tossing Letho an assault rifle, which he caught with his good hand. It was rather archaic, and corroded in some places, but it had that reassuring, heavy-in-hand heft to it that he always felt when handling his Black Bear .50 caliber.


    Saul seemed to be waiting for a reaction to the gift he had just given to Letho, so Letho faked a smile.


    It would have to do. Even if Saul had pulled Abraxas’s and Alastor’s severed heads out of the truck, Letho still couldn’t have cared less. But Saul was right: there was a job to do. His mind was a burning beehive, full of noise and clutter, but he focused as best he could and pushed thoughts of what Thresha had done to the back of his mind.


    “Is it usually this easy?” Letho asked.


    Saul’s face scrunched up like Letho had insulted his mother.


    “Well, my men don’t have superhuman strength and speed, and jumping inside a Mendraga ship and piloting it away typically isn’t on the tactical menu,” Saul said, punctuating the last two words with quotation fingers. “So the odds are usually a little different in these little sorties. Sometimes the trucks come with the calvary riding alongside; sometimes they don’t.”


    Letho nodded, then dipped into the torrent of thoughts rushing through his head. He had no idea where they were, or how far away they were from Hastrom City, but he wagered that it wouldn’t take Thresha very long to get there in her new ride. There was still a small sliver of a chance that she was on his side, that she was merely angling to get back into Abraxas’s good graces in order to assist Letho when the time came. But that seemed highly unlikely, and there was no way he could be sure. Besides, if that was her plan, why didn’t she tell him before?


    Saul saved him from his thoughts by clearing his throat and blasting a wad of phlegm at a nearby rock. “All right, enough standin’ around. Let’s get this stuff loaded up in the razorback so we can get the hell out of here.”


    Letho did as he was told, and the two of them made quick work of stowing the rifles and ammunition in the back of the razorback.


    Before they left, Saul sauntered over to the two drivers and removed the plasticuffs from their wrists. He squatted down to their eye level and took a moment to wipe the dust from his boots. After a moment, he brought his piercing gaze to bear on the two men.


    “Listen here, fools. I may not be able to understand the words coming out of your mouths, but I know you can understand mine. I want you to take the truck and get the hell out of here. We’re not going to kill you, because you’ve been real cooperative. Now go, and don’t make me regret sparin’ you.”


    The two men nodded, grunted, and hurled a few choice slurs at Saul, but this time with much less gusto. Within moments they were loaded up and speeding away.


    


    ****


    


    They made their way back to Haven in silence. But instead of traversing the floor of the canyon as they had on the way here, the return route brought them through the center of a long-abandoned suburban sprawl. Letho looked on in simultaneous awe and deep sadness as the crumbling domiciles raced by. The dryness and lack of vegetation had prolonged their existence; they stood like unblinking sentinels watching the slow erosion of the cracked earth that once teemed with lustrous green grass.


    Rusted-out automobiles still sat in shattered driveways, waiting for passengers that weren’t coming back. Ruined suitcases and the remnants of tattered clothing were strewn across some of the lawns.


    “Is it all like this?” Letho asked, raising his voice to be heard over the roar of the wind in the open-cabin vehicle.


    “From what we’ve seen, yes. The only place that’s half-decent is the core of Hastrom City, and that’s because the hammerheads have been maintaining it the best they could for as long as anyone can remember. But even so it still don’t look much better than this,” Saul replied.


    “What’s a hammerhead?” Letho asked.


    “Those fellas back there, the ones driving the truck, they were hammerheads. As you can see, they’re short on brains but big on brawn. Zedock seems to think that the folks that came before somehow bred them that way, so that they would work hard and not ask for much in return.”


    “Yeah, I don’t think that was something they covered in my formal ed sequence.”


    “Well, people don’t talk too much about it. Hell, most people don’t even remember why the hell we got on the Fulcrum stations in the first place. Zedock knows. I don’t know how, but he knows. Tells me that it gets passed down along the Wartimer blood line.” As Saul said these last words, his face grew drawn and he looked at Letho with eyes filled with emotion. Letho was taken aback by it. “Guess that’s you, pardner, since you’re his blood and all.”


    “Tell you what, if there’s some sort of knowledge that gets passed down to me, I’ll share it with you,” Letho said.


    “Sounds like a plan,” Saul replied, smiling. “Look, that was a tough draw, what happened back there, with your girl.”


    She isn’t my girl.


    But it seemed that everyone could see through him when it came to his true feelings for Thresha.


    Saul extended his hand, and they clasped hands, their biceps bulging, caked in sweat from the exposure to the sun above.


    Then the razorback came to an abrupt halt as Saul slammed down the brakes, yanking Letho forward in his harness.


    “What is it?” Letho shouted. But he spotted it before he had finished his sentence. One of the strange mutant creatures was sitting in the middle of the road.


    “Something’s wrong. They don’t normally come out at this time,” Saul said, placing his hand on the butt of his Black Bear .50.


    “He looks a little worse for the wear than the ones I saw earlier,” Letho said.


    “He’s an old one, looks like. Wonder what he’s doing out here all alone,” Saul said. Letho was confused by what appeared to be genuine concern for the mutant in Saul’s voice.


    Saul spun the wheel to the left, edging the razorback off the highway and onto the shoulder. The mutie made no motion toward them, just followed them with its doll-black eyes, panting under the boiling sun, perhaps waiting for death.


    “So what do we do?” Letho asked as they both sat in the razorback, watching the creature.


    “Doesn’t seem to be aggressive. Maybe it’s sick?” Saul suggested. “Well, sicker than the rest anyways. Let’s leave him alone.”


    Saul revved the engine and the wheels spun for purchase in the dust that coated the blacktop beneath.


    


    ****


    


    When they had left the creature far behind them, Letho mustered the courage to speak.


    “Saul, we could have blown that thing away. Why didn’t you kill it?”


    “As a rule, Letho, we don’t kill muties unless we have to.”


    Letho’s eyes widened. “What possible reason could you have to let those things live?” Letho wobbled his ruined arm for emphasis.


    Saul took a deep breath and rubbed his brow in irritation. “Letho, it’s hard to say, and I don’t understand it much myself,” he began.


    “Well, try. Spit it out already,” Letho said.


    Saul took a deep breath. “Sometimes we find them carrying stuff, or wearing articles of clothing. Eursan clothes. They’re connected to us in some way, and like I said, they don’t normally bother us unless something stirs them up.”


    The ID bracelet on its wrist. It spoke to you. Before you killed it. Do you remember, Letho?


    “Uh… okay.” Letho slumped back in his seat and let this new revelation sink in. Maybe the air you’re breathing right now is turning you into one of those things, eh, Letho? Maybe if one of them bites you, you turn into them. Just like in those old movies you love so much.


    Letho jerked on the collar of his coveralls, bringing the fabric closer to his face, and willed the copilot back into the recesses of his troubled mind.


    


    ****

    


    After a short ride that was blissfully uneventful, they arrived back at the same hatch through which they had initially exited Haven, and it wasn’t as they had left it.


    “Hey, why is the hatch open?” Saul asked no one in particular. The loose dust outside the hatch had been disturbed and redistributed by the passage of many feet.


    “Muties!” Letho growled. As if on cue, several of them shuffled out of the hatch opening.


    “Is it okay if we kill them now?” Letho asked.


    “No choice,” Saul answered.


    But Letho was already on his way. He surged forward, unsheathing Saladin as he sped across the dusty ground.


    Saladin, he thought, let’s do this quick and clean. If Saul’s right, we should put these poor bastards out of their misery as quickly and painlessly as possible.


    


    Initiating user requested protocol………


    Targeting major organs………


    Error: Target internal structure does not match any known biological scans………


    Targeting brain, enhancing actuators for maximum skull penetration………


    


    Letho’s targets lit up in orange-yellow outlines. His body moved of its own accord in that way that he had not quite become accustomed to. He felt his mind drifting as Saladin thought for him, moving his limbs, sliding him to the left as a mutant reached out to tear at his chest with wretched claws. With a clean swipe, Letho brought Saladin down on the creature’s skull, spilling stinking blood on the thirsty ground below. Another mutant came forward, and Letho swiped upward, lopping off the top of the creature’s skull. The loosed piece of the creature’s skull spun through the air, ricocheting off his next target’s head.


    It was over as soon as it had begun, and Letho had painted the ground and his clothes with the stinking black blood of the creatures he had slain. He wiped Saladin on his leg, trying not to look at the dismembered bodies lying in a circle around him.


    They made their way through the tunnel in the razorback, its rack of halogens lighting the way. Intermittent bursts of small-arms fire popped like joy-bangers; even if they had been lost in the massive system of tunnels they could’ve just followed the sound of explosions back to the silo’s main complex. But they didn’t get lost, for Saul seemed to know the tunnels quite well, and his steady hand on the wheel guided them home. When they reached the giant steel door, they were greeted by piles of mutant bodies and a small group of Haven’s soldiers. The men had dispatched at least a hundred of the foul creatures. The stench of their bodies was enough to cause some of the men to gag.


    “Commander! The muties somehow breached the outer wall!” shouted one of the men, standing at attention.


    “Yes, I can see that. Excellent work stopping them at our front door. You are to be commended for taking the initiative,” Saul said. “Any ideas how they got in?”


    “No, sir. According to system readouts, shortly after you guys left the gate malfunctioned, shorted out. Maybe one of ’em chewed through the power cables?”


    “Okay,” Saul said, “first priority is to get it patched up. You five, I want you to escort a work crew out into the tunnel to find the breakdown. The rest of you, get some more men up here and let’s get these bodies disposed of.”


    They shouted in unified affirmative and went off to accomplish their objectives. A crowd of citizens had gathered to check out the spectacle now that the fighting was over.


    “Hey, Letho!” Deacon shouted as he made his way through the open doorway, shouldering through the throng of workers and soldiers. “Hey, man, how come I keep missing out on the cool stuff? And what the hell are these things?” Deacon kicked at one of the bodies.


    Letho shoved Deacon, knocking him to the floor. Deacon looked up at Letho, his eyes wide, confused.


    “Show some respect, man,” was all Letho could manage before he turned to head back through the main entrance. He felt tears coming, and he didn’t want either Saul or Deacon to see them.


    “What the hell?” he heard Deacon ask.


    But he had nothing left to say to his old friend. He just needed to get away from people, to find a quiet place where he could figure things out.


    


    ****


    


    The warm water poured down on Letho, caressing his skin and helping to ease the tension that wracked his body. He scrubbed his arms with a blocky chunk of lye soap; it felt like his skin was sloughing off in sheets, but he couldn’t seem to remove the black bloodstains. He blinked and shook his head, and when he looked back, his forearm was newborn pink, bordering on red and raw.


    He had been trying to forget about his wounded arm. But it was there, always a hindrance, reminding him of its existence every time he opened a door or went to pick something up. Even dressing and undressing were nightmarish chores; his remaining hand was unable to perform basic tasks like fastening buttons without its counterpart.


    Of course he tried to think of his wound as infrequently as possible, but he looked at it with even less frequency. The last time he had showered he had noticed that it was beginning to take shape, like a unborn baby’s arm extending from a full grown man’s bicep. He couldn’t believe it was happening. Regeneration. A miracle, sure enough. Even the doctors in the Fulcrum stations, who had the closest thing possible to cutting-edge medical equipment, had not been able to re-grow limbs. Not that many people ever had occasion to lose their limbs riding trains to their meaningless jobs, placing their cog teeth in the machine to keep it a-turnin’.


    Oh, just look at it. Stop being such a child.


    Letho opened his eyes and looked upon his arm. It had practically doubled in size since the last time he had dared examine it. He attempted to flex his elbow joint, but it felt as though the tendons and muscles were glued in place. He focused his mind and tried again. The elbow joint began to move, but not without significant pain. Gritting his teeth, he tried once more, and by repeating the process he was able to straighten out the half-formed arm. Now that it was extended, and the initial revulsion had worn off, he found himself able to look at it a little more closely. The hand was closed into a tight ball the size of a tangerine. He tried to unclench his tiny, angry fist, but the fingers wouldn’t even wiggle. His stomach lurched when he saw that his new forearm and the back of his hand were covered in a downy layer of green hair.


    Oh my God. What’s happening to me?


    He placed his hand on the shower wall and leaned forward, moving his head so that it was directly underneath the cascade of shower water. The water ran down his face in silver streamlets, hiding the fresh tears that poured from his eyes. His body convulsed with sobs, and he gasp-cried the heavy sobs of a man who has been holding them in for far too long.


    His mind flashed back to the initial encounter with the Mendraga. The slain colonists. The death of the Tarsi Elder, who had died in his arms, his massive yet frail frame trembling. They had both died that day, only Letho had somehow managed to cheat death. Letho collapsed to the shower floor, the small tiles slipping in and out of focus as he continued to purge himself with pitiful sobs that caused his body to ache with each spasm.


    


    ****


    


    He awoke some time later. The water had run cold, and his body was shivering under the relentless flow. He gathered himself and turned the water off. As he stepped out of the shower, he took care to not slip and fall. A grim chuckle attempted to burst from his sore throat.


    You’re superhuman, and you’re afraid of slipping and falling in the shower.


    He just didn’t have the heart to laugh even at his own jokes, which had once brought joy to even the darkest hours. When he faced the mirror, he saw that his raw eyes bulged, ringed in swollen red lids. He looked like he had gone a few rounds in a bare-knuckle boxing match with Maka.


    He raked a hand through his hair, which had grown long. The thick shrubbery of a beard seemed to have doubled since he’d last looked in a mirror. Who was this man? Someone with the first hint of crow’s-feet at the corners of his eyes, gaunt cheeks, and sunken eyes was masquerading as a young man he once knew, a chubby fellow who kept his face clean-shaven because he didn’t like it when crumbs from whatever he was eating got stuck in his facial hair.


    He tapped the center of the mirror with his index finger, and it slid upward, revealing a complement of shaving goods and some over-the-counter pain meds that had long since expired. There was a small card on the top shelf:


    


    Letho, if you want to get back in military reg, here’s a shaving kit. A gentleman should never be without one.


    


    -Zedock (Dad)


    


    Letho held the razor in his hand. The handle was made of a dark, rich ebony, and was emblazoned with a small gold placard that read “Gustav.” He opened the razor and marveled at the purity and smoothness of the metal. The spine was adorned with a tasteful hint of gold leaf. A rich gift indeed. Letho had no idea how to operate the straight razor—also quite appropriately called a cutthroat razor—so he decided to consult his uCom. He realized he hadn’t powered on the device since before they’d crash-landed on Eursus. To his delight the implant had survived both the crash and the subsequent run-ins with mutants. He looked up a tutorial and watched it carefully, attempting to absorb the information.


    Satisfied that he had a rudimentary idea of what straight-razor shaving was all about, he whipped up a lather upon the soapstone with his badgerite brush. Then he applied the lather to his face with the brush, marveling in the sensation and inhaling the earthen scent of the soap. He began his first stroke and sucked air through his teeth as he opened a small nick just above his chin. A small pin-drop of blood had just enough time to well up before the wound healed.


    “Let’s try this again.”


    


    ****


    


    Letho threw on a fresh pair of coveralls. The ones he had worn on the raid were a lost cause; he had deposited them and everything else he had been wearing down the disposal chute. He tied his hair back with a leather tie and stepped out into the hallway.


    He stood outside Saul’s dormitory, about to hail him via commlink when he heard the deep murmur of voices inside. Letho felt a momentary pang of guilt; was he eavesdropping? Should he just turn around and head back to his bunk? What if Saul happened to open the door just as he was turning to walk away? He stood frozen, unable to un-hear the voices emanating from Saul’s room. One voice was clearly Saul’s; the other was an deep one, its rich boom having no trouble penetrating the uninsulated cinderblock walls of the dormitory room. Still, the exact words being spoken were indiscernible, much to Letho’s simultaneous relief and disappointment.


    At last Letho decided to press the hail button on Saul’s doorway keypad. There were a few more murmured words, then silence.


    “Who is it?” Saul’s own rich voice rattled the cheap, tattered speaker inside the intercom.


    “Uh, it’s me, Letho.” There was a interminable pause; for some reason Letho’s heart was beating a heavy staccato in his chest.


    “Come on in.”


    There was a cloying sense of strangeness hanging about Saul’s room like dank swamp air. Letho attempted to act normal, but in doing so only increased his discomfort.


    “Hey, bud, what can I do for you?” Saul said at last.


    “Just wanted to say thanks for today,” Letho stammered. “I really needed it. Sorry if I was interrupting something.”


    Saul locked his eyes on Letho’s, who shifted on his feet. “No, not all. I was just reviewing some footage from your Fulcrum station. That voice that you no doubt heard before you entered was our favorite Chief Station Inspector, Mr. Zedock Wartimer,” Saul said through a wry grin.


    “Ah, cool. What did he have to say?”


    “Not much. He was going on about policies regarding Tarsi slavery.”


    “Sounds like him, ever the Tarsi advocate. Oh well, guess I’ll be going.”


    “No, stay. Have a glass of whiskey with me. I need a little sauce to get over what happened today anyways. How about you? You doin’ all right?”


    “More or less. A shower and shave does wonders for the soul.”


    “Yes sir it does!” Saul said, standing to gather the accoutrements for a couple of glasses of whiskey.


    “Hey, if it’s all the same, I think I’ll pass on the booze. I think I’m going to turn in early tonight.”


    “Fair enough. Guess I’ll just have to drink your glass too. Listen, some new intel came in from my guy inside Hastrom City while we were gone. Meeting is at oh-eight-hundred. See you there?”


    “You bet. See you tomorrow, Saul.”
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    They met the next morning in the same conference room through which Zedock had led Letho the day before. Saul was already there, looking a little worse for wear, his eyes swollen and red, his head hanging low and one hand clapped to his forehead. He was having a heated discussion with a man Letho had seen around the compound. Johnny Zip, if Letho recalled correctly. The discussion appeared to be about the incident with the muties, and although Zip was arguing some point with passion, Saul looked like he just wanted to sit down and nurse his aching head.


    And then Letho saw Deacon. His best friend, who had been in the grips of a detoxification that Letho himself had suffered and wouldn’t wish on his worst enemy. But here the man stood, hale and hearty, a slightly downturned expression on his face.


    Letho’s own horrid behavior came rushing back to him in a shameful vignette and he was instantly filled with remorse. He remained frozen, the cogs in his brain grinding against one another as he tried to figure out what his first move should be. Thankfully Deacon began to head toward him, a pleasant expression on his face, his hand extended, welcoming.


    “Deacon, listen, I’m sorry for—” But Letho didn’t have time to finish his sentence before Deacon wrapped him in a warm hug.


    “It’s okay, I understand,” Deacon began. “Saul filled me in. I’m just glad you’re okay.”


    It was one of those rare embraces between two people where no one is bothered with the notion of hugging for too long. The embrace simply is, just as the length of a breath is not measured by time but by the fullness of the lungs. The two men released one another from the embrace, and at that moment Bayorn and Maka entered the meeting room, filling the small space with their imposing presence.


    “Maka, Bayorn!” Letho exclaimed. He hadn’t seen a Tarsi in days, and it had weighed upon him; he hadn’t realized just how much until he actually saw his two favorite and all-around shining representatives of the race. Their scent filled his nostrils, and the musical sound of their voices, even when they spoke Eursan, filled his ears.


    “Letho!” Maka said, rushing toward him and almost bowling him over in his embrace. He released Letho, who then turned and embraced Bayorn as well.


    “Where have you two been? I haven’t seen you in days!”


    “We have spent many days with the Tarsi that dwell here. They had many stories to tell, as did we. They wish to meet you, Letho. They want to know that you are real, and not some legend created from thin air,” Bayorn said.


    “I want to meet them as well,” Letho replied. He tried to hide his emotions from Bayorn, but it was a futile gesture that the Tarsi saw right through.


    “Letho, what is wrong?” Bayorn asked. “Where is Thresha?”


    “She’s gone.” Letho’s brief response was a broad truth, but it told them nothing. The rest of the story was written in the furrow of his brow and the empty gaze he favored Bayorn with.


    “She is dead?” Maka asked quietly.


    “No. She’s gone,” Letho said, making a gesture with his hand of a starship taking flight. “It all happened so fast. One minute she was fighting by my side, the next she was in a scout ship, making for Hastrom City.”


    “What do you mean? She just left us? Just like that?” Deacon said.


    Maka snarled, pressing his fists together. “She has returned to her master, just as we thought she might. We warned you, Letho. A Mendraga can never be trusted.”


    “Now just hold on a minute,” Letho shouted, whipping around to face Maka. “Maybe she’s getting inside to help us. Did you ever think of that?”


    “She didn’t even say goodbye,” Deacon said. “I can’t believe it.” The others favored him with a glance and then went back to their argument.


    “Let’s all calm down,” Zedock said, appearing as if from thin air. In his anger and frustration Letho hadn’t even noticed the man enter the room. “Now I tend to side with this feller Macro, what’s your name? Did I say that right? But regardless, it’s too early to know what her intentions are, and there’s nothing to be done about it at this point anyway. Maybe Letho’s right and she’s infiltrating Abraxas’s inner circle as we speak.”


    “Don’t you think Abraxas would have considered this possibility?” Saul asked. “If we’re sitting here talking about it, we can bet that he probably already thought of it too. Besides, can’t they all read each other’s damn minds? Even if she was trying to help us they’d see right through it.”


    “The Eursan is right,” Bayorn said. “Whose side she is on is irrelevant. Even if she were on some foolish quest for our benefit, Abraxas will see right through it. And when he discovers Letho’s feelings for her he will use them against him.”


    It was if someone had punched Letho in the chest. He felt a hot flush rising to his cheeks. Violent adrenaline surges plowed through his veins like molten pig-iron. He reached up and wrapped his hands around Bayorn’s neck. Smoke began to billow from his nostrils, and his eyes flashed like mortar blasts.


    But Letho hadn’t reached up and strangled his friend. Thankfully that had only transpired in his mind. Still, he had really wanted to, and oh, he was afraid of just how much he had desperately wanted to. When he returned to his senses he realized that they were all staring at him, waiting for him to respond.


    “My feelings aren’t going to be a problem. You can count on that. Trust me. If she’s against us, I’ll kill her myself.”


    “Well, all right then, if we’re all done talking about feelings, I’d like to call this here meeting to order,” said Saul. When he said like, it sounded more like lack. “Please, have a seat at my table.”


    Letho cleared his throat and attempted to fight back the crimson flush rising in his cheeks. He was ashamed of how clearly they had all seen through him. He hadn’t been one hundred percent sure how he felt about Thresha, but apparently to everyone else it had been written across his forehead in halogen night-brights. And even though he knew that Bayorn was acting in his best interests, he found himself resenting how the old Tarsi had just humiliated him in front of everyone.


    He took a seat to the right of Zedock, and Saul took the one on the older man’s left.


    “So, I spoke with our man inside last night,” Saul began, “and it sounds like things are not all sparkly in Hastrom City. Lots of unrest. People ain’t happy.” He was speaking directly to Zedock, who seemed to be weighing Saul’s words carefully.


    The old man cast a glance at Letho, and then to Deacon and the two Tarsi. “That may very well be the case,” he said. “But we still don’t have enough manpower to engage Abraxas directly. There would have to be something pretty damn big going down. I just don’t see it. Even if there was a full-on riot going on in the streets, Abraxas still has enough Mendraga to flatten us.”


    “No one even knows for sure how big his army is,” Saul said. “And you know how information like that tends to get overblown. For all we know he could have just a hundred soldiers, and Letho and I just killed about five or ten on our own.”


    “It’s funny, they have this terrible reputation, but they seem to be pretty easy to kill,” Deacon said.


    “Well, a good rifle goes a long way in evening things up between a man and a Mendraga, but if you get enough of ’em in one place, it’s curtains,” Zedock said. “They’re just too fast. Not enough sets of eyes to lay crosshairs on them, if you follow me.”


    “So have any of you actually been in Hastrom City?” Letho asked. “I’m sure your inside guy, as you call him, is a really swell guy, but is he the only source of intel we have?”


    “None of us have ever been inside Hastrom City before,” Zedock said. “Getting this place up and running has been priority number one, and to be quite honest, none of us are exactly too keen on waltzing into the enemy’s capital city.”


    “But Hastrom City is huge, and it’s safe to assume that hundreds of thousands of people from the Fulcrum stations, not to mention Tarsi, are living there. Couldn’t we just slip in there and have a look?” Letho asked.


    “He’s right,” Saul said. “There are people coming in and out of there all the time. Heading to the colonies, going out to the outer reaches of the city to do repairs and scavenge. We could slip in with them, just like Letho said. There will probably be security checkpoints, so we can’t count on weapons, but we wouldn’t even need them—we’d just be some colonists coming in to buy some replacement parts. Perhaps with an escaped slave bear or two in tow. Pardon the nomenclature, fellas.”


    Bayorn nodded and gestured with his hands. No offense taken.


    “As far as Alastor knows, I’m dead. It’s not like he’d be looking for me,” Letho said.


    “Unless Thresha has betrayed us,” Deacon interjected.


    Letho made a dismissive flatulent sound with his mouth. “If Thresha has betrayed us we might as well just open up all the doors and start planning the welcome party for Abraxas and Alastor right now. She may not know the exact location of this place, but she can sure point them in the right direction.”


    “It is a good plan,” Maka said. “If we could find the Tarsi and tell them that Letho Ferron lives, they would fight to the death for him. For us. Perhaps we could hide among them, restore them to the true Tarsi form…”


    “I don’t know,” Zedock began. “It seems pretty risky. However, if the Mendraga girl has turned on us, it’s only a matter of time before they find this place. And it sure wouldn’t hurt to get a good look at what we’re up against. And of course, an army of pissed-off Tarsi would certainly be useful. Maybe it’s time to make a move after all.”


    “Well then, what are we waiting for?” Letho said.


    


    ****


    


    Letho awoke from a fitful sleep, his body drenched in sweat, his blanket sopping wet and torn halfway off the mattress by his tossing and turning. He pressed his hands to his face and rubbed his eyes, wiping the sweat from his brow.


    A jolt of electricity ran through his body. Hands? He had felt two hands on his face. He reached out to a lamp on a nearby countertop and clicked it on.


    And screamed at what he saw.


    A fully grown arm had replaced the fetal thing that had previously hung from his forearm. But the new arm was notably larger than his other arm, and it was covered in thick green fur. The palm was massive and the fingers were large and knurled, each one tipped in a black claw. Without meaning to, Letho extended the claws an inch or two past his fingertips.


    His mind raced. What would the others think? What did it mean?


    The Gift. Am I becoming a Tarsi?


    A knock on the door was like a shotgun blast in the empty morning air. Letho jumped, startled by the intrusion into his personal crisis.


    “Letho, you up yet?” said a voice from the hallway. It was Deacon.


    “Yeah, just a second, let me throw on some clothes,” Letho said. He shimmied his body into a fresh set of coveralls. Having access to a functioning hand, regardless of its appearance, at least proved useful.


    My hand! Deacon! Think of something.


    Letho grabbed a towel from the previous day’s shower and threw it over his forearm.


    Ridiculous. I look like a waiter.


    “Forget it,” he muttered to himself, throwing the towel to the floor and rushing to open the door.


    “Hey, if I’m interrupting ‘Letho time’ I can come back—oh my God what happened to your hand?”


    “I don’t know,” Letho moaned.


    “It’s so big. And hairy!” Deacon said.


    “Oh Deacon, you say the sweetest things,” Letho said. “Tell me something I don’t know!”


    Zedock and Saul appeared, drawn by the commotion.


    “Hey, everyone. Look at Letho’s arm,” Deacon said.


    “Shut up!” Letho said, tucking his arm behind his back.


    “What’s this? Let’s have a look, Letho,” Zedock said.


    Letho made no move to produce his arm, holding his ground like a spoiled child.


    “Oh, come on, son, I just want to have a look is all,” Zedock said.


    Grudgingly, Letho placed his arm out in front of him so that Zedock could see it. He heard Saul gasp and mutter a stream of expletives.


    Zedock inspected the furry green limb. “Well, what do we have here? Full regeneration, but some sort of mutation it seems? I don’t know.”


    “Mutation?” Letho exclaimed. His thoughts turned to the gray things in the wastes.


    “No, not like that. Something else. I’ve heard of babies showing up with strange deformations from time to time. A pointed tooth, a deformed hand—but nothing like this. This is a rather portent omen indeed. I don’t quite know what to make of this, son. If I were you I wouldn’t get any more body parts lopped off if you can avoid it.”


    “Sir, if I might interject, I have some readings on your new growth,” Saladin said, utilizing the small but efficient loudspeakers built into his pommel. “Tissue sample reports from nanobots indicate rapid genetic recombination and alteration at the regeneration site.”


    “Can you put that in terms that mortals can understand?” Deacon asked.


    “Sure, associate Deacon Shipke, though I must indicate that, in a sense, I too am mortal. My betavoltaic cells have a life of roughly one thousand years. I—”


    “Saladin, we’re in a bit of a time crunch. Can you get to the point?” Letho said.


    “Sorry, sir. In short, anabolic tissue regeneration, or in simpler terms, the regrowth of your forearm, seems to have been initiated by the genetic agents that are responsible for your strength and ability to heal. The process of regeneration seems to have manifested changes in the very structure of your body.”


    “Whoa, that’s heavy,” Deacon said. “Your sword is really cool.”


    “So it is some sort of mutation,” Zedock said.


    “Precisely,” Saladin answered.


    “Yeah, but into what?” Saul said.


    “Guys, I’m right here,” Letho said, for they spoke as if he weren’t even there.


    “All right, well, I’m going to need some time to ponder this,” said Zedock. “What say we have Bayorn take a look at it before you all leave?”


    “Us all? Who exactly are we speaking about here?” Letho said.


    “Well, I’m in,” Saul said. “Figured that was a given.”


    “And you can bet your ass I’m going,” Deacon said. “I missed out on the whole landing—er, crashing—and there was something about a school? Don’t remember anything about that.”


    “Trust me, you didn’t miss much,” Letho said, flexing his new hand.


    


    ****


    


    “There is no mention of this in our lore, at least none that I am aware of,” Bayorn said, holding Letho’s forearm gently in his hands. He looked closer, like a man examining a ring through a jeweler’s loupe, then let go, holding his own arm next to Letho’s and comparing them. He placed his hand, palm open, against Letho’s. Bayorn’s hand and arm were significantly larger and thicker, not to mention covered in a much denser layer of fur. But the resemblance was remarkable.


    “So I have a Tarsi arm. Great. What’s next?” Letho asked.


    “A Tarsi head would be an improvement over your current one, pink-skin,” Maka said.


    “Very funny, Maka,” Letho said. They were standing in the small hangar that was home to Saul’s razorback and a few troop transport trucks like the one Letho had ridden in when he first came to Haven. The room had that pungent smell of petrol and metal, with just a hint of sawdust. It reminded Letho of the smell of the Fulcrum underneath, save for the absence of Tarsi scent. How he longed for that time, when his greatest worry had been whether or not Maka was going to allow him to live through the day’s work.


    Letho heard the sunny baritone of Deacon’s voice as he engaged Saul in a conversation about something mechanical. The two seemed to genuinely like one another. Letho mused on how he had despised Saul for his grandstanding and rough handling of his subordinates. At the very least they were brothers in arms, united in their opposition to Abraxas and Alastor. And at best, they were actual brothers, bonded by their love for the same father.


    The expedition would be just Letho, Deacon, Saul, and Bayorn. Maka had pleaded Bayorn to let him go as well, but Bayorn, betraying shades of the great leader he was becoming, had convinced Maka to remain behind and watch over their new Kinsha.


    “Well, we ain’t getting any younger,” Saul said. “She’s all ready to go. What say we hit the road?”


    “I’m ready if you guys are,” Letho said.


    “Well, y’all be careful. We’ll hold down the fort for ya. Don’t go and do somethin’ foolish like get yourself killed,” Zedock said, playing his swaggering, gunslinging sheriff routine to pitch perfection. He patted both Letho and Saul on the back, then pulled them in for an awkward but welcome embrace.


    “You will watch over him,” Maka asked, watching the three Eursans fumble to disentangle themselves from one another’s embrace.


    “As though he were my own,” Bayorn said.


    “Are you sure you do not need me? If anything were to happen to you or Letho, I don’t know what—”


    “You’d take your place as the new Elder, and lead the Tarsi into battle to avenge us,” Bayorn interrupted, placing his hand on Maka’s chest. “You are strong here,” he added, his hand resting over Maka’s heart. “But I must be the one to go and see. So that I can come back and tell. For that is my gift.”


    Letho watched the exchange, and it triggered a memory of a similar scene long ago, when the two Tarsi had stood in a very similar pose, discussing the fate of a frightened young man who had come to them under harrowing circumstances. They had stood on the precipice of a great change, a fulcrum shift that was about to swing loose and alter the courses of their shared destinies. Letho felt those same tectonic plates trembling under his feet now, and wondered what else fate had in store for him. What more could it take from him?


    The answer was in front of him. It was in the way Deacon smiled at him, a lopsided smile that was at once disarming and full of infinite loyalty. It was in the way Maka struggled with the fact that for the first time since he and Letho had met, he would not be there to protect him.


    But to do nothing would not stay the course of destiny, for like a river, it was unstoppable. Letho and his friends were just stones scraping across the bottom, unable to resist that unassailable flow. If enough stones were to gather, perhaps the path of the water might be altered, maybe even stopped, but only for a time. In the end it would always flow forward, taking the stones where it might, changing them along the way. Smoothing off the rough edges of some while burying others.


    The only way Letho could protect those he loved was to wade forward into the river, and in doing so, place himself and those he cared for at great risk. It was a tragic irony, and there were no guarantees. But there were also no alternatives. Even if they decided to stay, to remain hidden from Abraxas, to live out their lives in Haven, Letho knew they would ultimately be discovered. And then, the last bastion of resistance to Abraxas would fall. That was not a life that he could live, Letho decided, and he took comfort in the notion that his friends probably felt the same.


    He went to Maka, who was trying not to cry, but was doing a rather terrible, slobbery job of it. The Tarsi wrapped his arms around Letho, smothering him as he always did, and Letho took a deep breath, absorbing the scent of his friend, hoping that it would not be the last time he would do so, but memorizing the moment just in case.


    “Hey, buddy, don’t cry,” Letho said, wiping a tear from Maka’s cheek. “We’re just going to do a little sightseeing. We’ll be back before you know it.”


    “I know,” Maka sobbed. “Be careful, and return safely.”


    “I will. Promise.” It was a promise often made, and not kept often enough. But Letho intended to keep it.


    


    ****


    


    The sun had just fallen below the horizon as they made their way out of the tunnel network. Letho felt his stomach churn as they sped past the bloated corpses of dispatched mutants. No scavengers, save for the microbial ones that even now liquefied the remains, had disturbed them. He wondered if his own body would soon be rotting somewhere too.


    As they traversed the ruined landscape, Letho saw a planet dying of thirst. The earth was a parched, baked-clay red, shot through with fissures, some as small as a finger-width, others large enough to drive the razorback into and fall for a very long time.


    Saul maneuvered the razorback between the rusting automobiles as they made their way up the ancient highway. The way was more or less clear, as though someone had cleared a path at some point, shoving the rusted, wheeled husks aside with some great contraption made of steel and powered by burning petrol. Still, on a few occasions Saul was forced to take the razorback off the asphalt and into the parched dirt and sparse, desiccated vegetation, which proved to be no problem for the vehicle as it seemed equally at home on both terrains.


    As they drew closer to Hastrom City, the sky began to lighten. Letho could see the city’s jagged skyline stabbing the atmosphere above, the twinkle of its lights clear in the distance. The landscape transformed before his very eyes as they drew closer to the city. Long-abandoned fuel stations with broken windows and collapsing shelves sprang up every mile or two. Abandoned shopping centers came next, colorful signs proclaiming low prices and convenient services. Letho recognized some of the fast food restaurants from the videodocs and data logs that he had once pored over like an anthropologist.


    Letho felt his heart grow heavy as the razorback entered the suburban sprawl that surrounded Hastrom City like a thicket of vines. Part of him hoped that Alastor had succeeded in bringing some life back to the land, that there would be something to come back to if, by some slim chance, they won. The homes here had suffered a worse fate than others he had seen. Some of them were burnt-out husks, as if someone had poured molten lead onto whole blocks from a great cauldron. As they slowed, Letho saw a flutter of shadows inside an intact dwelling nearby. Saul placed a finger on his lips and pointed to the moving shadows that lurked just beyond what they could see.


    Muties? Letho mouthed. Saul nodded. Letho reached for the handle of his .50 caliber, then remembered that it was back at Haven, waiting for him along with Saladin, under Zedock’s watchful eye.


    The razorback lumbered down the shattered street, weaving and bobbing around abandoned vehicles and what looked like impact craters. Letho imagined listless black eyes peering at him from deformed sockets, misplaced on their melted face. He actually found it quite unsettling that the creatures did not attack. His mind began to race, concocting ever more frightful imagery as they continued their slow crawl. He was certain that at any moment a swarm of mutants would come rushing out of the broken domiciles to bury the razorback under a stinking pile of writhing, clawing bodies.


    The suburban sprawl continued as far as Letho could see, but it was beginning to give way to empty expanse as the road they were on connected to a great highway. The overpass had long since collapsed under its own weight and the incessant pull of gravity. In the distance, Letho could just make out the the great steel and stone walls of Hastrom City.


    Saul checked the rearview mirror and gave everyone a thumbs-up.


    “Okay, looks like we’re in the clear for now. Damn muties, I thought we were done for before we even got started,” Saul said. “We go on foot from here. Grab your waterskins, and for Je-Ha’s sake, Letho, cover up that damn arm. How the hell are we going to explain that?”


    “All right already, calm down, Mr. Yelling Guy,” Letho said. He retrieved a roll of gauze from the razorback and began wrapping his arm.


    Here, put these on over your clothes,” Saul said, tossing each Eursan a rough-spun hooded cloak. Letho caught his in midair and whipped it from its folded state with a flourish. The cloaks were dusty and smelled of mildew and someone else’s sweat.


    “Aw, man, it’s going to be so hot in these things,” Letho mused.


    “Well, when that sun gets up and starts baking us, you’ll be thankful for the skin cover,” Saul said. “Besides, we want to be inconspicuous, remember? These are pretty standard gear for scavengers. We’ll blend right in.”


    Letho hoped he was right.


    “All right, big fella, I know you’re not going to like this, but we’re going to have to cuff you,” Saul said, approaching Bayorn with slight caution, a set of massive cuffs held out in front of him like some sort of bizarre peace offering.


    “Saul, why do you even have those?” Deacon asked.


    “You find some pretty weird stuff when you’re scavenging, boys. That’s all I’m going to say.” He opened the clasp, andBayorn begrudgingly held out his arms. Saul clapped the shackles on them. “There, not so bad, right?”


    “You’re not the one wearing them,” Bayorn rumbled. He was clearly offended by this part of their ruse, but what could they do? How else could they explain the presence of a Tarsi among them?


    “Okay, so here’s the story,” Saul said. “We’re scavengers, and we found this slave bear. We’re returning him, looking for a bounty.”


    Bayorn’s hackles rippled at the sound of the word slave.


    “Very well,” Bayorn said, “but if you call me a slave bear again, I’ll eat you.”


    “Fair enough,” Saul replied. “Gentlemen, let’s go. Hastrom City awaits!”


    


    

  


  
    TEN - Hastrom City


    


    


    Thresha sat in opulence, the fruits of citizen sweat and labor on full display in Abraxas’s temple. The floors were covered in obsidian marble tiles that glinted in the morning sun. The tiles matched the room’s many pillars, which cast long shadows like prison bars across her body. There were statues of cherubim covered in gold leafing, and others of Mendraga warriors, their posture supplicant to the statue of Abraxas, which was the largest and quite stately. Abraxas’s arms were outstretched, palms open and facing the ceiling, and a magnanimous expression was spread across the face, as if it were ever willing to hear one’s most trivial complaint and do everything in its power to reconcile this worry. Under the statue’s booted foot, a horrid caricature of a Tarsi, with massive teeth and large menacing eyes, lay crushed, defeated.


    Thresha’s garb was of the finest silk, encrusted with stones that sparkled and shimmered. She sat upon a gilded chaise lounge on a balcony that overlooked the throne room, and gazed down at Abraxas, resplendent in his might and cruelty. Abraxas, the god-king, the child of the sun itself, who had come to Hastrom City in a ball of fire to return it the city its former glory and restore both the Eursan and Mendraga races to their ultimate glory. He sat on a gilded throne atop a large flight of stairs that began mere feet from the entrance to his palace. He wore a long flowing robe, and a gold and silver headpiece that hid his true visage under the guise of a noble Tarsi. Thresha knew of the corrupted face that lay just beneath the mask—which was why Abraxas never appeared in public without it. She wondered what the good people of Hastrom City would think if they saw what he really was: a Tarsi that had corrupted his own body through his meddling with his very genetic code. The fountain of youth that he had so desperately sought had overturned and drowned him, leaving behind a malformed creature that could, theoretically, live for all eternity, but at the cost of his once beautiful appearance—as well as the sentimental trappings of mortality such as empathy and kindness. Such things mattered not to a being whose consciousness stretched back countless millennia, who could take what he wanted without fear of repercussion or reprimand.


    Thresha knew this because of the growth of her own Mendraga gifts. She could occasionally see into both Abraxas’s and Alastor’s minds, and she wondered if they were conscious of it. She shuddered to think what they had gleaned from her own mind. Had she already betrayed those in Haven without actually meaning to?


    Gifts. That’s what Alastor had always called them. If she had known the abominable price of these ‘gifts’ when she had first been turned, she would have rejected them wholeheartedly. She thought of a fleeting image she had seen in Letho’s mind when he had come to visit her. It was almost as if he had sensed her presence in his mind and snatched it away at the last minute in attempt to protect her from the horror of it. But she had seen it, though Letho’s mind had gobbled it up like someone swallowing a key so that it might not be used to open something, perhaps a gateway holding back a horrible thing.


    And that’s what the vision had been, a horrible thing, a vision of a child, that had died and mummified itself inside her, the great price that she paid for her service to Abraxas and Alastor. She didn’t know how Letho saw it, how he knew it was there, but it did not matter. She herself had known on some level that a child had been there just before her fateful choice; Letho had just confirmed it. She thought of her former self, a stupid young woman in love with a beautiful young man, and how she had given herself to him, and though it wasn’t supposed to happen, she missed a moon’s bleeding or two. And oh, how she had trembled with mingled excitement and terror. And then Alastor had come, and everything had changed.


    She hadn’t thought of the child when she had made her choice to serve alongside Mavus and his twin brother Cantus instead of becoming a member of the cattle on which Alastor and his minions had fed. Now she could see it clearly, she had sacrificed the baby that Mavus and she had created, thinking only of herself and how she didn’t want to die as a food source for some other being. She knew what a hideous creature she had become because even in this moment of realization she felt very little, if anything at all. Her insides wanted to ache with longing and regret, and her eyes wanted to shed tears, but they simply would not.


    Yes, it was better to die than to live as a decent person trapped in the body of a monster. A monster who, like the father of all monsters who now sat below her, could live forever. She had thought about ending it all before, but when it came down to it, the notion of ending one’s existence in the calm water of oblivion had been too much. She just couldn’t do it.


    And then Letho came along. The man who had saved her. She had been ready that day—the day when her sweet one, Mavus, had died for a second and final time. She had chosen life as a cursed Mendraga primarily because he had; he had chosen the path of Alastor’s gift instead of death, and she had followed. So when Jim killed Mavus, she had flown upon him like a raptor composed entirely of hatred and vengeance, and when she had poured out this abject hatred and ended Jim’s existence, there had been nothing left.


    Letho had taken her action as a sign of humanity, and had latched on to her because of it. She had been ready for the conflagration, but this strange Eursan had pulled her from it. She couldn’t decide if she loved him or despised him for it. And then there was the other one, the funny one with the smile that melted her, made her feel traces of emotion that she hadn’t savored in a century at least.


    Deacon. She saw his face in her mind, heard his voice, and prayed that she had made the right choice.


    Such thoughts were dangerous. She saw Abraxas’s consciousness like a great shadow that stalked across the field of his subjects’ minds, discerning their true desires. She hoped that she wasn’t as transparent as those who sometimes came before him to ask for his judgment on their trivial concerns. Even she could see into their minds sometimes, and this brought her great pain from time to time, for sometimes she could see that a citizen’s motives was pure—yet Abraxas still ruled against them. Was it out of some hatred of Eursans? Or was it just a bored mind seeking entertainment?


    Alastor appeared out of nowhere, placing a hand on her silken shoulder.


    “How are you, my child?” he purred.


    Ah, Alastor, the hand of Abraxas. Even under his thick beard and massive mane of obsidian braids, she could see that he had once been a strikingly handsome man, with a noble brow, high cheekbones, and expressive eyes. She placed her hand on his own, trying with every cell of her being not to recoil from his touch. It was not the touch of a father to a child. it was something else; something repulsive. She cleared her mind, fearful that he was rummaging through it.


    “Fine, thank you. Much better now that I have eaten,” she said. She looked down at the maiden who lay across a couch nearby, her chest rising and falling slowly in a way that Thresha’s never would again. She had drained the young girl almost completely, but had held back at the last, even though her thirst had driven her mad with desire to drink until the the human was dead. She had consumed many since she had come back into Alastor’s company, for there was no end to the line of those eager to gain favor with the god-king, offering their own sons and daughters like dowries in an unholy union.


    “It is a shame that those stinking Eursans treated you so,” Alastor said, stroking her cheek. “Though I still wonder why you didn’t just free yourself from them sooner. Surely even the strongest Tarsi is no match for my little warrior princess.”


    Oh how she hated it when Alastor spoke to her as though she were his daughter, or worse, an of object of his desire.


    The massive front doors of the palace began to grind open, and one of Abraxas’s servants, a Eursan who had not yet been deemed worthy of receiving the gift, came scampering up the aisle to the daunting stairs that led to his great leader. He kneeled at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes cast down, not daring to look up from the floor.


    “Master, Representative Ankor Watt from the Corpus Verum wishes to speak to you,” the servant said.


    “Oh, this will be entertaining. It’s always a pleasure to hear from the sleepers,” Alastor remarked, laughing coldly as they both watched from the balcony.


    “Very well, please show her in,” Abraxas said. The servant bowed even lower, then shot up into a standing position and ran toward the front entrance.


    A few moments later, seven of the labor sector workers, known colloquially as hammerheads, trudged through the doorway. One stood out front, perhaps their representative, while behind him the remaining six struggled forward in two lines of three men each, carrying a massive platform, a relic of pre-exodus Eursan technology. Thresha marveled at their broad shoulders, easily as far across as two normal men standing shoulder to shoulder, and the flatness of their brows, which seemed to hang over their eyes like shutters. How could they see under such pronounced brows?


    These beings were not normal—or so she had gleaned from the minds of her masters. They had been created using special genetic protocols to harden them against the changing climate and enhance their physique while at the same time dimming their minds. They were bred as a servant class, meant to maintain the machines that kept the Corpus Verum and their many associates alive and well while they slept in their computerized sarcophagi. And no one had rioted, it seemed, at this massive breach in ethics. Everyone had been too busy securing their ticket to ride a Fulcrum station to care about the caste system the Corpus Verum was setting up.


    The hammerheads lumbered to a stop, and Thresha could see the sweat glistening on their bristly arms. She found herself wondering what they might taste like. How quickly she had lapsed back into old behaviors since returning to Alastor and Abraxas! During her time with Letho she had truly felt that she had rekindled a bit of her former self, an optimistic and kind woman who had a taste for good food and nineteenth-century Arandos paintings. How much of her former self remained dormant inside, and how much had been ruined by Alastor and his gifts?


    The sound of the hammerheads dropping their platform to the floor clanged around in the vaulted ceilings of Abraxas’s hall. The hammerheads groaned, rubbing their boulder-like biceps. They seemed to pay Abraxas no mind, and Thresha wondered if they could even perceive the nature of his status. Perhaps, like cattle, they knew only the feedbag and the whip.


    But the the hammerhead who had been in front of the procession seemed different. Thresha could see that he wasn’t quite as short and anvil-shaped as his cohorts, nor were his features quite as simian as theirs. His movement had some grace to it, and the effect was quite jarring, like seeing a quadrupedal animal walking on two feet. He turned and bowed to Abraxas while his brethren snorted and flatulated behind him. The dichotomy between the low-behaving hammerheads and this bright one was fascinating to Thresha, and she watched his every move with great care. Who was this man? That is, if he could even be called a “man,” considering his genetic pedigree.


    Having shown obeisance, the bright hammerhead turned to the platform and began to press buttons on a keypad. The thing began to whir like a vacuum as it spun to life, and the readout began to emit light in colors ranging from blue to magenta. A circular pad in the center of the platform began to glow, and a set of projector eyes slid up around the lighted circular pad and began to shine.


    At last a three-dimensional hologram of a beautiful woman with shiny black hair and chocolate skin appeared. The photon woman made no gesture of supplication toward Abraxas—a bold choice, Thresha thought. She stood resolute, her arms at her side, hands balled into fists.


    “Representative Watt, what can I do for you?” Abraxas said, his voice oily and full of thinly veiled detest. The effect was not lost on Ankor Watt, whose digital representation smirked back at Abraxas.


    “Greetings to you, Lord Abraxas. Or is it ‘Great Father Abraxas’? I have heard that some of the citizens have begun calling you that.”


    “What control do I have over what the citizens call me? If they see me as their father, I welcome it. After all, I have brought them to their home, and given them peace and safety. Something your failed society could not do, I might remind you.”


    Before Thresha had returned to Alastor’s company equipped with her burgeoning new gift, she had never heard of either the hammerheads or the Corpus Verum, who were known as “the sleepers” by the citizens of Hastrom City. It wasn’t something that was taught in the formal ed history classes, which typically culminated with the glorious claiming of the Fulcrum stations in the name of Arandos, and the subsequent great mission to discover new planets to colonize.


    “I would remind you that our situation was very dire, with the very fate of our race hanging in the balance. We made our choices, and we stand by them,” Ankor said.


    “Yes, sending the fools on a meaningless mission into space while the rich, famous, and politically connected stayed on Eursus in simulated majesty, all courtesy of the unbreakable backs of designer peasants,” Abraxas said, gesturing toward the hammerheads below him, who even now seemed completely unaware of his presence. The smart one mingled among them, patting them on the shoulders and offering them some sort of edible treat from a bag he carried at his waist.


    “The peasants, as you call them, are more than compensated for their work,” Ankor said.


    “Of course they are; for you and your ilk have designed them for the very purpose of sustaining your existence while also not asking for the same existence in return,” Abraxas retorted. “They work for slop and a hovel to rut in, so that they can produce more of your workers. It’s a fantastic system, and I commend you and yours for it. But listen to me, running on! What is it that brings you to my court, Representative Watt?”


    The 3D representation of a woman who existed somewhere else entirely took a deep breath and ran a hand across a sweat-soaked brow.


    “Well, Lord Abraxas, I come to you as the replacement for our dearly departed Premier Eladin, who met a most untimely death, as you know. I have been elected as the new premier, though I doubt you honor my office. At any rate, I come to you to inquire about your intentions regarding Hastrom City’s infrastructure, particularly the water and power systems. It was agreed through a brokerage with Steigen that control would be maintained by the Corpus Verum, yet our Master Engineer’s recent reports show that someone is gradually shifting control of these systems over to a new control center, which we have traced to somewhere in this very building.”


    “Why, I have no idea what you are talking about,” Abraxas said, and Thresha found his vocal performance to be rather convincing even if she couldn’t see his facial expressions under his mask. I assure you that this agreement will be honored. As I have stated from the very first, my aim has been to create a society in which both Eursan and Mendraga can live in harmony. I simply transferred the systems grid over to a control center of my own design. You might have noticed that the system is running more efficiently than it has in quite some time.”


    Watt nodded, albeit begrudgingly.


    “I will gladly return complete control of your city to your elected body once all threats, be they domestic or foreign, have been eliminated. I would most humbly advise you that my sources have revealed to me that there is an enclave not far from here, comprised of escaped slave bears and Fulcrum citizens, that could pose a threat to our community. I have also received word that this Ferron boy may still be alive, and embedded within the people of this enclave.”


    “Letho Ferron is alive?” Ankor Watt exclaimed. Thresha’s heart stirred, a rare occurrence for someone whose body, for all intents and purpose, was clinically dead—save for that sweet moment when her feeding tubes were connected to a living being,and that sweet pulse of life was pumping another’s lifeblood into her own body.


    “It would seem so. You can see the problem this presents to us. He is a bringer of chaos, and if my sources are correct, he could rouse the Fulcrum citizens into an insurrection that even my soldiers would have difficulty suppressing. Many of your race and mine would die,” Abraxas concluded, in his most convincing humble servant voice.


    Ankor took it, hook, line, and sinker. “If this is true, I believe it does change things significantly. Do you have a plan in place, should he indeed surface alive?”


    “Of course,” Abraxas cooed. “My associate has assured me that Letho Ferron currently poses no threat. Should this change, I will be in constant communication with you and your compatriots.”


    Thresha’s heart leapt again. How could they know that Letho was alive? Had they read her mind? Or had Abraxas really infiltrated Haven? It would have to be someone living there, for Abraxas to have the information he claimed to have. Then she remembered herself and concealed her true emotions, lest someone discover them.


    “Fools,” Alastor said to Thresha.


    “How do you mean?” Thresha asked.


    “This Letho. What do you know of him?”


    “It was he who took me from the ship-wide conflagration that you initiated. I had been ready to die, but he saved me.”


    “Yes,” Alastor said, his head dropping. “An unfortunate series of events. Trust me, my child, had I known the true depravity of our former associate Crimson Jim, I would have intervened. I am sorry that he killed Mavus. He was like a son to me.”


    “Mavus means nothing to me anymore, nor does this Letho Ferron,” Thresha said, trying to hide her true feelings, willing her mind to be encased in a lead shield so that Alastor could not read it. Alastor reacted with merely raised eyebrows.


    “Frankly, Thresha, I am surprised. From what I have heard, this Letho Ferron is rather charismatic, and I am surprised that you feel nothing for him.”


    “He is an enemy of Abraxas. How could I feel any sort of connection to a being whose very existence opposes that of our master?” Thresha said, watching Alastor’s reaction.


    “It is true. He must be eliminated. Can you believe that there are Eursans, even now, who meet in secret to discuss his travails? Well, at least they think they are meeting in secret,” Alastor said.


    “It boggles the mind. How could anyone choose a man over the god-king?”


    Alastor nodded in agreement. He smiled, but his eyes were troubled. Thresha couldn’t see his thoughts, but she caught the flavor of them. He was thinking about Abraxas, and his thoughts weren’t the subservient kind. They had a more rebellious bouquet.


    “What is it?” Thresha asked, placing her hand on his. He slowly raised his head, locking eyes with her. They were a vibrant crimson, very striking, and under his gaze she felt herself losing a bit of her resolve. Things would be so much easier, for everyone, if she just told the truth. Perhaps Abraxas would spare Letho’s and Deacon’s lives, allowing them to live in exile, or in a prison somewhere. It wouldn’t be ideal, but at least they would live.


    She clamped her eyes shut, trying to squeeze out the image of Alastor’s face and pleading eyes. She hoped that he hadn’t read her thoughts. It was only a matter of time, she thought, before he discovered the truth. If he hadn’t already. The constant struggle to keep her thoughts free of Deacon and Letho was growing rather tiresome, and she didn’t know how long she could keep it up.


    “Thresha,” Alastor said, “I am so very glad you have returned to us, and believe me, I want to trust you… but please forgive me if I am unable to receive your words with complete trust.” He was using his best fatherly voice, and part of her believed for a moment that he was genuinely concerned for her. She didn’t rule out the possibility entirely, but at the same time she reminded herself that for Alastor, Abraxas and the quest to preserve their race would forever come first.


    “What do I have to do to earn your trust?” she asked. “Anything. You name it.”


    “I will keep this offer in mind,” he replied, patting her hand in perfect synchronization with his last two words. Then he reclined in his chair kicked up a leg over the armrest, and watched the rest of the exchange between Abraxas and Ankor Watt with mild disinterest.


    Thresha wanted to sigh, wanted to melt into sobs and tears, thankful to no longer be under Alastor’s direct scrutiny, but she could not. She knew that it was foolish to bargain with such a being as him, but what else could she do? She felt as though she was living minute to minute, as if her every move was suspicious. How much longer could she keep this up? She knew that the price Alastor extracted from her would be terrible. She only hoped it would not get any of her friends killed.


    


    ****


    


    Letho, Deacon, Bayorn, and Saul continued to follow a massive six-lane highway littered with abandoned automobiles. Like the others, these vehicles were rusted almost beyond recognition. The asphalt under their feet had begun to break up, the process hastened by thickets of gray weeds with massive thorns.


    “Careful of those,” Saul said. “Poisonous. Not enough to kill, but hurts like nobody’s business.”


    “Thanks, but avoiding the plants with the giant dagger-like thorns was already on the to-do list,” Letho said.


    Saul smirked, but didn’t laugh out loud like Letho hoped he might. Saul seemed a little more anxious than was typical, for he usually strutted around cloaked in arrogance and bravado. Letho wondered what had him so worked up.


    He’s probably just nervous. Like me.


    “So, Letho Ferron. What exactly do you hope to accomplish today?”


    “Like I said before, I want to get a look at what we’re up against,” Letho said.


    “Have you considered the possibility that we will be apprehended immediately upon entering the city?” Saul asked.


    “Yes, of course I have considered this possibility. I can’t really explain it to you, Saul, but this just seems like the correct course of action. Besides, if we do get in a bind like that, I know you’re always up for a fight, right?”


    “You bet,” Saul replied. “Well, if our pops puts his faith in you, then so do I.”


    “Thanks, bruin,” Letho said, though the words rolled awkwardly off his tongue.


    “I just hope that you two don’t get me killed,” Deacon interjected. “I am much too handsome to die this young.”


    They continued along a forsaken highway for hours that seemed like days to Letho, Hastrom City’s horizon growing ever larger. The sun was high in the sky, pummeling them with merciless heat. They stopped under one of the still-standing overpasses and climbed up under the supports to have lunch, but the shade provided little respite from the stifling heat. The air was palpably humid, thanks to their proximity to the coastline, and the roiling sauna effect was unbearable. Letho found that Saul had been right about the cloaks, in that they did protect them from the sun’s harsh rays. But the fact that the air was so saturated with moisture meant that their sweat couldn’t evaporate, and the heat was trapped in their bodies. Letho hoped they had enough water in their canteens to make it to Hastrom City and back before they became a meal for the mutants.


    The city skyline was like ragged teeth jutting from a beast’s maw, and it grew with every step. After a time Letho was able to make out individual buildings, most of which were just skeletal frames with shattered windows and decaying facades. He could see the great wall that seemed to encircle the very heart of the city; it appeared to be constructed from pieces of fallen bridges and highways. In the center of the skyline was a palace stabbing upward into the sky.


    “That must be where the bad guys live,” Saul said.


    “Looks like he built his temple right on top of the Ministry of Civil Services Building,” Deacon said. “Pretty impressive. It’s amazing—even with the buildings falling down I recognize the layout. It’s just like the Centennial Fulcrum’s town center, only much bigger. Look at the Ministry building. It must be five stories high!”


    “Yes, and Abraxas’s temple adds another four or five,” Letho said.


    “Forgive me for interrupting,” Bayorn said in a low voice, “but I believe it would be wise if we assumed the identities of our costumes. We don’t know if we are being watched, even this far out from the city.”


    “You’re right, Bayorn. Let’s get into character,” Saul said.


    “What do you think, Letho? Do I look like a scavenger?” Deacon asked, turning his face into a scowl, squinting one eye, and opening the other wide, turning the pupil inward.


    Letho wanted to laugh, but his guts felt as though they were consuming themselves. He chuckled lightly and nodded in recognition of Deacon’s attempt at humor.


    “All right you two, quit screwing around and act rough,” Saul growled. “And Bayorn, act like you’re pissed to be in them cuffs.”


    “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Bayorn said in his chesty rumble.


    


    ****


    


    They walked for another hour or so, following the road as it threaded between buildings that groaned under their own weight and wailed as the wind whipped through them. Letho couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched, either by Abraxas’s men or cameras. The third possibility—a horde of mutants, lurking in the shadows of the crumbling buildings where none of them could see—chilled Letho to the bone.


    But they made their way to the massive gate built into the wall without incident. Letho was surprised to see that the gate’s steel doors were open, and there were only a few sentries guarding it. There were others, Letho saw, on top of the wall, each of them holding a rather menacing-looking long-range rifle.


    “Mendraga,” Bayorn hissed, sniffing the air, his massive nostrils flaring with each giant intake of air.


    “Take it easy, old friend. They haven’t even noticed we’re here yet,” Letho said.


    A large number of people milled about within the walls in what appeared to be an open air market. They hadn’t seen anyone on their way into the city, but now that they were closer, they saw numerous people exiting through the gate and heading off in all directions. Just as Saul said, they were all wearing very similar robes to the one that Letho was wearing.


    “Scavengers,” Deacon said. “Those are the guy we’re pretending to be, right?”


    “Why don’t you just go over there and tell those guards who we are,” Letho hissed under his breath.


    “Sorry!” Deacon whispered out of the side of his mouth. “I’m just nervous. Cut me some slack!”


    “Will you two stop arguing? We need to figure a way in!” Saul hissed.


    One of the sentries patrolling the top of the wall appeared to have noticed Letho and company. They were, after all, the only ones with an eight-foot-tall Tarsi. The sentry stopped and spoke into his uCom. One of the sentries on the ground level answered him via uCom, then motioned for the four of them to come to him.


    “All right, here we go,” Letho said.


    As they strode over to the guard, Letho tried to adopt a slouching lope, his shoulders sagging, head hanging under his heavy hood. But he felt foolish, not at all like the scrubby scavenger he was attempting to portray. Finally he gave up,and took on his usual gait as they closed the distance between themselves and the beckoning guard.
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    “State your business here,” the Mendraga guard said, eyeing Bayorn with a look of contempt upon his face. Letho found it amusing. This person who had become part of Alastor’s fold, accepting his gift of eternal life, had probably never had a negative thought about a Tarsi during his time on the Fulcrum station, yet now he regarded the Tarsi as a mortal enemy, and he didn’t even try to hide his disdain.


    “We caught this feller trying to escape. We’re returning him in hopes of a reward,” Letho said. The sentry laughed at this.


    “You’ll get a reward all right. A pat on the back and a kick in the ass.” He turned to the sentry on the other side of the gate. “You, over there! Take these two down to the Tarsi camp and get this one back where he belongs.”


    “Why do I have to do it? I took the last one,” the other sentry whined.


    The first sentry, who seemed to have zero patience for these shenanigans, and most likely most all shenanigans in general, took two menacing steps forward. The second guard backed down before his superior officer could take another.


    “All right, all right, fine. Let’s go.” He moved to gather up the cords that held Bayorn, who roared and threw his arm up and away. For a moment Letho feared that Bayorn was going to bring both fists down on the Mendraga’s head, crushing it like an overripe melon. It was all coming apart. For some foolish reason Letho had thought they might just let them go on to the Tarsi encampment without a guarded escort.


    But Bayorn played his part. He dropped his arms to his side and bowed his head, casting a glance at Letho.


    What do we do? the look appeared to say.


    Letho shrugged and tried to compress just go with it, we’ll figure it out later into a facial expression. Bayorn glared at Letho, and the look told Letho that his lack of faith remained. But Letho didn’t know what else to do. Start a fight with armed Mendraga right in front of the gate, with bad guy backup most likely a uCom call away? And who was Bayorn to judge his decision anyway? This mission was his own, by Je-Ha, and he wasn’t about to back down when he was so close to seeing Hastrom City with his own eyes, seeing what Abraxas really had in place.


    “You!” the whiny Mendraga pointed at Letho. “What are you doing talking to this stupid Tarsi? He a friend of yours?” The Mendraga eyed Letho with suspicion. His hand dropped to his rifle, and Letho thought about making a move to grab the weapon. It would have been so easy—the Mendraga wouldn’t know what hit him. But then he looked at Deacon and Saul, and even Bayorn. He couldn’t guarantee their safety, and he didn’t have Saladin to feed him battle scenarios and statistics.


    “Hey, take it easy. I just got to know him a little on the trek in. He’s not a bad guy, you know. Besides the fact that he’s a dirty slave bear, of course,” Letho finished.


    The Mendraga spat at Letho’s feet and scoffed. “Dirty slave bear lover,” he said. “You make me sick.” Then he turned his attention to Saul. “You, the man of few words. You come with me. I ain’t taking this big bastard down there myself.”


    Saul looked at Letho, who nodded assent. “Sure,” Saul said. “No problem.”


    “You other two, you’re free to go, just don’t cause any trouble. We don’t have no patience for dumbass colonists coming into our fair city wrecking things.”


    “You don’t have to worry about us,” Letho said. “We’re just going in to look for some power converters,” Letho said.


    “Off you go, then.”


    Saul and the Mendraga guard left on their mission to return Bayorn to the Tarsi camp that he had “escaped from.” Of course, that escape had been much more elaborate than the Mendraga guard realized—involving an incursion into the enemies’ own ship and through a time-bending vortex. Letho queued up his uCom and tapped out a text message to Saul:


    Don’t panic. Meet up out front of Abraxas’s temple.


    “So now what, old friend?” Deacon asked. “Shall we go do a little sight-seeing?”


    “Yes. Let’s.”


    


    ****


    


    Neon, holoscreens, and intrusive audio blurbs assaulted Letho and Deacon as they headed into the heart of the only known, still-functioning city on the entire planet. The screens and decorations had been grafted onto buildings that had been eroded over time, slowly whittled away by the razor grains blasted upon them by sandstorm after sandstorm. That is, until Abraxas and his army had raised the protective walls around the heart of the city. This was done, Letho imagined, not only to keep the sand out, but also to keep the others—the ones with the extra limbs, razor claws, and seemingly no regard for the Eursan race—at bay. Having had a front row seat at a news production outfit in his former life on the Fulcrum station, Letho was no stranger to the way that those in power occasionally tweaked news reports to assuage or terrify their viewers, depending entirely on what their motives were. He wondered how much the people inside the wall knew about the mutant threat that lurked outside their walls even now. He also wondered whether, when the proverbial waste hit the fan, the walls would be able to repel the hordes.


    The people they passed wore very similar clothes to those that one might see on a Fulcrum station, meaning that most of them were wearing their Fulcrum jumpsuits, which by now had become worn and threadbare. Many had added ornamentation, like plated shoulder guards, headgear, bracelets, and anklets. Most had presumably been cobbled together from scavenged scrap, taken from the ghostly sentinel skyscrapers that stood outside of Abraxas’s little circle of light. The center of the city was like an overgrown campfire in the midst of chaos, pushing back the shadows so that the citizens could live with a relative level of peace.


    And then there were the Mendraga citizens, who seemed to float above the rest, though their feet never actually left the ground. Their adornments were more sophisticated and complex, many of them wearing headdresses that extended a full foot or more above their heads. Their bodies were covered in form-fitting material that puffed out in places, augmenting musculature that simply wasn’t there, for the Mendraga condition didn’t always lend itself to robust physique. Letho and Deacon made sure to give them all a wide berth, so as to avoid detection. Letho had no idea what their scent capabilities were, so he certainly erred to the side of caution in that regard.


    Many of the buildings that had once been enclosed retail stores had since been converted to open storefronts, with carts offering wares such as broiled rodent on a stick, offered on plate with a side order of dry tubers of various lengths and girths. Thankfully Letho’s belly was full from his lunch under the overpass earlier that afternoon, and he had no desire to fill his stomach with unknown low-dwelling creatures prepared by vendors whose hygiene could be best described as questionable.


    They continued down the main thoroughfare, assaulted by full-length holoscreens urging them to purchase all number of items in order to enhance their stay while at Hastrom City, and warning them that their enjoyment of their time may in fact hinge entirely upon said purchases. Letho didn’t feel particularly inclined to hire someone to do facial reconstruction to make his face look more chic, nor did he feel the need to buy boots that changed color to match his mood or his ensemble. Letho preferred functional clothing: lots of pockets to stow things, and enough room to run, jump, and squat. The trappings of a man of adventure. Color or style was of little to no concern to him.


    Letho became gradually aware of the fact that no one was using their uComs, which struck him as very odd. As he looked closer at a passerby, he noticed a ragged scar across the man’s forearm. He surreptitiously examined a few other people. They, too, had the same scars.


    “Hey, Deacon. We probably shouldn’t use our uComs unless we absolutely have to.”


    “Why? You used yours before!” Deacon said.


    Letho gestured toward a young man as he passed, and Deacon’s eyes rose when he saw the ugly scar on his arm. It looked like an unqualified person had performed the extraction with a most imprecise implement.


    They kept walking, with Letho occasionally needing to pull Deacon, who frequently became distracted by the sights and sounds all around them. It was impressive what Abraxas and Alastor had done. There was no trash on the streets, and the buildings inside the central wall had been refaced and reconstructed. There was no sign of decay anywhere to be found.


    Letho watched with keen interest as a woman purchased some food from a street vendor. There seemed to be no monetary transaction. Back on the Fulcrum station, a uCom scan would have been necessary to purchase food, but it seemed that here, the woman didn’t have to pay for her food at all. She just walked away from the counter, tearing barbecued flesh from a large white bone.


    “Man, that smells really good, doesn’t it?” Deacon said.


    “Yeah, it does. But what kind of meat is that? Look at that bone.”


    “Well, if Saul and Zedock figured out how to raise pigs and such, maybe the good people of Hastrom City figured out how to do it too,” Deacon said. “Ooooh, maybe they found some cows! Do you think they have beef? I’ve always wanted to try a real hamburger!”


    “Stick to the plan, Deacon,” Letho said.


    “Right. Sorry, just got a little excited. So what is the plan exactly?”


    “Plan?” Letho asked, grinning. it was the first smile that had graced his face in some time that wasn’t disingenuous—despite the grim circumstances and the fact that they might be discovered by the enemy at any moment. He shuddered to think of the consequences should they be discovered for who they truly were.


    “There isn’t a plan, really. I just really wanted to see Hastrom City. Does that make me a bad person?”


    “No, I don’t think so,” said Deacon. “I’m just as curious as you. By all means, lead on.”


    They continued forward past vendors hawking freshly seared meat, clothing, and jewelry. After some time they came upon a group of Eursans staring vapidly at a large holoscreen built into the wall of what appeared to have once been an apothecary of some sort. The people were quite an assortment, ranging from svelte Eursans of clear high standing to the swarthy race that Saul had called the hammerheads. Letho and Deacon joined the crowd of onlookers, eager to see what so many people had gathered to watch.


    It appeared to be some sort of fam-sit, represented in photo-3D. The crowd watched with rapt attention as the reluctant father interacted with his disgruntled son. Something was off in the way the characters’ bodies moved, though; the motion was too smooth. Their doll eyes stared at one another devoid of any emotion, and their facial expressions didn’t quite match the dramatic content of the episode.


    “Wait a sec—I know these actors. I saw them in a fam-sit once. The only problem is that it was pre-exodus. How could they possibly still be alive?” Letho wondered aloud.


    “Maybe it’s a rerun?”


    “I don’t think so; the resolution is super-high, and the clothing they’re wearing is very similar to what the people are wearing all around us.”


    “It’s just a fam-sit, Letho,” Deacon said.


    The show went to a commercial break and another perfect digital person appeared. “This episode of Father Loves Son has been brought to you by the Corpus Verum, bringing you quality entertainment from the actors you want to see, and keeping you up to date with the news you need to know.”


    “Who is the Corpus Verum?” Letho asked.


    “Don’t know. Some sort of media conglomerate, maybe?” Deacon said.


    “Could be. Well, let’s keep going. See what else we can find,” Letho said.


    


    ****


    


    As the two continued farther into the city, they reveled in the sights and sounds. Letho noticed that very few of the citizens were Mendraga. He figured that Abraxas was managing the population carefully, maintaining the balance between his Eursan cattle and his Mendraga warriors. To control the population, he would have to maintain some sort of optimal ratio between the humans and Mendraga, lest one outnumber the other and upset the balance. Could the standard rank-and-file Mendraga produce more Mendraga? Or were Abraxas and Alastor the only ones that could? Letho hadn’t ever gotten around to asking Thresha about any of that.


    Thresha…


    Letho’s heart became a frozen tumor in his chest—then was quickly replaced by a seething anger. What if she happened to walk down the street right now? Would he kill her? He was at quite a disadvantage without Saladin or his Black Bear, but a deep dark part of his psyche, a part that savored spilled blood and killing, thought that he could definitely kill Thresha should the need arise, and barehanded if need be.


    He shuddered, willing such thoughts away. Where had they come from? He wondered if they were products of the strong emotion he felt for Thresha—or whether perhaps, deep down inside, he really was twisted, a creature that actually enjoyed the killing he had done since his adventure began.


    For once, his copilot had nothing to say on the subject.


    The sound of bells ringing filled the air with their sweet, hollow timbre. Both Letho and Deacon moved toward the sound, curious to discover its origin. To their surprise, a church stood just beyond the edge of the market. It was an old building that must have originally promoted the worship of one of Eursus’s forgotten deities It was all angles and arches, with spires surging upward into the sky like gothic antennas set up to improve the reception of heavenly broadcasts.


    Atop a flight of stairs, just in front of the doors to the church, sat a large golden statue of a Mendraga warrior in a flowing cloak and some sort of ceremonial armor. In one hand was a mighty sword. In the other was an ornate sextant.


    “A church? I thought most religions were abandoned after the collapse,” said Deacon.


    “They were,” said Letho. “I suspect this is Abraxas’s church.” He turned to Deacon. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go pay our respects.”


    


    ****


    


    Bayorn surveyed his surroundings, trying to mentally map as much of the terrain as possible while the Mendraga warrior led him and Saul to the Tarsi encampment. As they continued along their route they passed a set of squat square buildings arrayed in a grid. The grounds were well kept, and Bayorn had to suppress a gasp of amazement as he saw a growing green thing for the first time in his life. A small shrub, sparse and twisted, but alive just the same, had sprung up from the soil in a flowerbed near the square buildings.


    “What are those buildings?” Saul asked.


    The Mendraga guard looked at Saul with suspicion in his eyes.


    “What do you mean, ‘What are those buildings’? That’s a commune.”


    “Uh, yeah, of course,” Saul said, running a hand across his head. The very thin layer of hair that had sprouted up made a rasping sound as he did so. “I’m a colonist, see, and I haven’t been inside the walls in a while. When I left they were just setting up the living quarters for the folks from the Fulcrum stations. Never actually saw one completed. Looks nice though.”


    The Mendraga eyed Saul a bit longer, then turned his eyes back toward the road. “Your slave bear is big. Never seen one that size. Must have been a bitch to subdue him.”


    “It wasn’t too bad. They aren’t too smart, you know. Easy to trap. Plus if you’ve got a can of Valhalla Sausages they’ll run through broken glass to get to it,” Saul said.


    Bayorn grunted, and the two turned back to him.


    “Keep it down, slave, or I’ll take you behind one of those buildings and put you down myself. There’s plenty of your kind to take your place, you know.”


    Bayorn bowed his head, and said nothing. How he wanted to reach out and tear the Mendraga’s head from his shoulders.


    Suddenly searing pain flashed through Bayorn’s frontal lobe, and he staggered, raising his hands to his head, trying to press them to his temples.


    “What’s wrong with him?” Bayorn heard the Mendraga ask, and then the reality in which he existed completely disappeared.


    


    ****


    


    He was looking through the eyes of some other Tarsi. Perhaps it was an ancestor, for Bayorn felt a certain sameness in the way the other breathed, moved, in the pattern of his thoughts. Bayorn was privy to the Tarsi’s other senses, too: the smell of the air, the coolness of the laboratory. He tried to move, to speak, but to no avail. He was but an observer of the events that unfolded before him.


    It was a Tarsi laboratory, nothing like the sterile boxes that the Eursans worked in. The walls of the room were round and made of some rich wood that seemed to glow from within. The computer panels before him were organic in nature too, a blend of artificial and natural. A Tarsi stood before him, measuring reagents and combining them in a complex array of flasks, tubes, burners, and other trappings of chemistry. Bayorn could feel the Tarsi he currently inhabited grow apprehensive.


    “What you are doing is forbidden, Abraxas. You know this,” the Tarsi said.


    Abraxas! How handsome he was. He wasn’t a large Tarsi, but his frame was solid and defined. A mane sprang up around his shoulders and head, framing eyes that were large and striking. His face ended in a shapely snout and an expressive mouth.


    Abraxas laughed. “The fools on the Council know nothing. So consumed with their Seeder Vessels and their desire to create life on empty planets. What about those of us here? On this planet?”


    “The use of Tarsi science to alter our own flesh is wrong.”


    “Then why don’t you stop me, Sartruvus? If you are so concerned about the decrees of those old fools.”


    “You are my brother, Abraxas. I beseech you, stop what you are doing. It is not too late to turn away from the path you have chosen.”


    “But why would I? I have discovered the key to immortality, Sartruvus. No Tarsi ever need know death again.”


    “We all must die some day, my brother. It is the way of things. Those who tamper with the great cycle suffer great consequences. Our forefathers discovered that long ago.”


    Just then there was a knock at the door.


    “Open up!” a voice shouted. Bayorn’s body—Sartruvus’s body—grew cold with fear as Abraxas turned to look at him, his face contorting with rage.


    “You have betrayed me! My own brother!”


    The door splintered behind them and several armed Tarsi guards rushed into the laboratory. One of them stepped forward and addressed Abraxas.


    “Abraxas, you have been summoned to appear before the Council for violating scientific research protocols. You will come with us now, willingly, or by force, if necessary,” the guard said.


    Abraxas did not even bother to respond. He merely took a knife from the table before him and plunged it deep into his forearm, drawing a ragged gash down the length of it. Golden blood began to spurt from the gory wound.


    “What’s he doing?” one of the guards shouted.


    “Abraxas! No!” Sartruvus shouted.


    The guards began to move toward Abraxas, who was now reaching for a flask full of viscous black liquid. Before they could reach him, he had poured the liquid into the open wound, and it seemed to pull itself into Abraxas’s flesh, as if acting of its own volition.


    Abraxas fell to the floor, convulsing, his body throbbing and contorting as if his inner organs were being violently reorganized. Sartruvus could see panic on his brother’s face.


    “What is happening to me?” Abraxas screamed, his legs kicking as if he were trying to run away from the transformation that was now occurring inside his body.


    And then he grew still. Sartruvus stepped forward, moving toward his brother’s twisted body.


    “Please step away, Sartruvus,” the guard commanded. But Sartruvus did not obey. Bayorn felt all the love Sartruvus possessed for his brother welling within his chest, and he felt the briny wet heat of tears gushing from his eyes, clouding his vision.


    Abraxas sprang up from the ground faster than a Tarsi should be able to. He opened his jaws wider than a Tarsi should be able to. And when Sartruvus saw the vile feeding appendage slithering forth from Abraxas’s mouth, he knew that his brother was dead, and something wicked had taken his place.


    


    ****


    


    The vision was gone, and Bayorn found himself staring down the barrel of an assault rifle. He brought his hands up with a jerk, causing the shackle chain to collide with the bottom of the rifle, simultaneously ripping the rifle from the Mendraga’s hands and breaking the chain. The Mendraga’s mouth gaped, and it was the last expression his face would ever make, for Bayorn immediately hammered the Mendraga on either side of his head with both fists, cracking his skull. Then he opened his hands and placed them on the Mendraga’s head, twisting it until the spine cracked.


    “Holy shit!” Saul shouted. “What in the hell just happened?”


    “I killed a Mendraga with my bare hands,” Bayorn said.


    “I hope that pun was intended,” Saul said.


    “What is a pun?”


    “Never mind. But that’s not what I was talking about, anyways,” Saul said. “Where did you go? You were talking about someone named Sartruvus, and about Abraxas as well.”


    “It is none of your concern,” Bayorn said, eyeing Saul. He did not trust this Eursan, though he did not quite know why. Perhaps it was the way his eyes kept darting around, or the posture of his body. It looked tense, like he was about to break out into a run at any moment. “We should keep moving. Someone will find this Mendraga, and we need to be gone when they arrive.”


    “Yeah, great, smart guy, he was the one that was taking us to the slave bear encampment. How do you recommend we get there now?”


    “We could follow them,” Bayorn said, pointing at a group of hammerheads. “They seem to know where they’re going.


    


    ****


    


    Adum walked down empty streets that were cluttered with trash, far from the pristine grounds that the Fulcrum citizens enjoyed. Behind him, six brutish hammerheads carried the platform through which Representative Ankor Watt had made her presentation to the god-king. Adum hadn’t understood too much of what had been said, but he’d been able to discern that it hadn’t gone the way the representative had wanted.


    But this was of little concern to Adum. He was more or less content with his existence. He served his masters, the Corpus Verum, and they were kind to him, providing him with enough food to feed himself, his wife, and his son.


    But he did not like the god-king Abraxas. His words filled Adum with distrust, and his soldiers did not treat Adum’s people very well. They often made jokes about them, or tripped them when they were walking by. This made Adum very unhappy. He wished the Corpus Verum would make Abraxas go away, but for some reason it seemed the Corpus Verum needed his help. They had made some sort of bargain with him, and he had twisted it. And now he would not leave.


    Adum and the other hammerheads made their way to the street level entrance of the place where the Corpus Verum slept, underneath the great palace where Abraxas held court. As they walked, Adum took note of a man watching them. The man had an unusually large Tarsi in tow, and he seemed to be watching them as well. But Adum did not know what to make of this odd couple, so he pushed them out of his mind and continued with his task.


    The city was drawing the curtain down and preparing for the evening. Adum and his cohorts were the only souls to be found on the desolate thoroughfare, save for the man and the Tarsi. Night time was a bad time. The city was more or less secure, but sometimes bad things happened in the shadows. Citizens were locking their doors and halogens were clicking on, illuminating the evening’s rest in the squat rectangular domiciles that sprawled all around him. Adum envied their clean, well-lit homes. He thought of his dirt-floor plywood shack and his computing device that he had scavenged from a dumpster.


    Above him, Abraxas’s pyramid loomed. It dominated the sky, commanding one’s gaze to fall upon it. It looked out of place, an ornate ziggurat surrounded by a sea of lush grass and groomed topiaries. It was if a god himself had flung it from the heavens, shattering the windows of the long-abandoned steel and glass spires that surrounded it.


    There was indeed a god dwelling there now, but he was not a good one.


    Adum mustered his courage as he made his way up toward the entrance to the sleepers’ chambers. Two Mendraga overseers guarded the front entrance, and he could feel their gaze burning on his skin as he approached. He took a moment to hunch his shoulders a bit and take on the lumbering gait of a worker drone.


    “What are you doing out here, dirtbag? Curfew is about to drop.”


    “Uh, return 3D vid platform,” he stammered, scratching his head like an ape. “Sleepers.”


    “Very well. Let me see some ID.”


    Adum procured his ID badge from his pocket and held it up to the overseer.


    “Emergency,” he muttered.


    “Okay. Go ahead. Make it quick.” The Mendraga overseer punctuated his sentence by raking his index finger, knife-like, across his own throat.


    “Yes, sir, thank you, sir,” Adum said, not quite able to bring his gaze up to the Mendraga’s eyes.


    The guards spoke to one another, laughing, using some words that Adum didn’t understand, and speaking too fast for him to comprehend it anyway. But he could tell the laughter was at his and his brethren’s expense. The other hammerheads did not react, so intent were they on delivering their payload. They paid the Mendraga no mind and seemed oblivious to their insults.


    This is what we were made for. To serve the sleepers. To be strong. To keep Hastrom City alive.


    He smiled at his fellow hammerheads, who responded in kind.


    Adum had often wondered why his brain was more capable than theirs, why he could catch the words better, why his thoughts were brighter and faster. They called him “The Bright One” in their crude tongue. Though an Eursan would consider this a compliment, among his people it was almost an insult. He was different than them, there was no denying it. His body wasn’t quite as strong as theirs, and his features were less crude. The other hammerheads shunned him, but he did not care. It was this very reason—his being born different—that had caused the sleepers to choose him. There had been others like him from time to time, they had told him—others who had been capable of doing and knowing things that the others could not.


    Just beyond the guard post was a storage room, and Adum barked at the hammerheads to place the platform inside it. Then he told them to wait for him after they completed their job.


    He made his way down empty corridors to a steel elevator door flanked by security cameras. The doors to the elevator were made of thick carbo-steel and were nigh impenetrable, and a circular cutout hovered ominously in the ceiling above the elevator. Adum knew that opening was where an automated turret would descend and render into a red paste anyone whose ID was rejected.


    With trepidation, Adum placed his ID in the slot and pressed his hand into a sensor panel filled with a transparent gel. The gel was cool and soothing as it enveloped his hand, recording each fingerprint swirl, each pore on his skin.


    “ADUM 04219, PERMISSION GRANTED. PLEASE WATCH YOUR STEP. HAVE A NICE DAY.”


    He sighed, wiped sweat from his brow, and entered the elevator. Inside were no buttons, for the elevator only went to one place. The doors whined and grated as they came to a shuddering close. Like just about everything else in Hastrom City, they worked, but only in begrudging fashion.


    The elevator began its slow descent. Like Zedock’s silo, the sleepers’ domain was hewn into the earth, many feet below the surface, built to withstand the destruction of Hastrom City. Even if the entire city were consumed in a maelstrom of fire, the sleepers would continue their long sleep a mile below the surface.


    At last the elevator ground to a halt, hissing and groaning as it settled. The doors opened and Adum 04129 stepped into the decontamination chamber. Blast-proof, hermetically sealed doors slid down from their slots, and cylindrical tumblers clacked into place. A hail of white mist poured down from the ceiling, blowing Adum 04129’s coarse black hair in all directions. Sterile, hospital-grade air and the sting of ionic disinfectant seared his nose.


    “ADUM 04129, DECONTAMINATION COMPLETE.”


    The locking procedure reversed itself, and Adum stepped into the sleepers’ den. He was greeted by the familiar ion scent, and his ears drank in the gentle whir of exhaust fans and the low hum of the server bays.


    A raised cylindrical pedestal stood in the center of the entryway. Adum stood before it, and a 3D representation of a beautiful young woman sprang up from it.


    “Hello, Adum 04129. How can I help you today?”


    Adum took a moment to drink in the sight of the sleepers’ receptionist; they didn’t make them like that where he came from. His eyes traced up the swell of her hips and became stuck in the deep blue of her irises. He imagined that she was somewhere in this room, in repose until things got better above.


    “I am here to see Chancellor Steigen.”


    “One moment; I will get him for you.”


    Adum was sad to see the beautiful lady wink out of existence. She was soon replaced by the aged visage of Chancellor Steigen.


    “Adum, how good of you to come.”


    “Steigen. You have summoned me.”


    “Yes. I have a very important question to ask you. And you must answer truthfully.”


    “Of course. Adum does not lie.”


    “Do you share my distrust of the god-king Abraxas and his Mendraga warriors?”


    “We do not like the Mendraga. We do not like Abraxas. He does not listen to the things that the Corpus Verum tell him.”


    “Good. Well, what if I told you that there might be a way make him leave Hastrom City?”


    Adum’s eyes grew wide. “What is this way that you speak of?” he asked.


    “If your men and the Tarsi that live among you were to rise up, perhaps you could ove throw his army and gain control of your sector.”


    “We are strong, and we know how to fight, but we have no weapons. The Mendraga would kill us all.”


    “You have strength in numbers. There are many more of you and the Tarsi than there are Mendraga warriors. Abraxas keeps the number of Mendraga very low so that there will be a plentiful supply of people to feed on. It is true, many would die, but you could overpower them and take their weapons. And then you could use those weapons against them.”


    “Yes. This is possible. But the others do not like me, because I am strange to them.”


    “I promise you, Adum, if you do what I ask, they will come to think of you as a hero, and they will follow you. Do you trust me?”


    “Yes, Steigen, I trust you.”


    “Then you understand what I am asking you to do, and the sacrifices that will need to be made?”


    “Yes. We will die if we must. All will fight.”


    “Good. You must go and speak to the Tarsi and gain their assistance. They will fight. They despise the Mendraga more than anything.”


    “How will I know when it is time?”


    “I will send you a sign when the time has come,” Steigen said.


    Adum nodded.


    “So then, our agreement is sound? What guarantee do I have that you will keep your word?” Steigen asked.


    “We are not wise like your people, but we are not animals. We will do what must be done, and we will honor the pact,” Adum said.


    “Very well. Take this. It will give you access to a weapons stockpile at the checkpoint near your living area.”


    Adum fought the urge to sneer. “Living area” was a euphemism for the ragtag collection of tents and plywood sheds where his people lived. He hoped that things would be different when the dust settled, that the sleepers would keep their end of the bargain.


    A small drawer opened in the wall near the pedestal. Inside were an ID access card and one of the fire shooters that the Mendraga carried.


    “Good luck, Adum.”


    “Thank you, Steigen. May Je-Ha watch over all of us.”


    “Yes, that would be nice, wouldn’t it?”
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    Letho and Deacon fell in with a line of people entering the temple. Awful music played in the background, and the people’s footsteps matched the tempo of the song’s dismal andante.


    Like the exterior of the temple, the inside was ornate, full of statues and tapestries that detailed the great deeds of god-king Abraxas. Again Letho wondered who had created these artisanal masterpieces. Were there former Fulcrum citizens who possessed these talents? Letho thought it unlikely, but at the same time he couldn’t imagine that the hammerheads he had seen were capable of creating such fine art.


    “Lively place, eh, Letho?” Deacon said.


    “Shhh. Let’s try to keep a low profile, okay?” Letho replied.


    “Okay, fine. Sorry,” Deacon said, none too quietly.


    “Shut up already!” Letho whisper-hissed. A person in front of them turned and placed a finger to his lips.


    “Sorry,” Letho said.


    They took a seat on one of the benches, surrounded by Hastrom City citizens. Letho couldn’t help but notice that carved into these citizens’ cheeks was the letter “A”.


    This might not be the best place for me to be.


    Then a door opened from behind the altar and a man came forth wearing flowing robes and a golden headpiece that resembled the head of the Abraxas statue that Letho had seen outside the cathedral. The man’s face was framed by the jaws and sharp teeth of the headpiece, as though he were peering from inside Abraxas’s own mouth. As he stepped up to the altar, he raised his hands with a flourish and began to sing along with the music, which changed from a dirge to a rousing canticle. A mechanical bass thump emanated from an unseen speaker in a pulsing tempo like a heartbeat. The congregation stood, entranced by either the music or the dancing, headdress-wearing priest. Some of them raised their hands into the air as if they were trying to touch something floating just above their head. Others shook as though an electric current was surging through their bodies. Letho just stood perfectly still, unsure how to behave. He looked to Deacon, who was trying not to laugh.


    What. The. Hell? Deacon mouthed.


    The song went on for several minutes, and at its closing cadence the people returned to their seats with eerie synchronization.


    “Today is a glorious day, is it not?” the priest said.


    The congregation, likely numbering in the hundreds, cheered.


    “Our glorious savior has returned, and brings life back to our broken city. He saved us from our wandering, returning the Fulcrum stations from deep space. Cry out for the the good news!” When the priest’s mouth opened wide, Letho could see the feeding appendage behind his teeth.


    A Mendraga priest. Wonders never cease.


    The crowd cheered and shouted praises to their god. How anyone could worship a creature that fed on the blood of its congregants was completely beyond Letho.


    “And now the time has come. Our kind father has chosen one to join him. To receive his gift. Will you please step forward?” the priest said.


    One of the congregants stood and walked up the center aisle with stately poise, a serene look on her face.


    Sila.


    Letho shook his head. It wasn’t Sila. It couldn’t possibly be her. But the woman did look quite a bit like her, which made it feel like a gut punch to see her walking to the altar to willingly receive Abraxas’s gift.


    When the woman stopped in front of the altar, the priest stooped behind the altar and withdrew an ornate bottle with a gold dragon curled around it. The woman knelt before him, her face upturned, her mouth open. The priest began to tilt the bottle.


    Sila…


    Something came over Letho. It was the wrongness of it all. The beautiful girl who looked just like Sila. About to accept the gift, just like his beloved had, perhaps not knowing the brutal history that had brought this foul chalice across the void of space and now to her lips, nor the true costs of the choice she was now making. He was outraged that these people were worshipping the very being who had sentenced Sila to death at his own hand; the very being who even now enslaved them.


    Galvanized like never before Letho stood up. Fiery righteousness spilled into his body. His left arm became the sword of Gideus, his right held the triumphant horn of the arch-being Gabrus, which would sound the clarion call to end all things.


    “NO!” he shouted. He threw off his cloak and leapt over the pews and people, landing directly in front of the priest. The female congregant screamed and began to scramble away.


    “What is the meaning of this?” the priest cried. “Who are you?”


    “I’m Letho Ferron, and I am here to… to…” Letho trailed off.


    I got nothing.


    He grabbed a standing candelabra tipped with flickering halogens meant to imitate flames, and he gave the priest a forceful mouthful of it. The priest collapsed in a heap of flapping cloth, the candelabra embedded in his face.


    Letho then ripped the headpiece from the priest’s lifeless body and crushed it between his hands. The congregation gasped. Letho kicked over the altar and threw the crumpled headdress at a wall, where it embedded itself in the wood. The people began to scream and clamber over one another in panic.


    “Silence! Be still!” Letho shouted. His voice ricocheted off the walls like a baritone shotgun blast. As if a fire had struck him from the sky above, he was now filled with righteous fire, and he now had plenty to say. He would breathe fire on Abraxas’s congregants.


    “You will listen to me. The creature you call your god is an abomination! He and his hand, called Alastor, murdered many people from my Fulcrum station. And he has murdered countless others. You mustn’t worship him. You must rise up against him, and fight! Retake your city!”


    Letho smiled, quite proud of the rousing speech he had just given. Deacon gave him a thumbs-up.


    And that’s when the congregation attacked.


    


    ****


    


    “What do you think that place is?” Bayorn asked.


    “Not sure. Dad said something about a Corpus Verum. I think it’s the government people or something. They live down there. Maybe it’s a bunker like the one we have,” Saul said.


    Just then the group of hammerheads filed out of the front entrance. One of the Mendraga kicked the last in line, causing him to tumble and fall. Bayorn growled, his lips pulling back, exposing menacing fangs.


    “Easy there, hoss. Let’s not kill any more guards unless we have to, okay?”


    Bayorn took a deep breath and nodded.


    Saul and Bayorn followed the group of hammerheads, careful to not draw the attention of the Mendraga guards. When they felt they’d gotten a safe distance from the guards, they picked up the pace and approached the hammerheads.


    Six of them did not react to their presence at all. But the one in front, the one with intelligent eyes, recoiled in fear.


    “Easy. We mean you no harm,” Bayorn said.


    “You are a big Tarsi. Your teeth, they are sharp,” Adum said.


    “That’s right. I am a true Tarsi. The way we were before our civilization fell.”


    The smart hammerhead’s brow furrowed, and he placed his hand on his head as if in pain. “Your words. Too many, too fast,” he said.


    “I am sorry. I will speak slower. My name is Bayorn, and this is Saul.”


    “Hello. My name is Adum.”


    “It is a pleasure to meet you. You know other Tarsi?”


    “Yes. They live with us. They work with us. They build things good. They are good to the hammerheads. Help us reach things we cannot. Help us lift things we cannot.”


    “Can you take me to the Tarsi?”


    “Yes. I will take you to the place of dwelling.”


    The air filled with the ear-shattering honk of alarm klaxons. They all winced, from both the shock of it and the physical pain it caused.


    “That has to be Letho’s doing,” Saul shouted. “C’mon, Bayorn, we’d better go.”


    “You go. I must find these Tarsi and speak to them,” Bayorn said.


    “Are you crazy? I can’t leave you here!” Saul shouted.


    “You must. It is my destiny to free these Tarsi. To restore them. So that they can fight.”


    “Letho’s not going to like it.”


    “Letho will understand.”


    “Okay, you crazy bastard. But be careful!”


    “You too. Now go!” Bayorn shouted.


    They parted ways, Bayorn following the hammerheads, Saul heading back toward where he had last seen Letho.


    


    ****


    


    Thresha jumped at the sound of the alarm. Alastor leapt up, drawing his sword, and moved toward Abraxas.


    “Girl, come. Now!” Alastor shouted.


    Thresha obeyed. Together they leapt down from the balcony and cleared the distance between themselves and Abraxas in a blur.


    “What is going on?” Abraxas asked. His tone was almost nonchalant.


    “I do not know, sire. I have ordered no drills. Perhaps mutant creatures have breached the perimeter,” Alastor replied.


    Just then a sentry burst through the door. “Lord Alastor, there is a disturbance at one of the temples.”


    “What sort of disturbance?” Alastor asked.


    “Someone has attacked and killed one of our priests.”


    “Who would dare such a thing? I will have them flayed for it,” Abraxas said.


    “I know of someone who might do such a thing, though I can’t imagine that he would be such a fool as to show his face in my city,” Alastor said.


    “Your city?” Abraxas said, sitting up straight from his reclined position.


    “Forgive me, master. Your city.”


    Abraxas nodded and waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Go, see that this person suffers greatly.”


    “At once, sire. Thresha, come with me. It is time for you to prove yourself.”


    Thresha, too, knew who might be willing to cause such a brazen disturbance, and she feared what came next.


    


    ****


    


    “Deacon, get out of here! Find Bayorn and Saul!” Letho shouted. The throng was coming at him all at once, piling atop one another not unlike the herd of mutants that had taken his arm. But those had been mindless monsters, and these were people with intelligence. And misguided though they may be, they were once Fulcrum citizens nonetheless.


    The first citizen to reach Letho was a large man with a thick beard and a mouth full of yellow teeth. Letho grabbed him by the collar and heaved him aside, being careful not to throw him hard enough to kill. Then, before the next attack could reach him, he leapt high above the crowd, grasping a chandelier and swinging out over the advancing horde. He let go and landed on the other side of them, among the benches that were still warm from having been sat on moments before.


    Deacon had taken advantage of Letho’s distraction to slip away to the doors. But just as he reached them, two Mendraga warriors came striding through. Without hesitating, Deacon quickly elbowed one in the throat, grabbed his rifle, and dispatched both Mendraga with terse rifle blasts.


    Letho leapt again, landed next to the fallen Mendraga, and took the other one’s rifle. He pointed to the doorway.


    “Good job, Deacon. Now let’s get the hell out of here.”


    Outside the cathedral people were succumbing to their instinctual reaction to frightening stimuli: they were running in all directions, climbing over one another, just trying to escape, even if they didn’t exactly know where they were trying to escape to.


    A strange keening whine filled the air as several Mendraga arrived on hoverbikes. They quickly dismounted and unslung their rifles.


    “Deacon, take cover!” Letho shouted.


    “Yeah, no shit!” Deacon said, diving behind a vegetable cart just as the Mendraga began to fire.


    In truth, Deacon could have stood directly out in the open, for it was clear that the Mendraga only had one target: the Eursan known as Letho Ferron. Bullet after bullet struck him, but he was undeterred. The hot lead shredded his flesh, tiny pinprick entry wounds that blossomed into exit wounds the size of saucers. The pain was unbelievable, but he forced it down as he charged the attacking Mendraga. As he ran directly at them, he could see their eyes widening in terror, their uncertainty growing. These were men and women who had once been Fulcrum citizens just like him. But they had made a choice. They were standing on the wrong side of the line in the sand. He might have felt some empathy for them before, when this whole journey had begun, but his compassion was running a little thin these days, especially for people who fired automatic weapons at him and his friends.


    More bullets perforated his chest and arms, and then he was on top of them. He grabbed two of his attackers and slammed their skulls together so hard that their heads ceased to exist.


    Too easy.


    But as he turned to dispatch the others, he felt a bullet pierce the back of his skull, and for a moment, everything went black—a taste of oblivion. It was sweet.


    But then the lights came back on and he was once again awash in the pain of living, of fighting to survive. He turned and grabbed the nearest Mendraga’s rifle and pulled. As the Mendraga stumbled forward, Letho placed his rifle in the Mendraga’s face and obliterated its head. Another Mendraga took the place of her fallen brother, and he ended her service in Abraxas’s army with a single swipe of his clawed hand.


    “Letho!”


    The voice was familiar. There was no other sound, just the reverberation of that singular utterance, a deep, rich voice that lingered in the air.


    Letho turned to see Alastor disembarking from some sort of floating skiff.


    And Thresha was with him.


    Part of Letho wanted to run to her and wrap his arms around her. The other part of him wanted to wrap his hands around her neck and squeeze.


    “Well, well, well!” Alastor said, clapping his hands, “This is quite a mess you’ve made. I’m impressed, really. You’re that foolish boy that got between my sword and Fintran on the Centennial Fulcrum, right? The same one that tried and failed to rescue the citizens I kidnapped?”


    “Yeah, that’s me, asshole,” Letho said.


    “You’re quite a marvel, Letho. I can’t quite figure it out. I was certain I’d killed you in the town square years ago, yet here you are, obviously alive. Perhaps you really are the supreme being the Tarsi are always babbling about. Lord Abraxas says it’s a cosmic impossibility, but I’m starting to come around. Letho Ferron himself, come to rid the world of the evil Mendraga race!” Alastor laughed.


    Letho spat in the dust. “That’s the plan. Why don’t you come down here and see what I can do?”


    “You have no idea how much I would love to do that. But I think I will let my associate here handle it instead,” Alastor said, smiling. He turned to Thresha and issued a simple command: “Kill him.”


    Letho was unprepared for Thresha’s incredible speed. His mind was still reeling from the realization that she was actually attacking him when she drew two small daggers from her belt and spun them out in an arc toward his throat. He dodged almost absentmindedly, as if he were far away from what was happening. But even while locked in his own stunned mind, he was fast enough to avoid her attacks. Either that, or Thresha wasn’t trying her hardest.


    “Fight me, damn it!” she snarled under her breath.


    “What?” he said.


    “Fight me for real, or we’re both dead,” she said.


    “With pleasure,” Letho replied.


    Thresha swung her knife down, intending to sink it into Letho’s breast. Letho grabbed her wrist and squeezed, and her bones snapped as though they were kindling.


    Thresha screamed and slammed the other knife into Letho’s side repeatedly, spattering both of them with his blood. Still holding her wrist, Letho slammed his clawed fist into her jaw, rocking her head back so hard and fast, it was a wonder that her neck didn’t snap.


    What the hell am I doing?


    Things were getting hazy. Letho’s body had already taken a lot of punishment. Blood was spurting from gory fountains in his side, spurting in time with his thumping heartbeat. The wounds were closing, he thought, but slowly, and he was still a little hazy from the headshot he had suffered earlier.


    If anything good came out of this sordid mission, it would be that. He knew he could survive a headshot. As long as it was one that didn’t blast his head to pieces, he presumed.


    He staggered back, and through his rapidly diminishing sight he could see that Thresha was falling, blood streaming from her mouth and nose. He heard shouting, more gunfire, and then the sound of the hoverbikes roaring to life. A firm hand grabbed him and threw him on the back of one the bikes, and then chilling wind was blowing through his hair, drowning out all other sound with its white-noise roar. The bracing cold air brought him around a little, and he saw that the bleeding from the stab wounds had stopped.


    “Hey, you awake back there?” Saul shouted.


    “Yeah, for the most part,” he shouted back.


    “Think you can take care of those Mendraga on our tail?” Saul said, passing back a rifle.


    Letho took the rifle and raised his head to see where he was. To his left, Deacon was riding his own hoverbike, occasionally turning to fire behind himself. Behind them were about ten pursuers, not far back and closing fast.


    Letho brought the rifle to bear and gazed down the sights. He longed for Saladin’s assistance; the sword’s targeting function would have come in handy.


    You’re getting spoiled, Letho. Just aim and fire.


    Letho fired his first shot and hit a Mendraga pilot in the hand, transforming it into a red cloud and causing the Mendraga to lose control of his bike. It plowed into another hoverbike, which in turn plowed into another, and the three of them crashed into the hardtop, sending the riders hurtling through the air and the bikes themselves spinning and shattering, casting parts and shrapnel in all directions.


    “Nice shooting!” Saul shouted.


    Letho ignored him as he lined up his next target. This time he hit his mark where he intended to, and the newly headless rider slumped in his seat while his bike crashed into a concrete pillar. Deacon fired a few more shots, and managed to take out one of the riders as well.


    It was enough. The remaining Mendraga turned and headed back toward Hastrom City, choosing to face the possibility of death at the hands of Abraxas over the certain death they would face if they continued to pursue Letho Ferron.


    


    ****


    


    “Where’s Bayorn?” Letho shouted.


    “He’s with the Tarsi and the hammerheads,” Saul said. Letho shoved him in the shoulder with just enough force to cause him to stagger a bit.


    “You left him? Why the hell would you do that?”Saul took two steps toward Letho and shoved him hard in the chest with both hands. Letho staggered back, and then was back in Saul’s face.


    “Hey guys, cut it out,” Deacon shouted, trying to separate the two, but Saul pushed him back.


    “He wanted to stay! I tried to get him to come with me, but he wouldn’t. He said you’d understand. So why don’t you crawl out of my ass, get over yourself, and help me ditch these bikes? They’ll be sending patrols out any minute now, and we need to be long gone like ten minutes ago.”


    Letho hated to admit it, but Saul had a point. He took a deep breath. “You’re right,” he said, “I’m sorry. Let’s go.”


    They rid themselves of the hoverbikes by tossing them into a ravine, and then they began the short hike back to the razorback. It was just as they had left it, save for a set of dragging tracks made by misshapen feet. Muties had been here, and Letho and company were just glad that the beasts hadn’t stayed.


    Saul, Letho, and Deacon piled into the razorback and began the trek back to Haven—without Bayorn.


    The ride back was a quiet one, for each man had a lot on his mind.


    

  


  
    THIRTEEN - Aftermath


    


    


    


    


    Patrol ships came after them, just as Saul had said they would. Ships like the ones that Letho had seen on the raid, the day that Thresha left. But by that time the razorback was well beyond the reach of their searchlights and scanning mechanisms, already approaching Haven.


    “Let’s go in the front entrance,” Saul said, grinning.


    “Come on Saul, I’m not really up for it,” Letho pleaded. He was still a little weak from the injuries he had sustained, and his mind was occupied with thoughts of Bayorn. The Tarsi was risking everything.


    “What’s the front entrance?” Deacon asked.


    “Oh, right,” Saul said. “You were a little out of sorts the last time we went in the front door. Just hold on to your shoneys.”


    “What are my shoneys?”


    The razorback lurched forward into the darkness, Saul laughing like a madman, until free fall took their stomachs and turned them inside out. Deacon screamed. Then the wheels of the razorback landed on the suspended catwalk, and Saul slammed on the emergency brake, locking the metal beast in place and shoving the three men forward into their harnesses. The metal teeth at the mouth of the silo began to grind shut, raining down rust and dust, cutting of their view of the night sky like closing eyelids.


    “That was awesome!” Deacon said as they unbuckled their harnesses. Saul cut Letho a look, his eyebrows raised.


    See? the look said.


    The halogen lamps snapped on and Tiny gave them a wave before moving the platform closer to the entry catwalk. Zedock greeted them at the entry hatch to Haven.


    Letho was overcome by a great sense of deja vu as he stepped onto the platform. Though the scene was the same, there were players missing. Thresha was with Alastor; Bayorn had gone to be with the Tarsi imprisoned in Hastrom City. Letho only hoped that both of them knew what they were doing.


    Zedock wrapped both Saul and Letho in an embrace, then looked them over and saw the multiple puncture wounds in Letho’s side and the many bullet holes in his suit.


    “Son, you’ve been through the wringer. What the hell happened, and where’s Bayorn?”


    “Letho interrupted a church service in one of Abraxas’s temples, and things got a little hairy,” Deacon said.


    “So they’re worshipping him now,” Zedock said, his head drooping, eyes darting side to side as he stared at nothing, parsing the new information. “Things are getting bad. I may have waited too long.”


    Maka came barreling through the door, his ungainly footfalls like hammer strikes on the catwalk. He embraced Letho and let his joy be known through Tarsi song. But it was short-lived.


    “Where is Bayorn?” Maka asked.


    “He stayed behind,” Saul stammered, obviously intimidated by the leer on Maka’s face. “We met a hammerhead, a smart one. Bayorn asked him to take him to the Tarsi encampment. I tried to talk him out of it, but that’s when the shit hit the fan with Letho, and I had to make a choice.”


    Maka nodded. “I understand. Bayorn is a damn fool. I should be with him. We should be uniting the Tarsi together!”


    “Don’t worry, Maka,” Letho said. “You’ll get a chance to see him soon enough. We’re going back.”


    Saul laughed. It was one of those incredulous laughs that someone utters when they hear something so ludicrous it’s actually funny. “Are you crazy? You almost got chopped to pieces, and your best friend over there would have probably died too if I hadn’t come along.”


    “I could have handled the situation. And Deacon was in no danger,” Letho said.


    “Bullshit. You were about to get your head sawed off by your little girlfriend when I showed up,” Saul said, putting a finger in Letho’s face.


    “Saul, it would be a good idea to get your finger out of my face right now,” Letho snarled, his voice taking on the multi-toned chordal texture of Tarsi song-speak.


    “Boys, let’s talk about this in the morning,” Zedock cut in. “What do you say? Everyone’s a little hot right now. A good night’s sleep would do everyone good.” He placed his hands on the two men’s shoulders.


    “I’m okay,” Deacon said. “Got anything to eat?” No one responded. Deacon sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “All right, to the dormitories it is.”


    


    ****


    


    Letho lay on his bunk, counting the flecks of black in the ceiling tiles and replaying the day’s events in his mind. He had expected there to be Mendraga living among the Fulcrum citizens, had even made peace with the fact that some of them had made the choice to accept Abraxas’s gift. But to worship him as a god? The image of the young woman on her knees, supple lips parted, ready to accept Abraxas’s vile blood… That image wouldn’t be going away anytime soon. But perhaps that was a good thing—for it was a reminder of why he had to fight. So that no one else would ever end up feeling the need to choose the gift over natural life.


    Like Thresha.


    Fight me for real, or we both die, she had said. She was trying to keep them both alive by stabbing the ever-living piss out of him. By doing so she had proved her loyalty to Alastor. Letho’s heart swelled in his chest. She hadn’t betrayed them after all. Letho was reluctant to admit it, but he knew that he had brushed the gossamer veil of mortality in his conflict with Thresha and the other Mendraga. The many bullet wounds he had suffered had weakened him greatly.


    A bullet went through my skull. How can I possibly still be alive?


    Thresha could have killed him—in fact she almost did. It was brilliant. In the hazy last moments of the conflict, he had seen Alastor’s personal guard pulling a staggering Thresha back, just as Saul was tossing a limp Letho onto the back of a stolen hover bike.


    So, they had an ally in the inner circle. And if Bayorn could raise an army of reborn Tarsi… They just might be able to put up a good fight against Abraxas.


    But how to get back into the city? History had shown Letho that laying siege to a walled city usually ended badly for the siege-layers, provided that those being sieged had an ample supply of food. He’d have to talk to Saul and see if he had any ideas. Or perhaps Saladin could be of some assistance. He’d have to ask him later. Letho didn’t really feel like having a conversation with his sword at the moment, for there was no such thing as a short conversation with the verbose AI, and Letho needed some quiet time to recuperate.


    His thoughts turned to his friends. His rational mind, cold and calculating as ever, took inventory of them all. He felt a momentary sickness in the pit of his stomach when he considered his own callousness. His rational mind, his copilot, saw things in blacks and whites, without the complications of hues and shades. It knew that if any of the others fell, he would feel sadness, but that it would subside.


    But Bayorn. His friend. His mentor. Maka, like his own brother. And Zedock, a father he had loved before he even knew of their true relationship. Deacon, his best friend, who would never abandon him, even if all of the Mendraga in the universe were beating down the door to Haven, howling for blood.


    And what about Thresha? Ah yes, there’s the rub. You have fallen in love with the enemy. Centuries of human literature can attest to the fact that this story never ends well, Letho’s copilot said.


    She’s not the enemy. She’s demonstrated it time and again, Letho replied, grinning at the notion that he was having a conversation inside his own mind with a mental construct that was himself but at the same time wasn’t.


    You don’t know that. She could be communicating with her master right now. She could be leading us into a trap. You think you know her. You even think you love her. You are a fool, Letho Ferron.


    Then Letho heard a voice, a feminine one. Or did he? Did it occur only inside his mind?


    “It’s me.”


    Letho’s heart leapt into his throat, threatening to choke the life out of him. His stomach somersaulted, and flights of insects flittered across its lining.


    “Thresha?”


    “Yes.”


    “This is crazy. How…”


    “Just shut up. We don’t have long. I don’t know how, but I found you. I thought this communication could only occur between Mendraga, but then I saw you—in my mind, I mean. Think of it like a uCom call. If you close your eyes, I think you can see me too.”


    Letho did, and she was right. Thresha stood before him, beautiful and ethereal. Her skin had a glow to it, emanating from her body in little eddies and whorls like flames. Letho rose to his feet on instinct, and then realized he had no idea what to do with his hands, let alone the rest of his body. He swayed, a drunkard in combat boots and fatigues.


    “Uh, have a seat,” he said, gesturing to a wheeled task chair next to his bunk. The sparse furniture and lack of space forced intimate closeness upon them. She took a seat in the chair, and he on the edge of his bunk. She was inches from him. He longed to reach out and place his hand on her leg, but knew that it would be like passing his hand through smoke. He realized that neither had spoken for a few moments, and his brain short-circuited in an attempt to choose the right words to break the silence.


    But Thresha was the one to speak first. “I, uh, just wanted to see how you were doing,” she said. “I hope I didn’t hurt you too badly. I had to make it look real. Alastor was testing me. To see if I was loyal.”


    “Well, I won’t lie, it hurt like a bastard, and I think you actually almost succeeded in killing me. Almost.” He looked into her eyes, and felt his stomach twisting.


    “I am sorry, Letho.”


    “Why did you leave us?” Letho asked.


    “I don’t know. Part of me was angry at the way I was treated. Part of me wanted to feed on the real thing,” she said, looking down, fidgeting with her hands. “And if I’m being honest… I wanted to see Alastor again.”


    Letho scoffed. “So you did betray us.”


    “My relationship with Alastor is complicated, Letho. He’s like a father to me, and…”She paused. “… A husband,” she stammered, fidgeting with her hands even more. She placed her fingers against her temple so that Letho could not see her eyes and she could not see his.


    “A husband?” Letho felt revulsion roiling in his stomach like bile mixed with magma.


    “You can’t possibly understand,” Thresha said. “I spent centuries with this man. Being groomed by him, taught by him. We, Mavus and I, we were going to be nobility in his new kingdom. That idea has been hard to turn away from.”


    “You didn’t respond to my statement. Did you betray us or not?”


    “If you need it to be laid out so simply, Letho, no. I have betrayed nothing. I can feel him, always searching my mind. But I keep it hidden. It’s exhausting.” The ethereal representation of Thresha took a deep breath. “And there is something else. I think he might have someone inside Zedock’s organization. Someone he speaks to via some sort of com link. I’m afraid that Alastor may already know the location of Haven. I have seen glimpses of it in his mind.”


    “Do you know who this source is?”


    “No. I just know that he’s speaking to someone. Be careful, Letho.”


    “Is there anything else you can tell me?”


    “Alastor’s army is spread pretty thin. Mutant activity has been growing as of late, as has unrest in the labor sector. The hammerheads are beginning to realize that their end of the stick is much shorter than the Fulcrum citizens’. And then of course, there are the Tarsi.”


    Bayorn. An army of Tarsi reborn.


    “Please, Letho, be careful of your thoughts. I can’t guarantee that Alastor won’t find them in my mind.”


    Another awkward silence. Thresha rose to her feet, her face flushing.


    “Okay, I guess I’ll be—”


    “Wait, don’t go,” Letho said, reaching out and grasping her hand. To his surprise, his hand didn’t pass through hers. She was cool to the touch.


    He stood to face her, still clasping her hand. As if by its own accord, his other hand clasped hers as well.


    “Letho…”


    Before she could protest, he moved forward. In the fraction of time between thought and action, he felt alarm course through his body. But to his surprise, she returned his gesture. Her mouth was cool and wet as her lips parted. Beneath the sweetness of her kiss he could also taste her sickness, the disease that Alastor had planted within her so long ago. But it was too late to heed the copilot’s warning.


    You are a fool, Letho Ferron.


    He tasted the sweetness of her. Sparks flew and galaxies collided as enzymes in their saliva mixed and commingled, setting off a chain reaction in their bodies as they began a dance as old as time. Thresha sighed as the warmth of his lips began to explore the soft curve of her cheek, down the sleek ravine of her neck, onto the supple, mysterious outcropping of her collarbone. He was a starving man, drinking her up with a young lover’s haste.


    And then she pushed him away.


    “Letho,” she said, “I can’t. You know this can never be.” Her voice was breathless, husky.


    Letho’s insides churned as if he had been pushed into a bottomless chasm. He felt tears welling up and fought them back.


    “I love you, Thresha,” he said.


    She recoiled as if struck.


    “I—” she started, then stopped herself. “I love you too, Letho, but not in that way. I am unable to feel those things anymore. I cannot give you what you need.”


    “You are all that I need. I don’t care about the rest.”


    The embodiment of Thresha that only existed in his mind turned as if startled.


    “I have to go, Letho. He’s coming.”


    There was a blast of light, like a lightning bolt had struck him in the head. Letho opened his eyes. She was gone. But in truth, she had never been there.


    Yet it had seemed so real. He had held her hand, kissed her, tasted her. He would never be the same. He sat on his bunk and held his head in his hands.


    


    ****


    


    The next day Letho met Zedock, Saul, Deacon, and Maka in the war room. The man Letho had seen Saul arguing with the other day was there, too. Johnny Zip. He was thin and gangly, with short spiky blond hair and piercing grey eyes. His very pointed chin ended in a braided goatee.


    “Fellas, this here is Johnny Zip, a friend of mine,” Saul said.


    “Nice to meet you all,” Johnny said.


    Zedock looked around the room. “Shall we begin?”


    They began with a debriefing in which each of then men who had ventured to Hastrom City told their tale.


    “There’s something else,” Letho said, after they had all finished their stories. “Thresha came to me last night.”


    “What?” Saul said. “How the hell did she get in here?”


    “She wasn’t here physically, you dummy. She spoke to me, somehow, inside my mind.”


    “Mendraga magic,” Maka muttered, “cannot be trusted.”


    Zedock raised his hand as if to stop anyone else from speaking. “Let’s hear what he has to say. Even if it’s voodoo, it could be useful.”


    “She tells me that the Mendraga are increasingly being drawn into some sort of civil conflict with the hammerheads and the Tarsi. In addition, they’re seeing the same increase in mutant activity that we are. In short, they’re spread pretty thin.”


    “And we have Bayorn embedded in their camp,” Deacon added. “I bet he’s getting an army together even now.”


    “But what can we do? We probably have a hundred, maybe two, who can fight,” Saul said.


    “Yeah, but we got vehicles, ships. How many pilots do we have?” Zedock said.


    “Not sure. Probably numbering in the teens.”


    “You got the best damn pilot in the known universe right here,” Deacon said.


    Saul scoffed.


    “He’s not lying. The kid can fly,” Letho said, fixing stern eyes on Saul.


    “Even if so, we can’t just launch a full frontal assault on Hastrom City and hope that the hammerheads and the Tarsi are ready to fight when we get there.”


    “Thats exactly what we have to do!” Letho insisted. “It’s time to take it to ’em. The longer we wait, the harder it’s going to get.”


    Johnny Zip finally joined the debate. “I can tell you one thing,” he said. “We have plenty of explosives. I can set off quite a show. You know, a ‘tasteful’ diversion.” He flipped a small silver lighter into the air, caught it between his thumb and index finger, and with a deft twist and a snap of his fingers, ignited it.


    “Very good, Johnny, I knew I could count on you,” Zedock said. “Who else has ideas? Come on, folks, we won’t get another chance like this. The cracks are starting to show. If we wait too long, Abraxas might get everything back together again.”


    “I want to go in and kill Alastor and Abraxas myself,” Letho said.


    They all laughed. Everyone save for Letho. He placed Saladin on the table before them.


    “You’re not joking, are you, son?” Zedock asked.


    Letho didn’t respond. Instead he spoke directly to Saladin. “Saladin, I need you to find anything of use that I might have missed. Do you have access to any civil records servers?”


    “One moment, sir. Accessing civil services logs from still-functioning server arrays… Downloading city maps, utilities maps… Sir, there are massive drainage tunnels that traverse the entire span of the city. Many are still functional. The region in which Hastrom City was built was once a low-lying swamp area. It would often flood, as tropical storms and hurricanes were common before the climate shifted to more arid conditions.”


    “Are these drainage tunnels big enough to drive a razorback through?” Letho asked.


    “Yes, sir. However, there is one problem. There seems to be a large population of the creatures you commonly refer to as ‘mutants’ living around the tunnels.”


    “Can we reach Abraxas’s palace from these tunnels?”


    “Not directly inside, but there are utility ladders that lead up to street level right next to his palace.”


    “So let me get this straight,” Saul said. “You want to drive a razorback through a dark tunnel surrounded by mutants and then sneak into Abraxas’s temple, which is probably crawling with guards, and try to kill two of the most powerful creatures in the known universe?”


    “That’s exactly what I intend to do,” Letho said. “Thank you for the information, Saladin.”


    “But who’s going to keep the Mendraga off our backs long enough for us to infiltrate the palace and get the job done?” Deacon asked.


    “The army of Tarsi that Bayorn is raising will provide the time you need to complete your mission,” Maka said. “And I will lead the Tarsi that dwell in Haven, as well as any Eursan warriors that wish to join us.”


    “Maka…” Letho said, leaping to his feet, “they’ve got snipers all along those walls, and guards posted at the gates. It would be suicide.”


    “We understand that we will have many casualties. We are ready to lay down our lives so that Abraxas might be destroyed.”


    Zedock seemed to consider all this. “If we attack on multiple fronts we stand a better chance… but I don’t know. There are too many variables, too much up in the air.”


    “You said you have ships, weaponized vehicles, pilots, right?” Deacon said. “I can lead everyone in, provide cover. How much of an air force could Alastor have, anyway?”


    “It’s risky… but I think it’s the best chance we have. Let’s do it,” said Saul, slapping his hand down on the table.


    Zedock nodded. “I agree. We hit them on all fronts. Through the tunnels, through the air, and hopefully Bayorn will be ready to support us from the inside. We’re gonna lay it all on the line. Are there any objections?”


    Saul, Maka, Deacon, and Zip all nodded in agreement, their faces hard and determined.


    It was all too much for Letho. He could do this alone; there was no need to put everyone’s lives at risk! He spun on his heel and stormed out of the room, slamming the door hard enough to knock an ancient plaque from the wall.


    “Letho!” Maka chased him down the hall. With a powerful stride, he closed the gap between them and grasped Letho’s arm.


    “Let go of me!” Letho shouted. Hot tears were streaming down his face.


    “Letho, you knew this day would come. All of us must fight.”


    “I just don’t want to lose you, Maka. I wanted you by my side.”


    “And I want to be by yours. But I must fight alongside the Tarsi. In this way I can help you, Letho, to complete your mission. The Tarsi are strong, and they want to fight. They want to kill many Mendraga. And with Bayorn gone, only I can lead them.”


    Letho looked his friend in the eye. “Just promise me you won’t get yourself killed.”


    “That is not a promise I can make, Letho. But I will do my best.”


    

  


  
    FOURTEEN - The Calm


    


    


    


    Abraxas sat upon his gilded throne, surveying the lay of his kingdom. He gestured with his great claw, swiping to the side to alter the display that hovered in front of his aged eyes. Atop a long-dead traffic light, a security camera spun, focusing on the vast sprawl of dormitories that had been erected to house the Fulcrum station citizens upon their return to Eursus. He counted the number of Mendraga patrolling the streets on their hoverbikes, keeping the peace.


    “Peace” was a word that Abraxas had known little in his long life. Conflict was an old friend, a comfortable lover. In fact, in times of relative calm he felt uneasy, as though there was an itch deep within his cortex that longed for the adrenaline surge of crushing his foes and exerting his will upon them.


    He had first come to Eursus by mistake; his damaged ship’s wormhole navigation system had malfunctioned, sending him crash-landing on the distant planet at a time when the human race still dwelt in caves, drew crude antelope on the walls with charcoal, and stoked pitiful fires to keep predators at bay. And there he lay, transformed into a wood-like golem by his injuries, a ruined tree growing up and and around him, dead but unable to pass on to the next realm.


    He had been fleeing the battle for control of his own planet, a battle he had begun with his race of elite Tarsi, whom he had named Mendraga, which meant “eternal warrior” in his tongue. Just as his brother Sartruvus had warned him, the Council had not taken kindly to his scientific meddling and the new and superior race it created. A civil war began, between those who accepted Abraxas’s gift, and those who did not. The war raged on for centuries, ravaging the planet.


    Abraxas knew not how long he had withered inside his broken ship before Alastor came along, his greatest ally, his hand, the executor of his will. Over the centuries, as man’s technological capabilities had grown, Alastor and his followers had been able to rebuild Abraxas’s ship, so that together they could make the trek back to his home planet and reunite with his race on Tarsus—as he had no doubt that they had been victorious. They had lacked the necessary components to repair the wormhole navigator, so he was forced to travel at a snail’s pace across the galaxy. It took centuries, both he and Alastor in stasis, but at last they had arrived—only to find a barren planet, for the victorious Mendraga had long since consumed all that lived, and then ultimately themselves. Even the very substance that had shown him the way to eternal life had been destroyed, for all samples of the strange meteorite that had struck Tarsus had been destroyed along with Abraxas’s laboratories.


    A scan of the archives revealed that the Council, foreseeing the death of their planet and the potential extinction of the Tarsi race, had sent their women and children into the vessels that the Eursans would come to call Fulcrum stations. These vessels had been designed to cultivate barren planets and seed life through dissemination of the basic elements needed to begin the process of evolution. But they had been used as simple escape vehicles. They were probably landing on Eursus even as Abraxas set foot on Tarsus.


    Fools. All of them. Over centuries of breeding in their dark subterranean mechanical world, becoming something less than they once were, the Tarsi inside had completely forgotten their mission. It was no surprise to Abraxas that they had become willing subjugates to the Eursan men who found the Fulcrum stations orbiting their planet and towed them to the planet’s surface to repurpose them for their own aims.


    If only the Tarsi inside had been able to communicate the true purpose of the Fulcrum stations instead of becoming slaves. They could have saved the planet, and created a world in which the Eursans and Tarsi could have lived harmoniously. No doubt this was the intent of the Council.


    But then again, if they had, Abraxas would never have been able to gain control. Very few knew the secret of the Fulcrum stations. Not even his most trusted associate Alastor knew. With a few keystrokes and the use of the codes he had taken from the foolish Elder Fintran, he could order the Fulcrum stations to land and begin a terraforming process that would rejuvenate the entire planet, rebalancing everything so that all life could flourish once again. The Fulcrum station even had a stockpile of seeds that could be launched into the sky, spreading them far and wide, making the planet green once again.


    But why should he? Eursus’s climate did not bother his Mendraga in the least, yet it was inhospitable enough that the Eursan cattle could not venture out into it without dying. They needed him to survive, just as he needed them.


    He could also make the Fulcrum stations explode by causing their fusion cores to go critical, obliterating himself, his people, and the Eursan and Tarsi race in a white flash. It would be painless, instantaneous. But he wasn’t ready for that. He was enjoying his time as a god-king.


    Still, as of late he was growing weary. When he had first come to Eursus, it had been much simpler to subjugate man. They received him as a god without question. They accepted his will when he took a child to some dark corner to feed. They fell at his feet and worshipped him when he meted swift, merciless judgement on transgressors.


    But these modern Eursans were not so easily fooled. During his long sleep, humans had pushed back the obsidian veil, learning to keep the shadows at bay through their Promethean quest for knowledge. Sure, there were many who still accepted without question that Abraxas was a supreme being, one with the ability to manipulate the cosmic forces that moved their world. Yet there were others who saw him for what he truly was, and it would only be a matter of time before those who questioned him outnumbered those who believed.


    No, modern man was not so easily fooled. But the primitives were. The working caste. He chuckled to himself, running a skeletal hand across his naked, white cranium. They lived like animals in filthy hovels, communicating in coughing syllables that drove Abraxas insane. But they served their purpose, toiling in steaming factories thick with the stink of mildew and perspiration. They were strong, stupid, and didn’t ask questions. They were a marvel of modern human engineering.


    The wheel had to keep turning, after all. The true citizens of his fine city craved the comforts of the technology-infused life they had always known; they were less likely to notice things going awry when their minds were fully occupied with their hi-res screens and tactile-sensory-feedback clickable buttons.


    Those above were held in thrall by the fruits of slave labor, while those below were slaves to the labor itself, Abraxas thought.


    And then there was this Letho Ferron. The one who could unravel all he had wrought. The supposed savior of both Eursan and Tarsi alike. It was a supreme irony that Alastor himself had created their greatest enemy. When Alastor slew the boy and Fintran with a single sword stroke, he created a blood bond between them. This combination of Fintran’s blood and Letho’s had catalyzed something that had been dormant in Letho—had changed him into something new.


    It was said that within the genetic sequence woven into the life seeds they dropped upon lifeless planets, there were bits of code that, when properly aligned, would create beings that were superior to others. Stronger. Faster. More intelligent. Abraxas had seen these bits of code himself as he sequenced the genome of his own race.


    Those who had shaped the events of Eursan history most likely had pieces of this code in their genetic makeup. And if Abraxas’s suspicions were correct, this Letho Ferron had won the genetic lottery: he was an indirect product of Tarsi genetic engineering, a perfect being, a genetic failsafe meant to lead his race through their darkest hour.


    Abraxas was drawn from his reverie by the abrupt hiss of chamber door. In came Alastor, his handsome face wrought with tension.


    “Alastor, my son. What brings you to my chamber in such haste?”


    Alastor dropped to a knee in front of Abraxas’s throne and touched his fist to his forehead, eyes cast to the floor.


    “Dispense with the formalities. What is it?”


    Alastor rose to his feet and fixed his gaze on Abraxas. “I have spoken with my associate in Haven,” Alastor said. “He tells me that Letho Ferron is planning to attack Hastrom City.”


    “Very good; let them come. We will be ready.”


    “Master,” Alastor said, his eyes wide in confusion. “What are your orders?”


    Abraxas waved Alastor off with a dismissive hand. “Don’t look so terrified, young one. This boy presents no threat to us. Alert our men to be on their guard.”


    “Lord,” Alastor began, “shouldn’t we be a little more proactive? Perhaps we could send a squadron to this Haven, burn it to the ground?”


    “Are you questioning my decision?” Abraxas said, rising from his throne.


    Alastor rose to his feet, straightened his shoulders, and stood firm. “Yes, I am, in fact. I do not believe that simply doing nothing is the right course of action.”


    “At last, Alastor speaks his mind. My own hand betrays me.” Abraxas reached out with his mind, feeling the very atoms in the air respond to his touch. He brought the air down on Alastor, crushing him down with the very atmosphere.


    “If you will not kneel before me, I will force you to,” Abraxas said coldly. “You insolent little worm. After that shameful display in our own church, that you yet dare come before me speaks volumes of your courage, I suppose. You failed me. You let that Ferron creature escape you. Your staggering ineptitude, your inability to subdue one man, has brought shame upon my entire household.”


    Abraxas cast his eyes to Thresha, who sat upon her balcony, watching the exchange. She stood up and sauntered into her private quarters, leaving him and Alastor alone.


    Abraxas had known that this day would come, and frankly he was surprised it had taken Alastor so long to defy him. And how powerful Alastor had grown. Abraxas found himself struggling a little to force Alastor to his knees, so potent was his subordinate’s rage. It made him stronger.


    For a moment, Abraxas felt doubt. It was such a long-forgotten sensation that he didn’t quite know what to make of it at first. “You think you know better than me, little Eursan? I pulled you out of that shit pile your people called a village and made you what you are, but I suppose you’ve forgotten all of that, haven’t you?” Abraxas sneered. Now he, too, had grown angry. As the rage flowed through his body like wildfire, he was almost thankful that Alastor had defied him. For the opportunity to savor even the faintest trace of the emotions he had sacrificed for his longevity was sublime indeed.


    “I never meant to—” Alastor stammered. “All I’m saying is—”


    “Shut your stupid little mouth, whelp!” Abraxas roared. Alastor’s body lifted into the air, held at the throat by a unseen vise. “As if you could tell me anything I don’t already know, haven’t already pondered. Long have I lived. Much have I seen. What could you possibly know in that pathetic little clutch of nerves and synapses that my mind hasn’t already considered?”


    Alastor continued to claw at the unseen hand around his neck. So strong were the instincts that drove his pitiful race. Desperately struggling as if he still breathed, as if closing off his windpipe could harm him.


    Abraxas scoffed. “I want them to come. I have been waiting for them. Do you have so little faith in your lord that you would question me? I will show our people the true might of our race when I crush this pathetic uprising!” Abraxas roared.


    He let go of Alastor at last, who collapsed to the floor, prostrate, gasping for air that he didn’t need.


    “And this Letho Ferron. The people will abandon any notion that he is godlike when I drag him out to the town center and drink every last drop of his blood.”


    “Yes, master,” Alastor said. “Please forgive me for my insolence.”


    “Of course, my child. I forgive you, as always, though your lack of faith wounds me. Now get out. I can no longer bear the sight of you.”


    Alastor nodded, dusted himself off and straightened his clothing, trying in vain to regain some shred of his dignity. As he turned to leave, Abraxas could feel his thoughts, seething and roiling. Thoughts of murder, of rebellion. It would pass. It always did.


    


    ****


    


    “Come in,” Letho said.


    Zedock opened the door to his son’s room. “What you up to?” he asked.


    “Nothing, just thinking. Lots to think about.”


    “I know. Tomorrow’s going to be one hell of a day.”


    “Yeah,” Letho said.


    “Sure wish I could go with you. But this old gut of mine don’t fit too good under a ballistic vest anymore.”


    Letho laughed, and Zedock’s soul danced at the sound of it. Love poured out of him. He wanted it to be tangible so that he could in some way share it with Letho. But being a reserved man, he withheld it. He didn’t know it, but Letho could see it in the twinkle of Zedock’s eyes, and felt the same love as well.


    “Well, they need you here to hold down the fort.”


    “You’re right, I reckon.” Zedock sighed, drummed his fingers on his thighs, and looked aimlessly around the room. “Listen, I just wanted to say, in case… well, you know…” Zedock struggled with his words. “I’m proud of you, Letho. I wish things could have been different. I wish I could have been there for you when you were growing up. Like a father should.”


    Letho looked up at Zedock, and their eyes locked. Zedock could see so much of himself in the boy, from the shape of his eyes to the firm jut of his jaw—though Zedock’s own jaw was hidden under flaps of hanging, aged skin. They even had the same nose.


    “But you were there for me, watching over me,” Letho said. “I wish I could have been with you too, but you did good. I turned out pretty all right, didn’t I?”


    “Yes, you did, son,” Zedock said.


    Letho stood up from his bunk, and they met in an embrace. Zedock held his son close, squeezing him tight, trying to suck in all the goodness of it, just in case it was the last one they would share.


    “I love you, son.”


    “I love you too, Dad.”


    


    ****


    


    As Zedock left Letho’s room, he wiped tears from the corners of his eyes with a handkerchief. It was time to visit his other son. How long had it been since they had visited with one another? But it had grown difficult to balance his time between the two, and in his heart he knew which one he favored the most. Since Letho had returned, it had been difficult to look at Saul the same way. Letho’s excellence in the way he treated others and his selfless courage only magnified Saul’s faults in those areas. Still, he loved Saul, and they had shared many good times together. The sort of time he wished he could have shared with Letho.


    He stood at Saul’s door, stopping in his tracks at what he heard. Saul was speaking to someone whose voice he didn’t recognize, but for some reason seemed familiar.


    Who would be in Saul’s room at this hour? It didn’t sound like Saul’s friend Johnny. Then he heard Saul say the name Alastor, and his aged heart clenched. He staggered, bracing himself against the wall.


    No. It couldn’t be. Saul would never.


    The door was locked, but Zedock forced it open using his administrator’s keycode.


    And there he was on the screen. Alastor’s sinister eyes locked on Zedock.


    “Greetings, Mr. Wartimer,” Alastor said.


    “Dad!” Saul exclaimed.


    “Really, now, Saul, I think you can dispense with that term of endearment. He has a son already, and it isn’t you.”


    “You, Mendraga, shut up! I won’t have your foul words spoken in my home,” Zedock said.


    “Well, it looks like it’s time for you to decide where your loyalties lie,” Alastor said to Saul, ignoring Zedock. “I will leave you to it then.”


    The screen went blank, and Saul turned to face Zedock, whose face had gone a bright red, a look of mingled anger and confusion spread across it.


    “Saul, how could you?” he said.


    “How could I?” Saul shouted. “How could I not? This plan is foolish. I am trying to arrange a truce between Hastrom City and Haven. Alastor has agreed to stay his hand. He even wants to open up trade routes with us. It’s what we always wanted!”


    Zedock clutched his chest, his face going even redder. He staggered, steadying himself with a hand against the wall. “And what was his price?” he gasped.


    “Letho,” Saul said quietly.


    Zedock sobbed at the sound of his son’s name. “You would trade my son in some bargain with the devil himself? You are stupid, stubborn, and willful, and you always have been. Alastor will not keep his end of the bargain. He will burn this place down. Mark my words.”


    “Your son?” Saul shouted. “I’m your son. What about me? I was there with you all along. I helped you build this place! Shed blood to protect it!” He stepped toward Zedock, who continued to clutch his chest, gasping for air.


    “Need help,” Zedock wheezed. “Medic.”


    Saul stepped behind his father. He wrapped one arm around Zedock’s barrel chest and placed the other over his mouth and nostrils.


    The old man was burly and strong, but he was no match for Saul’s strength. He struggled mightily, shaking his head, trying to free his nostrils so that he could breathe, trying to break Saul’s grip by thrashing. He stomped on Saul’s foot as hard as he could, but Saul did not relax his python grip.


    At last Zedock went limp, and it was over.


    Saul let his father’s body fall to the ground.


    Zedock looked so frail, old, now that his life had been extinguished. A throaty, hoarse wail from the pit of Saul’s guts erupted, ejecting ropes of spittle and bringing with it a flood of tears.


    “Help!” he shouted. “Help!”


    

    ****


    


    When Letho arrived, there was already a group of onlookers gathered around Saul’s room. He felt the weight pressing down on him as the horrible truth dawned.


    His body wanted to turn and walk away, in order to protect his mind from what it was about to see. He knew what lay inside the room, and he did not want to see. But he pressed forward. He was a man in a trance. He barely noticed how hard he shoved through the onlookers, causing one of them to crash against a nearby wall. He heard muted shouting as if from a great distance.


    And then he saw him, and his world cracked.


    Zedock. His father. His shirt torn open, his bare chest and large stomach revealed for all to see. So undignified. Medics were working on him. One had some hideous mask with a bulb attached to it that he was squeezing, trying to pump air into unresponsive lungs. They attached electro-nodes to his chest and fired off a charge. It caused his body to jolt and seize up.


    Just stop. Leave him alone. He’s gone.


    Letho wasn’t sure if he thought the words or said them aloud, for nothing made sense. His eyes felt like they were going to explode from the pressure of the tears flowing from them. They weren’t enough to expel the grief inside him. He moaned a shapeless roar like a feral human who had never heard another person speak. When the medics stood up to talk to him, he pushed them aside, this time conscious enough to not hurt them with his unnatural strength. He knelt, and seized the body of his father, held it in his arms. It was still warm, and the tracks of tears streamed from his lifeless eyes.


    Letho’s body shook with seismic sobs, and his own tears were a hot, incessant flow that fell upon Zedock’s face, mingling with the dried tears that he had shed before death.


    The onlookers began to disperse, at last realizing that they were intruders on a very intimate moment. Letho held the body for a long time, sobbing, his cheek pressed against Zedock’s. He moaned and sobbed in such a percussive, staccato manner that it sounded like mad laughter. His body began to ache, and at last he lay his father on the floor and collapsed, his own body exhausted from the expulsion of grief. In his stupor he was vaguely aware that Saul was standing over him.


    Saul, his false brother. He felt nothing for him at the moment, but he did not protest when Saul knelt beside him and wrapped him in an embrace.


    


    ****


    


    They buried Zedock that day in a small cemetery in the green sector, where the vegetables were grown and the pigs were raised. Every citizen of Haven came out and stood shoulder to shoulder as the body of Zedock Wartimer, wrapped in a linen shroud, was lowered into the freshly dug earth.


    Saul was the first to speak. “My father was a great man. Through his vision, this place became Haven, a place where Eursans and Tarsi could live free from Abraxas’s cruelty. He laughed with us in good times, and cried with us in bad. Now he is gone, claimed by a failed heart. A heart that was big enough to hold enough love for all of us.” He turned to Letho. “Is there anything you wish to say?”


    Letho nodded, stepping forward. “We have lost one of the greatest men I have ever known. But his work, what he dedicated his life to, it will live on even though he is no longer with us. We—”


    He was cut off by a roar of support from the crowd. Beneath the Eursan cheers Letho could hear the dulcet tones of Tarsi song-speak.


    Zedock Wartimer, Friend of the Tarsi. We will meet again in the halls of our forefathers, they sang.


    Letho raised his hand, and the crowd ceased their shouting.


    “We will take the fight to Abraxas! We will do what Zedock would have wanted. We will claim the city for Eursan and Tarsi alike. There will be no more living underground, hiding like animals in a burrow. The time has come to strike the heart of Hastrom City, so that it can be reborn as it was meant to be! Will you take arms and fight with me against Abraxas and his Mendraga?”


    Rousing shouts in the affirmative filled the air.


    

  


  
    FIFTEEN - The Storm


    


    


    


    


    “Letho, you do realize that the chances of survival are relatively close to nil, correct?” Saladin asked.


    “I know,” Letho said. He had slept very little the night before. He had cried through the night, with what seemed only momentary respites of sleep. In his dreams, Zedock had appeared to him, pleading him not to go forward with his mission. But there was no stopping now. The machine had been set in motion, and he would play his part.


    “No pithy comeback? No insult regarding my tendency to speak ad nauseam?”


    “Not today, Saladin.”


    “Yes, sir,” Saladin replied. For once the sword fell blissfully silent.


    Deacon clapped Letho on the shoulder, startling him. Letho raised his arm by instinct and almost made a fist-sized impression in Deacon’s face.


    “Whoa, sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you,” Deacon said, looking his friend up and down. He didn’t like the look that he saw in his friend’s eyes. Deep concern? Or was it fear?


    “How do I look?” Letho asked. Tried to smile. Couldn’t quite do it.


    “You look like a double-stuffed turd sandwich,” Deacon said. “Rough night?”


    “Yeah. I can’t believe he’s gone, Deacon. When we got here, it was so wonderful to find out that he was alive. I—” Letho stammered, “I just wasn’t ready to lose him again.”


    Letho felt tears coming on. Held them back. A few got by anyway, and Deacon shed a few sympathetic tears himself.


    “He was a great man. The best,” Deacon said, sniffling. “But are you gonna be okay? I mean, with everything that’s happened, I’m worried about you, man.”


    “I’m fine. Operating at one hundred and one percent efficiency,” Letho said, trying to smile again, and failing. “I’m a little scared, but I bet everyone is.”


    “Come on, you’re Letho Ferron. The Letho Ferron. The bad guys probably have nightmares about you.”


    “Good one,” Letho said.


    “Hey, I’ll be here all week. Don’t forget to tip your waitresses,” Deacon said, and then his face grew solemn. “Listen, if I don’t see you…”


    “Deacon, don’t do that. Just keep your head screwed on right, and don’t do anything stupid. You don’t have to prove yourself to me or anyone else.”


    “No sweat, buddy, and you watch your back as well. We’ll see each other again.”


    “Yeah, but we might be dressed in white robes and playing harps,” Letho said. He tried to chuckle, but it came out hollow, the coughing of a sputtering engine.


    The two men encircled one another in a firm, momentary embrace, clapping each other on the back. It was the ageless embrace of comrades-in-arms, affirming a bond that went deeper than bone.


    Saul cleared his throat, and the two broke the embrace. Saul raised his left eyebrow in a sardonic curve. “I wonder about you two, sometimes,” he said as he loaded an enormous box of ordnance into the back of the razorback.


    “Just a brotherly hug is all. What, are you some kind of religious zealot or something?” Deacon said, shifting from one foot to another, hands on his hips.


    “Yeah, yeah. Hey man, good luck out there. Don’t wreck our ship. And don’t cause the others to wreck their ships. They aren’t making too many of those anymore.”


    “Don’t worry. I’m pretty much the best pilot on the planet,” Deacon replied, with perfect sincerity.


    “Well, that ain’t saying much. Half the planet is full of brain-dead muties.”


    “I’ll do what I can to get her back in one piece,” Deacon said, extending his arm to Saul.


    “Seriously, brother. Be careful out there,” Saul replied, clutching Deacon’s forearm. The two men locked eyes for a moment, and then Saul nodded and released Deacon’s forearm.


    Johnny Zip arrived just after Saul, and began to load a couple more crates of ordnance into the razorback. The men exchanged handshakes and idle talk, no one moving too fast to complete their pre-launch checklists. There was an air of finality settling over the day. No one wanted to face it head on, yet the inevitable conflict was pulling them forward no matter how slowly they carried their crates.


    “Saul, did you get the right crates? The ones I set aside special?” Johnny asked.


    “Yeah, I got ’em. Quit your worrying,” Saul spat.


    “Easy there, boss. I ain’t ridin’ your ass for no reason. Just want to make sure we have exactly what we need. Shit’s gonna get hairy today, and I don’t want to be reachin’ for a fresh mag that ain’t there.”


    Saul threw his hands up in the air, smiling, waving off Johnny’s response.


    “We ready to go, boys?” Letho asked.


    “Razorback is loaded, everyone’s here,” Saul said, casting a firm gaze at Letho. “I’ll take it from here if you don’t mind.”


    “No problem. Take it away, fearless leader,” Letho said with a mock salute.


    What’s his problem? He’s too jittery. Maybe upset about Zedock?


    Just then Maka tackled Letho from behind, lifting him off his feet and pinning his arms to his sides with his massive arms.


    “Put me down, you big lug!” Letho shouted. He could have freed himself, but he allowed Maka to hold him for a bit longer. At last the Tarsi put him down and Letho turned to face him.


    “You be careful out there, Maka. Don’t be a hero. Come back alive. You, Bayorn, and I will have many stories to tell to the Tarsi when this is over.”


    “Indeed,” Maka replied. “Be careful yourself, Letho. Today we fight in Zedock’s good name.”


    “You’re damn right,” Letho said.


    By this time, all those willing and capable of fighting had gathered, and all of the land and air vehicles, the few that they had, were lined up, ready to go. Saul hopped on top of his razorback and shouted to address the gathering of Eursans and Tarsi.


    “All right folks, listen up,” he began. “We’ve been waiting for this for a long time, and I know y’all are probably feeling real uncertain about what’s gonna happen. That’s okay. Just remember that we each have a job to do. I want you to think about all the innocent folks in Haven. Everything you do today, every choice you make, must be to accomplish one goal: ensuring those folks’ continued safety. Today we fight so that they can live without the constant fear that Abraxas is gonna come knockin’ down their door. Keep your head on a swivel, watch your buddy’s back, and we’ll get through this. Y’all hear me?”


    A raucous chorus of shouting and fist-pumping permeated the air in the tin-can tunnel as people began to disperse, boarding ships and climbing inside armored trucks.


    Letho and his crew took their places in the razorback. Gear was checked one last time; rounds were slammed into chambers with thick, satisfying metal-on-metal clacks. Letho placed his hand on the butt of his .50 caliber and closed his eyes for a moment. He thought about the citizens of his Fulcrum station, of his father. He thought of the innocent folks who had died in Alastor’s ship. His blood boiled, and adrenaline surged through his veins like molten steel. He felt like he could move the earth itself with his bare hands.


    A cool hand enclosed his; a vision of Thresha had joined him in the razorback. She had connected to his mind again, across the vast space between them.


    “Be careful, Letho.”


    “I will. I love you,” he said.


    She did not reply in kind.


    “Please, I need to hear you say it,” he said.


    “I—” she stammered, “I can’t. I’m sorry.”


    “I love you too, Letho,” Johnny said, laughing.


    Letho opened his eyes, suddenly all too aware of his surroundings. Johnny was looking at him as if he had lobsters coming out of his ears.


    “Who are you talking to, anyways?” Johnny asked.


    “Never mind, “ Letho replied, his face flushing.


    The razorback rumbled to life, and Saul floored the gas pedal. The tires spun, struggling for purchase on the dust-caked steel floor of the tunnel. And then they sped off toward an unknown fate, the razorback’s halogens struggling to keep the shadows at bay.


    


    ****


    


    Adum tapped the ring of ash off the end of his cigarillo. He enjoyed one last deep drag, feeling the oily smoke fill him with a brief respite from the drudgery of old Hastrom City. The inner workings of his mind were not elegant enough to put such a feeling into words, but he knew it when he felt it: when he stepped off the assembly line after a grueling day of work; when he lay with his wife; when his eleven-year-old son was able to scratch his first and last initial into the dirt floor of their hovel on the outskirts of town.


    Adum gathered up his trade tools and began the long walk home. The biting chill of encroaching winter seared his aching bones, and the threadbare jacket he wore did little to help. He sidestepped a trash pile, then almost tripped on a thin leg that extended from it. The trash pile shuddered, and a head peeked out from beneath a tattered newspaper. A string of expletives sputtered from a mouth full of jagged black points that were once teeth. Adum only grunted and continued his trudge through the muck and mire, muttering to himself about drugged-out waste-oids.


    He passed a boarded-up shop that had once been a grocery. He thought of how convenient it would be to go to such a place and purchase anything one might need, instead of haggling with the Mendraga overseers at the dispensary for items not on the approved necessity list. He imagined well-lit rows of goods with colorful labels, up for grabs for anyone with the credit. Like he had seen in a picture book once.


    In front of the store’s entrance was a pile of mutant carcasses that someone had lit on fire. He thought about stepping toward the flames to warm himself, but damn did those things stink to high hell when you burned them. They were coming up through the sewer system more and more often, only to be put down by the Mendraga overseers. He had no idea why they came. Maybe they were hungry; seems like everyone was these days. Lots of mouths to feed, and not a whole lot of industrial food paste to go around.


    As he continued his walk he passed a group of fellow tradesmen and a few Tarsi on a street corner. He issued a curt wave, but hoped to hurry past them. They nodded and beckoned him over. One of them had smarts, like him; Adum could tell because he used so many words. The way the man’s voice rose and fell from soft thunder to tumult mesmerized Adum, and against his better judgement he felt himself turning toward the gathering of workers.


    The talking man was cleaner and better dressed than the men around him. His features were softer, yet still pronounced and hard-carved like his comrades’ in the working caste. It was his eyes that were different, striking. To Adum, they seemed to shine like polished metal. He wondered why he had not met this man before, who seemed so much like himself.


    Adum knew that gatherings of more than a few people were forbidden, but still he could not turn away. A cheer was rising up from the Tarsi and the hammerheads. They were raising their fists in the air, pumping them in unison. Adum looked down at his own fists, the backs crested with coarse black hair, and found that they were clenched. He raised his own fist in the air and began to shout. The working men began to stomp and clap their hands together.


    Then a low-pitched roar pierced the air, and the men froze. Their eyes rolled in fear and all display of bravado dissipated; in some cases it ran down their legs and puddled at their feet.


    “Mendraga!”


    Three roaring hoverbikes spun around the corner of the block, bearing down on the gathering of workers. Riding these great chrome and steel beasts were Mendraga overseers.


    The overseers began to shout in their slippery, quick-tongued speak. The leader of the three dismounted and sauntered over to the gathering of terrified souls, brandishing one of the weapons that spit fire. He spoke to the smart one, and once again Adum found himself frustrated by his inability to understand all of the words they said.


    But he knew that the overseer was berating the smart man. Impressively, the man who was standing his ground, giving as much as he was receiving. Adum looked over at the other two overseers. They were laughing; one was showing the other something on the little televisions they carried in their hands, completely oblivious to the kinetic crackle that was rising in the air.


    The overseers and the smart man that was so like Adum continued to argue. Then, without warning, the overseer raised his metal stick and blew the smart man’s head off.


    Immediately, a change came over the workers. The fear slipped from their eyes, and was replaced with rage—the kind that allowed a person to forget the idea of self enough to perform mighty feats in the name of his fellow man. The deferential downward tilt of their brows was gone as well; in its place they presented forward-jutting chins and set jaws. Adum saw one of the men in the back pick up a fist-sized rock from the ground.


    Adum was slow, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew what was happening, and he found himself reaching into his pocket and pulling out the fire shooter that the sleepers had given him. He fired it; and his aim was true. The fire shooter did not recoil against the rigid strength of his arm. The overseer who had killed the smart man fell. The bullet had pierced his left eye, and it blew most of his brains out the back of his head and onto the other overseers.


    The rock-wielder’s arm reared back and let loose. Adum saw the rock speed past him, and time seemed to dilate. The rock struck another overseer’s gauntleted hand, causing his fire shooter to fly from his hands. it pinwheeled through the air and skittered across the concrete, landing at a hammerhead’s feet. He recoiled back from it, thrusting his hands on front of him in a gesture that said “Not my fault!”


    Suddenly the struck overseer blurred, unstuck from time as he shot across the expanse between himself and the rock hurler. He bowled through the thick swath of gathered workers like they were mere blades of grass, parting them like a scythe. Then he raised the rock hurler over his head and brought him crashing to the concrete with a sickening thud. The sight of the man’s head being reduced to pulp caused Adum’s gorge to rise.


    One of the other hammerheads clamored for the fire shooter. Years of snatching circuit boards off assembly lines and soldering tiny transistors and data chips to them had given his limbs a deft quickness that was now an unexpected boon. Before any of the Mendraga could react, he had the weapon in his hands.


    The fire shooter issued its thunderous report, and the back of the second Mendraga’s head exploded in a black mist. Adum didn’t hesitate; he lined up his sights and fired again, killing the last remaining overseer.


    The working men cheered and clapped each other on the backs. Some were crying.


    One of the Tarsi stood up on the hoverbikes: Bayorn. And around him stood several of the biggest Tarsi Adum had ever seen. Like Bayorn, their claws glimmered in the moonlight, and their teeth were as sharp as knives.


    Bayorn issued a gravelly roar that caused Adum’s blood to reach a feverous boil. He found himself returning the war cry. Then Bayorn walked over to him and extended his hand. Adum cocked his head. He felt stupid, ashamed, as all eyes fell on him.


    “It’s okay,” the Tarsi said, extending his hand again. Adum extended his own, and the Tarsi grasped it, pumping it up and down.


    “It is time to fight, Adum. Are your people ready?”


    “Yes. The sleepers gave me the fire shooter,” Adum said. “They told me that the fight was coming. And they gave me this.” Adum held out the access card that would open up a cache full of fire shooters.


    “Is this what I think it is?” Bayorn asked.


    Adum nodded.


    “Excellent!” Bayorn shouted. “Let’s go. We must make haste.”


    “But, Bayorn, who will lead my people?” Adum asked.


    “It seems as though they follow you,” Bayorn replied. He gestured to the crowd. “See how they look at you.”


    Adum swelled with pride and thought of his son. He wished that the boy could see his father now.


    He raised his hand and began to speak slowly so that they could all understand. “Go to your homes. A fight is coming. Tarsi and workers will fight together, when the time is right.”


    The men nodded to one another and began to exchange the odd hand-shaking gesture that Bayorn had demonstrated. Then they disappeared into the oncoming night like shadows, leaving the bodies of the Mendraga in the street.


    


    ****


    


    Alastor burst into Abraxas’s private quarters.


    “My Lord, the working caste have attacked a group of overseers!”


    “What? Why is it not showing up on my scanner?”


    “Someone has disabled the security protocols for that sector. I have been unable to establish communications with any of the overseers in that area. Another overseer heard gunfire and went to investigate. He found three dead overseers, and their weapons were missing.”


    Terror filled Abraxas, and though it was not a particularly pleasant emotion, he relished it as it surged through his body like wildfire.


    “My Lord,” Alastor continued, “what are your orders?” His eyes were wild, full of doubt. Seeing that doubt stung Abraxas more than any level of defiance ever could. It set off a chain reaction in Abraxas’s own mind. What if he had been wrong to scold Alastor earlier? Perhaps he had underestimated his hold over the city.


    Letho Ferron is coming, Abraxas thought. Let him come. I shall drink his blood from a bowl made from his very skull.


    “Lord Abraxas?”


    Abraxas searched his mind, spinning up the ancient organic computer that rested inside his skull. Who had the clearance to disable security protocols? There were only a few. Premier Watt sprang to mind.


    No, not her. She wouldn’t dare. She cares too much for her own well-being, he thought. It had to be someone a little bolder. Perhaps older, with less to lose. Someone who had a working relationship with the hammerheads who now appeared to be in full revolt.


    “We have a greedy rat in our nest, Alastor.”


    At last it came to him, as the infinite coils of his intellect fired with the heat of a billion synapses. In a flash, he knew. He saw the man’s face as though it were projected on his holoscreen.


    “Wake Steigen. Drag his putrid carcass out of his pod,” said Abraxas.


    “My Lord?”


    “Do as I say,” Abraxas hissed.


    


    ****


    


    Alastor returned with two Mendraga supporting a bedraggled Steigen, who was too weak to walk. He had lost some weight in his hibernation, yet he did not appear to have aged a bit. His head lolled like an infant’s, and his body seemed incapable of enacting his brain’s commands. Alastor deposited him in a chair before Abraxas.


    All of the air seemed to seep from the room as Abraxas studied the chancellor. Abraxas’s eyes burned like hate-filled embers, and his taut lips quivered as he fought to clear his mind enough to speak to the sub-creature before him. He hadn’t bothered to put on his ceremonial headdress, and Steigen recoiled in abject fear as Abraxas turned his naked gargoyle head to the side. When it turned back, a cruel smile wrapped itself around glistening teeth.


    Steigen was the first to break the silence. “My Lord, this is very irregular. Is there something wrong?”


    Steigen’s inert limbs were trembling, and his face was as white as the paper smock that hung from his shoulders.


    “Let’s cut to the chase, shall we?” Abraxas snarled. “You and I both know that you have been very bad.”


    Steigen’s lips were drawn, quivering. Unbidden tears began to sparkle at the edges of his eyes. “My Lord, this is all very confusing. What are you—”


    “SILENCE, FOOL!”


    Abraxas rose to his full height, his roar still reverberating in the small room. In a blur he was on Steigen, lifting him from the chair by the throat. “I will destroy every last member of the Corpus Verum for this!” he snarled, putrid spittle misting from his mouth.


    Steigen’s eyes whirled in his sockets like a rabbit caught in a snare. Then calm washed over him, and he began to laugh between gasps for air. “You and I both know you can’t do that,” he gasped, his face turning purple. “You can’t control this city without us. You will be unable to maintain order.”


    Abraxas roared again, and hurled Steigen through the air. There was a sickening meat-thud as his body collided with the wall. Steigen crumpled to the floor, a limp sack of flesh and pulverized bones.


    “Alastor, send the human conscripts, along with a complement of overseers, to the slums. Kill anyone who raises arms against us, including their pathetic families, and burn their homes. Double the watch on the Fulcrum dormitories as well. Lock them down. Kill anyone who attempts to enter or leave. All remaining Mendraga must report to the palace immediately.”


    He paused, then added in a cool whisper, “Oh, and I almost forgot: send a detachment to the front gates. We mustn’t forget about the visitors we will have this evening.”


    “I eagerly await their arrival, Lord Abraxas,” said Alastor, who seemed to crackle with alacrity now that his master was at the helm.


    They exchanged a look, and Abraxas felt the closest approximation of love that his race could experience swell within him as he looked upon his son, his creation. Then Alastor turned, his cloak swirling as he exited Abraxas’s chamber.


    


    ****


    


    “Over yonder is a pump waystation,” said Johnny, “and one of the outflow pipes. That’s where we’ll make our entrance. Any questions?”


    No response. Letho just nodded, staring at the sky, the light of the moon reflected in his irises.


    “One sec,” Johnny Zip said. He leapt out of the razorback and grabbed one of his ordnance crates. It looked heavy.


    “Need some help?” Letho asked.


    “Nah,” Johnny responded. “I’ll be right back.” He trudged to the pump waystation. After a few minutes, precious ones, he appeared at the entrance of the waystation and began to jog back to the razorback.


    “All done?” Saul asked.


    “Yessir. I just planted a a little present for Abraxas,” Johnny said, clutching a detonator like a swaddled baby.


    “A little explosive to liven up the party?” Letho asked.


    Johnny smiled. “There’s a gas line access point in there. If I trigger this detonator, it’ll set off a pretty spectacular chain reaction, all the way down the line, down the middle of Main Street and right up Alastor’s ass. A nice insurance policy. Just in case things go sideways on us.”


    “An ace in the hole—I like it.” Saul said. “All right, away we go.” He put the pedal down again, and the razorback sped off toward the waystation.


    The full-throated roar of the razorback’s engine masked the exited chitter emanating from a storm drain nearby. They did not see the number of gleaming eyes watching them from the rectangular orifice. The eyes disappeared, and the skittering of claws on concrete filled the night air.


    


    ****


    


    Deacon rolled the nav spheres with dexterous hands and brought the warbird into a steep bank, its nose dropping. It was roughly half a rec-ball field in length, all stealth black and baffled edges to confuse radar. Deacon had fallen in love with her at first sight, and now that he had a feel for how she handled, he wanted to make babies with her. She was primarily a troop transport, but she also had plenty of offensive capabilities, including a mean set of 25mm cannons in the aft and fore that could fire eighteen hundred rounds per second—virtually guaranteed to turn Mendraga soldiers into red paste faster than Zedock Wartimer could say shine-ola. Deacon couldn’t wait to try them out.


    Deacon thought for a moment about the best friend he had ever known, and he hoped that his friend’s mission would go smoothly—as he hoped that his own would. He thought about the old man Wartimer, and hoped that the old dog was watching from above somewhere, appreciating the way that he stroked the nav spheres and the way he was about to bring a hellstorm upon a few unsuspecting Mendraga.


    This is for you, old man. Happy trails, he thought as he pushed the warbird downward through the sky, buffeting the warriors inside as the stratosphere attempted to tear it to pieces. He brought the ship down, low enough that even if Hastrom City had functioning radar systems, the ship would still be undetectable. Two other warships followed suit flying in V formation behind him. Below, a line of razorbacks and armored trucks kicked up a massive dust cloud in their wake as they sped across the abandoned expanse of freeway like a discarded ribbon.


    Deacon tapped a series of commands on the ship’s data screen, and various readouts began to pour into the display in his visor.


    “That’s strange. There doesn’t appear to be anyone on watch tonight. Maybe they didn’t expect an air force?”


    “Very strange,” one of the pilots replied. “This may be over quick.”


    The massive metal gate that protected Abraxas’s walled inner sanctum began to open.


    “Here they come!” Deacon shouted.


    Mendraga began to file out of the opening, boots moving in lockstep, rifles held against their chests. Several of them separated out from the main group, remaining in the rear as they dropped to one knee. They placed cylindrical metal objects on their shoulders, and Deacon’s console glowed red.


    “WARNING, EXPLOSIVE PROJECTILES DETECTED WITHIN RANGE,” said a stern feminine voice. “LOCK-ON DETECTED. INITIATING AUTO-EVASIVE MANEUVERING.”


    “Oh, no you don’t,” Deacon muttered, flipping the manual override switch.


    “Deacon, get us out of here!” Maka shouted.


    “Really? Is that what I’m supposed to do, Maka? Because I wasn’t sure if I should…”


    The smoky contrails were visible even from the cockpit as the Mendraga launched their deadly payloads. The ship launched a series of countermeasures, but the circuitry inside the rockets appeared to be too sophisticated to be fooled by such rudimentary tactics. Deacon spun the nav spheres, and the warship groaned as it rolled and hurtled upward, boosters glowing white-hot as the ship reached maximum velocity. He pushed the ship higher and higher, the rockets still trailing.


    “Boys! Follow me up!” Deacon shouted into the com. “This is going to get hairy!No pun intended,” he added, shooting a grin at Maka.


    “They’re getting closer!” one of the Tarsi shouted, peering out a porthole in the hold.


    “I got this,” Deacon said.


    Oxygen masks dropped from hidden panels in the ceiling. Tarsi fumbled with them, finding that they weren’t designed to fit over their snouts.


    The volley of rockets sputtered, their propellant exhausted, and began to fall back to the earth below. Deacon cut the boosters to the ship, and it followed suit.


    “Get us close, but not so close this time,” Maka said.


    “Again with the suggestions,” Deacon muttered. “Getcha there in a sec.”


    The warbirds dropped in a metal V back toward the ground. Within moments, the Mendraga were again visible beneath them. The rocketeers, as Deacon had labeled them, had rejoined the other soldiers, apparently all out of rocket-propelled ammo.


    “Guess they’re one-pump chumps, eh, Maka?” Deacon said, turning to Maka and hoping for a smile on the Tarsi’s face. Nothing. “Okay then, guy with the plan, what now?”


    “We’ll take it from here,” Maka said. “Tarsi, prepare for attack! Make your forefathers proud!”


    The Tarsi on board shouted in the affirmative.


    “Tarsi! Ready?” Maka shouted.


    They answered in their sonorous language, a chorus of harmonious roars.


    Deacon opened up on the Mendraga below with the ship’s twin mounted cannons, grinding the front line to pulp. Deacon’s console lit up red again, and the cabin filled with the roar of rushing air.


    “What the hell?” he shouted. Maka had engaged the deployment hatch, and Tarsi were dropping out of the hatch one by one. Deacon’s mind ground to a halt, struggling with the absurdity of it all.


    No parachutes! his mind screamed.


    He watched as the Tarsi barreled into the throng of confused Mendraga—rolling as they hit the ground, or using the bodies of their enemies to cushion their fall. The Mendraga’s fear overcame their discipline; many had scattered like ants under the withering fire, and the sudden introduction of Tarsi from above further broke their lines. Deacon watched as the Tarsi sent Mendraga rag-dolling through the air with furious swats of their great paws. The citizens brought up the rear, rolling over Mendraga in armored vehicles and grinding them to pulp from a distance with vehicle-mounted cannons.


    Incessant warning lights and the ship computer’s smug voice seized his attention.


    “LOCK-ON DETECTED.”


    “Crap,” Deacon muttered.


    He banked hard left, but it was too late. The ship rocked with the impact, sending a shower of sparks and detritus into the air. Deacon choked as an acrid smoke filled his lungs. He pulled the oxygen mask down over his face, and his lungs cried out with joy in response to the pristine air. Then he brought his ship up out of rocket range, learning his lesson: Never assume the bad guys are out of ammo.


    “I’m hit, but it doesn’t seem too bad. I’m going to have to circle back around,” he said to his fellow pilots. “Take out those rocket launchers!”


    “Affirmative. Targeting enemy rocket launchers,” another pilot said in a nonchalant voice. The inflection of his voice was no different than that of someone ordering coffee, or sharing an anecdote with a coworker.


    “Very good,” Deacon said. “Let’s not forget to provide cover for friendly vehicles. Let’s push it forward.”


    He had no formal military training, but he had played a few pre-exodus shooter games on his uCom in his day, and he was proud at the jargon that he was now able to employ. He never thought he would have an occasion to use it, but as he watched the Tarsi and Eursan warriors scramble beneath him, it was just like those games: detached from the bloodshed, the evisceration. Deacon circled around again, liquidating another row of unfortunate Mendraga with his cannon fire.


    


    ****


    


    “If anyone resists, burn their filthy hovels to the ground,” said Overseer Zehn. The overseers began to close in, followed by the human conscripts. Hammerheads emerged from their huts, barking and gesturing toward the Mendraga.


    “Go back to your homes. Anyone that chooses to fight will be killed. Dead.” Zehn emphasized the last word, hoping that if any of his words got through, it would be that one.


    Amid the din of inane, grunting chatter, Zehn heard one word: “No.”


    Zehn spun to face in the direction of this treasonous offense. “One last warning! Anyone that does not follow instructions will be shot. Your families will be shot. Do you understand?”


    The head of the overseer standing right next to Zehn exploded in a spray of red mist. The rifle report arrived milliseconds later. Then there was more rifle fire, and Zehn’s overseers began to crumple around him. He saw a muzzle flash from a nearby building, then another. A bolt of searing pain speared his left shoulder.


    “Kill them all!” he screamed.


    That’s when a horde of Tarsi seemed to materialize from the very air. They were unlike anything he had ever seen. Mouths full of razor teeth, claws extending from their massive hands. They were huge. Where had these beasts come from?


    The overseers began to fire, and a few of the Tarsi fell. Out of the corner of his eye, Zehn saw a blur heading in the wrong direction. Pulling his pistol, he ended the human conscript’s flight with a bullet to the back.


    “Anyone who flees, dies! Do you hear me?” he shouted.


    A worker charged him, brandishing an enormous steel wrench.


    That thing must turn a really big bolt, Zehn thought. Thenthe man brought the wrench down on Zehn’s arm, crushing the bones to powder. Screaming, Zehn fired his pistol into the hammerhead’s skull, obliterating it.


    Hammerheads were now emerging from every door and window, some of them brandishing pistols and rifles. Zehn looked on in horror as more Mendraga fell under their assault. Behind him, several overseers were attempting to clamber up the sides of the buildings where the riflemen were entrenched. In this untenable position, the Mendraga’s superior speed was of little advantage; rifle fire dropped them one by one.


    “Idiots, use the stairs inside!” he snarled. Then he turned to the humans. “You conscripts, head up the stairs and provide support for the overseers scaling the building!”


    To his horror, the human conscripts did not respond to his commands.


    Something is not right, he thought as he counted the number of overseers still standing. Then it dawned on him.


    By Abraxas, the conscripts have turned against us.


    


    


    

  


  
    SIXTEEN - Heart of Darkness


    


    


    


    “Johnny, cut us a nice hole in that grate there,” Saul said.


    “Aye aye, cap’n.” Johnny rummaged through his rucksack and produced a small ion torch, then made his way to the tunnel’s yawning maw and began the painstaking process of cutting through each of the iron bars. One by one they fell aside as he made cuts at both top and bottom.


    Letho felt that watching Johnny made the waiting worse, so he looked away. His thoughts drifted to his friends. He hoped they were still alive.


    Johnny placed his index finger and thumb against his teeth and whistled. The razorback edged forward into the mouth of the tunnel, and Johnny leapt into the back of the razorback, stowing his gear and taking his seat. One of the iron bars dug into the razorback’s metal hide, screeching as it tore away a curl of steel.


    “Damn it, Johnny!” Saul shouted.


    Johnny shrugged. “Hey, what can you do? It’s dark out here. If you wanted an expert, you should have brought Tiny.”


    The razorback’s headlights chewed up the darkness that threatened to drown them. The tunnel was squat and rectangular, but with plenty of clearance for the razorback. Ancient pictograms, applied with spray cans, adorned the walls. Those who could decipher their meaning had long since passed. Occasionally they would pass a hovel or lean-to, and discarded pots and pans.


    Things must have gotten really bad up there if people were choosing to live down here.


    Letho thought of flash floods, the tunnels filling to the brim with roiling brown-white water, flushing out anything not bolted down.


    “In five hundred feet, turn left,” Saladin said.


    “That sword of yours sure is handy,” Saul said.


    “Hey, do you guys hear that?” Johnny cocked an ear.


    “Nope. All I hear is the purring of this sweet baby,” Saul replied, caressing the razorback’s dashboard


    “Saul, stop the razorback for a second,” Johnny said.


    “I don’t think that’s a wise decision.”


    “Now I hear it, too,” said Letho. “It sounds like scratching or something, far off. Saladin, you want to weigh in on this one?”


    “Sensors are picking up a large number of organisms moving in this direction. Bioscans are similar to previous samplings. Mutants, I believe you call them.”


    “Shit!” Saul shouted.


    Out of the darkness behind them, tiny fireflies began to appear, bobbing up and down in steady rhythm. The irregular patter of contorted feet and claws scraping against stone began to crescendo.


    “Saul, you might want to pick up the pace a little bit,” Letho said.


    “Roger that.”


    Johnny began to rummage through his rucksack, producing a flashlight.


    “Johnny, don’t—” Letho began.


    But Johnny lit the halogen and swung the taut photon beam around to the rear of the razorback, illuminating the nightmare visages of hundreds of mutants. Their shriek was a combination of squalling infant and grinding metal. Letho felt an overwhelming urge to drop to the floor of the razorback and clamp his hands over his ears. Anything to stifle the horrible screeching.


    “Let’s go, let’s go!” shouted Johnny, throwing open one of the crates and tossing assault rifles to Saul and Letho.


    Letho and Johnny immediately opened fire at the swarm behind them, and the thunderous tattoo of rifle fire covered the screams of the falling mutants. They tumbled and collapsed in piles, but always more would come, clambering over fallen brothers, snarling, ropes of gray spittle clinging to their snapping jaws. Saul was shouting something, but Letho couldn’t hear him over the roar of his assault rifle. Saladin illuminated his targets and assisted his aim; not a bullet was wasted.


    Headshot every time, he thought, sick to his stomach.


    A frontal impact rocked the razorback, and it began fishtailing, almost throwing Letho over the edge. All at once he saw bodies of several mutants flying over his head, and the bloody, sinewy trail the razorback was leaving. Wheels spun and screamed, fighting for purchase on the gut-slick floor of the tunnel.


    “Letho, get up here!” Saul shouted.


    Letho clambered to the front of the razorback, careful not to lose his footing as the metal beast attempted to buck him. Saul was doing his best to keep the razorback on a straight course, even though it meant mowing down mutant after mutant. The creatures disappeared one by one under the razorback’s brush-guard in gory spurts. Letho attempted to block out the sound of bones popping and tissue liquifying under the wheels.


    In the front seat, Letho kicked out the shattered, bloodstained windshield, then ripped the shoulder strap from his assault rifle and looped it around the razorback’s windshield frame. Clutching it in his right fist, he leapt onto the hood. In his mind he pictured himself assuming a heroic pose: crouched low on the hood of the razorback, sword drawn. But instead he slipped in the thick soup that coated the hood and fell flat on his ass. He slipped over the edge, his boots dragging on the slick ground. He felt claws grasping at him, and he panicked as he remembered the sensation of the mutants piling on top of him, choking the air out of him. Pulling with all his might and slamming his feet down to the ground, he launched himself into the air and, pivoting on the taut strap, landed back on the hood of the razorback.


    Second try’s the charm, Letho thought, unsheathing Saladin. Then he closed his eyes and let Saladin go to work. He felt hot ichor spraying his body, heard mutants thudding around him as they fell.


    “Left turn ahead,” Saladin said.


    Saul jerked the wheel, and the razorback swerved in a wide arc, tires spinning. The bodies of several mutants provided a sickening cushion as the vehicle slammed into the tunnel wall. Then the way in front was clear, and Saul opened the razorback’s engine wide, pouring in as much fuel as she would drink.


    Relieved, Letho looked back—just in time to see Johnny tumble over the back of the razorback, thrown off balance by the impact with the wall. Gruesome gray hands welcomed him from all sides as he fell like a lead singer stage-diving into a throng of his greatest fans. His rifle sprayed the ceiling, providing strobed images of his quick and gory demise.


    “Johnny, NO!” Letho shouted.


    The pursuing mutants stopped to feast on the meal of Johnny Zip, ceasing their assault on the razorback.


    Stunned, Letho turned back and faced forward. The end of the tunnel was just up ahead. If only Johnny had hung on a little longer.


    But then Letho realized they had another problem. There was no light at the end of this tunnel; no opening. Just a concrete wall.


    And it was coming too fast.


    Letho started to warn Saul, but he must have already seen it because he hit the brakes and threw the wheel to the left, sending the razorack into a spin. It slammed sideways into a waist-high solid barrier, and the impact sent Letho hurtling through the air. He crashed into the wall, and saw no more.


    


    ****


    


    Maka surged forward, curling his god-sized fist and pulverizing a sneering Mendraga’s face. His body throbbed with the unfettered flow of adrenaline. A rifle blast tore through his shoulder, and he roared and pressed forward toward the gunman. The Mendraga, seeing Maka’s charge, fumbled with his rifle, his eyes wide with abject fear. Maka snatched the rifle out of the Mendraga’s hands and kicked him high into the smoky air. Then he charged into a throng of Mendraga and began tearing, slashing.


    He tasted Mendraga blood in his mouth but did not remember biting. The reptilian part of his brain reveled in the primitive rightness of it, while his cortex rejected the spoiled, syrupy flavor. He spat to the side, and took a moment to issue a gut-wrenching roar.


    The Mendraga were issuing their own battle call. They were calling for retreat.


    But Maka wasn’t finished with them. He waved his arm forward, commanding his brethren to surge ahead. “After them, brothers! We finish this!” he roared.


    The Tarsi followed the retreating Mendraga past the city wall. All around them, what appeared to be an open market was in flames. Maka stumbled over a body that grappled at his feet. An ape-like woman clutched at him, her eyes wide with fear. Bodies of fallen Mendraga and hammerheads clogged the dirty thoroughfares.


    The Tarsi pursued the Mendraga into the heart of the slums, crushing them into the backs of another platoon of beleaguered Mendraga overseers. The Mendraga soon found themselves surrounded on all sides—by blood-bathed Tarsi, human conscripts, and thick-browed revolutionaries—and were cut down in a hail of gunfire.


    Cheers erupted from the crowd. One of the workers held a Mendraga’s severed head in an raised hand, barking in defiance. The workers and conscripts congratulated each other, exchanging handshakes and firm embraces. Women and children were emerging from unburned hovels. They rushed to greet their men, still standing or otherwise. More than one moan cut through the celebratory roar as women and children discovered fallen fathers, sisters, mothers.


    It was then that Maka saw Bayorn, and his heart soared. He ran to his brother, and they embraced, both covered in ash and blood.


    “Maka, you made it!” Bayorn shouted.


    “As did you!” Maka replied.


    Beside Bayorn was a hammerhead who did not look quite like the rest. He carried himself more upright, and his eyes glimmered with higher intelligence. He looked up at Maka.


    “I am Adum,” he said, extending his hand.


    Maka engulfed the hand in his own. “I am Maka, of the Centennial Fulcrum.”


    “I have heard your name, great one. Bayorn has told me of you.”


    Maka shrugged, smiling.


    Bayorn then turned to address the gathered Eursans, Tarsi, and hammerheads.


    “We must go to the palace. To end this. Together we will chase Abraxas and his scum off the face of this planet. For Letho!” Adum repeated these words in the simple language of the hammerheads, to ensure their understanding.


    Another roar rose from the crowd. LETHO! BAYORN! MAKA! they shouted.


    Then they gathered into loose ranks, and began their march.


    


    ****


    


    Consciousness returned to Letho in small flashes of pain and light. He was aware of pressure under his armpits and the sensation of friction on his back. In the background someone was shouting.


    “Letho, wake up!” someone said. It was Saul. He was dragging Letho’s limp body toward a ladder. Blessed light shown down from the opening above, illuminating the gory scene that Letho found himself in.


    Letho clambered to his feet, clenching his teeth as pain washed over him. Bones were knitting back together, ruptures sealing. He took one last look at the overturned razorback and thought about Johnny—another senseless loss. He hadn’t known the man very well at all, but he seemed like a good fellow.


    As Letho surveyed the wreckage, he saw something resting on the ground near the razorback. It was Johnny’s detonator. Letho walked over and picked it up, slipped it inside his boot.


    “Hurry up, Letho!” Saul shouted. “They’ll be coming for us soon. We gotta get out of here!”


    I’ll light it up for you, Johnny. Rest in peace.


    Letho followed Saul up the ladder. It led to a small maintenance shed that enclosed the entrance to the drainage tunnels. Probably meant to keep kids from wandering down there and getting hurt—back when there were kids around who engaged in such mischief, Letho thought. Saul disengaged the deadbolt and slowly opened the door. As they emerged into the open air, the sound of intermittent gunfire filled the air. Letho said a silent prayer for his friends, then returned his focus to the task at hand.


    Just as Saladin had promised, they were less than a block away from the palace. Saul and Letho jumped a fence and found an unlocked door at the back of the building.


    “Unlocked,” Letho mused. “A little bit of luck today.”


    “Yeah, luck,” Saul grunted. “Let’s just get this over with.”


    “Saul,” Letho said, “Johnny. I…”


    “It’s alright,” Saul said, placing a hand on Letho’s shoulder. “There was nothing you could have done. Come on, we’ll make sure he didn’t die in vain.”


    Inside the palace, they navigated a series of hallways, not entirely certain where they were going. Letho had expected to fight his way through the building, gunslinger style, but there was no one around. The dry pop of gunfire occasionally filled the air like firecrackers; perhaps Abraxas’s army had their hands full elsewhere.


    As they hurried down the hallways, Letho noticed that all around them, implements of war were covered in thick layers of dust. In one room they passed, Letho saw small tank-like vehicles, too small for a person to ride inside. In another, rows and rows of assault rifles were stored neatly on racks.


    Letho was soon lost in the labyrinth of hallways, but Saul seemed have some direction in mind, so Letho let him lead the way. After several more turns, they burst through a door into a massive room, easily as large as a hangar.


    “Saul, I think we might’ve taken a wrong turn,” Letho said as he surveyed the massive space. The room was filled with nothing but egg-shaped pods—thousands of them. Each pod had what looked like a massive computing device attached to one end and a thick bundle of cords extending from the other. These cables were all connected to towering computing structures festooned with readout screens and interface pads.


    Letho edged closer to one of the pods and peered inside. To his horror, the sight of an emaciated human form greeted him. It lay in repose, hands crossed over its chest, and what Letho could see of the face appeared to be mummified. The lower part of its face was covered with a mask, from which tubes extended.


    “What is this place?” Letho asked.


    “Saul, why don’t you tell them?”


    The voice was familiar. Letho’s brain was immediately ensnared with improbabilities.


    Alastor Wyrre leapt down from a catwalk above, his cloak billowing as he landed.


    “It’s the sleepers’ den,” Saul said in a low voice.


    Letho felt the cold press of a rifle barrel on the back of his cranium.


    “Yes, that’s it. Easy now. Let’s not do anything rash,” Alastor cooed.


    “What the hell is going on?” Letho asked.


    “Letho, my friend, there will be plenty of time for explanation later. First, let’s divest you of your weapons,” Alastor said.


    Several overseers emerged from the shadows. Their cold hands patted him down, drawing his prized .50 caliber from his holster and unclasping Saladin from his back.


    Sir. Unauthorized user detected. Initiate anti-theft protocol? Saladin whispered inside his mind.


    Letho thought it over. Saladin could disable the overseer who held the sword, but the others would shoot him in the head point blank, and he doubted his healing abilities could that sort of mess back together.


    No. Not yet, he replied to Saladin.


    The Mendraga brought the sword and handgun to Alastor. The remaining Mendraga kept their guns trained on Saul and Letho.


    “I was wondering where this had gotten to,” Alastor said, his eyes tracing across the length of Saladin as he held it out before him with two hands. Saladin glimmered red as if in warning. “This was supposed to be a gift to my master. Shame on you for stealing it, Letho.”Alastor smiled.


    “Screw you,” Letho spat.


    Alastor ignored his outburst. “Saul, I believe this belongs to you now,” he continued, holding Letho’s gun in his hand. “Would you like to have it?”


    Saul did not move, his eyes glued the floor.


    Realization cramped Letho’s stomach, doubling him over.


    “Yes, I would like to have that gun,” Saul said at last, in a near-whisper.


    “You have done well. Come and claim your prize.”


    Saul’s head turned, his eyes dazed. He walked over to Alastor and took the .50 caliber from his hand.


    This is it! He’s going to blow Alastor away, and we’ll take them, Letho thought. But Saul holstered the gun quietly. He now owned the complete pair. Realization hit Letho like someone had dumped the shattered remains of one of Hastrom City’s skyscrapers on top of him.


    “You son of a bitch,” Letho said to Alastor, though his eyes were locked on Saul. “This must be your inside guy.”


    “That is correct. I have been negotiating with Saul for quite some time, trying to find some way for our two societies to coexist. The price was you, Letho, delivered to my master, alive,” Alastor said.


    Now Letho turned to Saul. “You killed him, didn’t you?” he shouted. “You killed my father.”


    “He died of a heart attack, Letho, you know that,” Saul said, his face blank, his voice devoid of inflection.


    Letho roared like an animal in a snare. The tears began to flow, and his body convulsed with sobs. Thresha, Bayorn, Deacon, and Maka were all going to die because he had put his trust in the wrong person. He had had led them all to their demise. Alastor and Abraxas had outsmarted them all.


    “Come now, Letho, all is not lost,” Alastor said, his voice both smug and condescending. “I think you’ll find that Saul has made the smart move. It’s not too late to be smart, you know. Saul here understands that wars are won not by sacrifice alone, but by compromise. All that bloodshed and killing is certainly a means to an end, but so out of fashion. Do you understand that, Letho?”


    “Speak to me no more, lap dog of Abraxas,” Letho said in his best Tarsi.


    Alastor’s eyebrows rose. “My my, you might have missed your calling. Perhaps instead of pursuing a career as a messianic figure you should have pursued a career in the music industry. What a lovely voice you have!”


    “I still have your word that Haven will not be touched?” Saul asked, interrupting.


    “That and more. We’ll open up trade lines, just as we agreed upon. Your little enclave will become a city. Hastrom City’s first true satellite.”


    “You idiot,” Letho spat. “Do you really think he’s going to keep his end of the bargain?”


    “Oh, Letho, this isn’t a videodoc,” Alastor said. “I actually do intend to keep my end of the bargain. The agreement Saul and I have brokered is mutually beneficial. Besides, I think there has been enough double-crossing for a time. Don’t you, Saul?”


    Saul said nothing. His eyes cut from side to side, moving so fast they almost appeared to vibrate, as if he were processing something. Perhaps the reality of what he had done had struck him at last.


    “Let’s go,” Saul said to the floor.


    “Overseers, please restrain Mr. Ferron. Make sure the restraints are tight,” Alastor said.


    “Get up,” one of the overseers barked as he forced Letho to his feet. Letho reeled like a drunk, his eyes bleary and crazed. The overseers quickly pinned his arms behind his back and clapped carbon-steel manacles on his wrists.


    No one spoke during the short march to the elevator that led to the upper palace levels. Letho’s mind was returning to him though, his sorrow consumed by the raging furnace in the pit of his belly. He looked at Saul in disbelief. The man that he had come to think of as a brother was now striding in lockstep with the enemy. Letho prayed to any god that would listen for a chance to end the man’s existence.


    Saladin, he remembered. But not yet.


    After a short trip up in the elevator, the doors opened to Abraxas’s private quarters, which appeared to take up the entire top floor of the palace.


    “Alastor, Saul! Come in,” said a voice from a thousand children’s sweat-soaked nightmares. “Bring me my prize.”


    


    ****


    


    Bayorn and his army marched up Appian Thoroughfare, all that remained between them and Abraxas’s palace was Abraxas’s personal guard. But this last line of defense was made up of the elite—Abraxas’s most ruthless and cunning overseers—and they were dug in deep, behind sandbags and swiveling turrets.


    They opened fire on Bayorn’s army.


    Bayorn, the Tarsi, and the hammerheads took cover behind automobiles, park benches, anything that could deflect or slow a bullet. They were pinned down, suppressed by a constant hail of bullets. They returned fire sporadically, but anyone who dared to leave cover for too long was quickly dispatched by the enemy. The personal guard was too well entrenched; they had the superior ground. The progress of Bayorn’s army ground to a halt.


    So close.


    Then the clouds above seemed to part, and the eyes of Wagner’s angry valkyries transformed the night-lit cityscape to near daylight. The warships had arrived. Their automated searchlights moved in tandem with their targeting systems, lighting up turret emplacements with a barrage of 25mm automatic hellfire.


    Energized by the sight, Bayorn leapt out of cover, roaring, firing his rifle at an overseer who had poked his head from behind a sandbag wall. The overseer collapsed as Bayorn’s bullets raked across his face.


    Inspired by their leader’s courage, Bayorn’s army rushed to follow, surging from behind various cover spots. The tide had once again turned, and the army pressed forward.


    But a familiar sound filled the air, and Bayorn’s hackles began to rise. The thud-thud of heavy footfalls rattled Bayorn’s teeth together.


    This cannot be, he thought.


    And then it appeared at the top of the stairs, its twin arm cannons cycling up.


    The Jolly Roger.


    The hulking, monstrous weapon of the Mendraga.


    A weapon that had been destroyed.


    


    “Hey assholes, remember me?” a voice shouted over a loudspeaker. “Where’s that Letho Ferron guy? I want to give him a piece of my mind.”


    The voice was familiar to Bayorn, and as he peered carefully through the glinting faceplate of this new Jolly Roger’s helmet, he realized that the face, too, was familiar.


    Swirling in the green wraith-smoke that powered the armor suit was the grinning visage of Crimson Jim.


    


    ****


    


    “What the hell is that thing?” Deacon said from his warbird. He had seen powered armor before in videodocs, but there was something off about this one. It didn’t seem to have anyone piloting it.


    He summoned his uCom, put in a call to Letho, and patched in the feed from his warbird’s camera. Then he panned the camera across the battlefield and zoomed in on the Jolly Roger.


    “Letho, not sure if you’re in there, but as you can see, it’s getting pretty hairy out here. Could use some help!”


    There was no reply.


    


    ****


    


    “Welcome, Saul. Welcome, Letho,” Abraxas said as if greeting old friends. Thresha stood by his side, wearing an ornamental gown that glinted with jewels and gold thread.


    Letho had seen images of Zetus, ancient Eursan culture’s representation of absolute evil, and he couldn’t help but feel that the creature before him must have been the inspiration for such illustrations. Abraxas’s face was uncovered, and the sight was nothing short of ghastly.


    Alastor quickly knelt before his master and motioned for Saul and Letho to do the same. Saul obeyed, dropping to his knees, his face still blank. But Letho stood, defiant.


    Abraxas fixed him with a stare. Letho detected no movement, no hint of action on Abraxas’s part, but he felt an unseen force press down on his shoulders. Against his will, he was forced to his knees.


    “That’s better.” Abraxas smiled. “You may rise, my sons.”


    Then Abraxas turned to Saul. “Saul Wartimer, in exchange for your services, and the delivery of Letho Ferron, I hereby decree that your silo community will become part of Hastrom City. Under our protection, your community will thrive and flourish. Over time your people will reclaim the territories surrounding your silo, and together we will work to restore order to this broken world.”


    “Thank you, my Lord,” Saul said.


    “Lord,” Letho scoffed.


    “And you, Letho, will you join us? I could use a man of your talents.”


    Letho scowled.


    Abraxas shrugged. “Your friends are marching on the temple as we speak. It is likely that they will all perish in the conflict. But you have the power right now to save them from this terrible fate. Their names are… Maka and Bayorn, Ibelieve?” He smiled at the look of recognition on Letho’s face. “Yes, I see that I am right. Right about now, they are facing off with my good friend, Crimson Jim.”


    No. How?


    “Jim?” Thresha interjected. “He’s… alive?”


    “In a sense, my dear. So sorry I forgot to tell you. He has taken Cantus Wheatley’s place as the new Jolly Roger.” You’ve all seen the devastating power of this being. Surely, Letho, you would want to save your friends from such a horrible fate. Swear fealty to Abraxas, and he will stop his attack.”


    “I already told you, Mendraga. I have no more words for you,” Letho growled.


    “Such lovely Tarsi-speak. In all my years I have never heard it produced so accurately by a human voice,” Abraxas said. “You are truly remarkable, Letho. Think carefully now, for your friends’ lives are in your hands.”


    Letho felt Abraxas’s vile presence inside his head, felt his claws rifling through his thoughts and memories.


    “Your dear friend Deacon. And Thresha? Ah yes, you are quite fond of her, aren’t you? You could spend the rest of your life with her. You could become one of us, and join her in eternity. Claim her! She is your prize.”


    “Don’t listen to him, Letho,” Thresha cried.


    “Silence, girl!” Abraxas shouted.


    “Get out of my head, Abraxas,” Letho said.


    “Perhaps we could reverse her condition—make her human again. The two of you could raise a family. Help us rebuild this world. All you have to do is swear allegiance to me.”


    “No,” Letho said with a sneer.


    “How dare you!” Alastor shouted. “Whelp, how dare you speak to our lord with such insolence?” But Abraxas waved him off.


    “We are not the monsters you imagine us to be, Letho. In the end, we want what you want. To live, to flourish, to know peace. This is something that Eursans and Tarsi alike have denied us for millennia. I will concede that our methods of feeding and reproducing are… unique to our species, but are we so different in our ultimate aims? There must be some sort of accord that we could reach.”


    Letho shook his head. No more words.


    “I could tell you things you wouldn’t believe, Letho. My eyes have seen the comings and goings of many races over the vast expanse of time. I can tell you about the Tarsi, and the connection between our three races. Then you might see that we are not so different as you believe.”


    Alastor turned to his master. “While we are on the subject of past occurrences, Lord Abraxas, I have something for you.” He withdrew Saladin from behind his back with a flourish, and Letho felt his stomach turn.


    No. He is mine.


    “I bring to you a gift I thought lost to us when this young man invaded our ship so long ago. May I present Saladin: Officer’s Tactical Package TM, a fitting blade to hang at your side.”


    Alastor knelt and presented the blade to his master. Abraxas accepted it.


    And Letho saw his opportunity.


    Abraxas held the sword at eye level and pulled it a few inches from the scabbard, observing the flawless metal. The lead inlays began to blink a warning in red, but Abraxas paid no heed. “A noble gift. Thank you, Alastor,” he said.


    Saladin, initiate anti-theft protocol.


    A high-pitched whine filled the air. All present felt a surge of energy, and the hairs on their arms and necks stood at attention. Great blue gouts of electric current fractured the air. Abraxas’s body began to shudder, wracked with currents of energy. Saladin clattered to the floor.


    Letho summoned strength from the great well within him and pulled his hands forward, against the manacles that held him. He gritted his teeth as the bones in his hands and wrists compressed, and his own flesh scraped against the carbon-steel and was torn from his hands and wrists. The pain was exruciating, but just a moment, and then it was over: his hands were free.


    Sir, an incoming message from Deacon, Saladin said inside Letho’s mind. Saladin routed the video feed directly into his brain, and Letho’s stomach curdled at the sight of the new Jolly Roger. He saw Bayorn, Maka, and a bunch of humans and hammerheads taking cover from the fire, saw the mutants hot on their tails.


    It’ll set off a pretty spectacular chain reaction, all the way down the line, down the middle of Main Street and right up Alastor’s ass.


    The detonator. He really didn’t have any idea where the gas lines were; for all he knew they could be right under his friends now, and flipping the switch on Johnny’s detonator could immolate friend and enemy alike. But doing nothing wasn’t an option either: there were just too many of the mutants—not to mention the Jolly Roger and his twin chain-guns. His friends needed help.


    Letho made a choice. Before anyone could react, he reached into his boot and removed Johnny’s detonator. He flicked off the oh-shit guard and activated the device. Then he waited to see what it would do.


    Outside, a rumble of hellfire rose in the distance, followed by the sound of a rolling explosion. No, a series of explosions. The chain reaction Johnny had promised. The floor shook and listed beneath them, and the walls began to tilt and crack. Letho could hear the sound of marble ceilings meeting marble floors. Chaos erupted around them; the entire building shook, throwing people and furniture around alike, but it did not fall.


    Johnny Zip’s surprise had worked to perfection.


    Taking advantage of the sudden chaos, Letho blurred across the expanse between himself and Abraxas. He grabbed the sword from the floor with one hand and grabbed Abraxas by the neck with the other. Then, pulling Abraxas’s face close to his own, he plunged the sword deep into Abraxas’s chest.


    Letho gazed into the creature’s ageless eyes, their noses almost touching. He snarled as he continued to push the blade home, forcing it upward and inward. And then Thresha was behind him, blurring in a speed that rivaled Letho’s own, sinking a dagger deep into Abraxas’s neck and severing his spinal cord.


    Letho spun as he withdrew the sword from Abraxas’s chest, painting the walls with the spray of a god’s blood.


    Even as his body went limp and ichor gushed from his chest and neck, Abraxas’s mind pushed outward with one final thrust, a mental explosion of godly proportions. To Letho, it felt like an invisible fist had slammed into him, flinging him across the room.


    His back smashed against the wall, the panels behind him cracking from the impact, and he found himself pinned there. As he felt the constriction of Abraxas’s hideous power wrapping around his neck, choking him, he was dimly aware that Thresha was pinned as well and struggled beside him.


    Alastor, however, was unaffected. As Letho and Thresha fought to extract themselves from the grip of an invisible hand, Alastor scooped up Abraxas’s limp body from the ground.


    Alastor turned to Saul, his eyes wide. “You must kill him, or die in the attempt. Return to me triumphant or do not return at all! The fate of Haven hangs in the balance!” Then he threw the body of his master over his shoulder, rivers of ichor further darkening the obsidian leather of his cloak, and disappeared through a doorway behind Abraxas’s ornate chair.


    Immediately, the force pinning Letho and Thresha in place dissipated, and they rushed forward, their blades bloodied and ready to spill more.


    Everything was moving quickly now. One of the Mendraga guards snapped out of his stupor and began to fire at Thresha, who spun to face him and his cohorts, unleashing a series of sharp kicks that brought them to their knees. She grabbed one of the soldiers by his head, lifted him into the air, and swung his body; his neck snapped. Then she sent him bowling into the other Mendraga with enough force to shatter their ribs and spines.


    “I’m going to kill you with your own gun, you bastard,” Letho spat at Saul.


    Letho couldn’t read Saul’s expression. Was it confusion, or relief?


    “We’ll see,” Saul said in a detached voice.


    Thresha moved to engage Saul, but Letho waved her off.


    The two men circled one another, each of them reluctant to strike. At last, Saul drew his pistols and began to fire. Bullets went spang! as Saladin spun, shielding his master. The bullets flew in all directions, sparking off steel and splintering oak.


    Do not kill. Incapacitate, he told Saladin.


    Letho’s eyes rattled in his skull as Saladin’s display overtook his vision.


    Avert left. Target has five bullets remaining.


    Determining appropriate velocity and trajectory. Disable target’s left arm.


    Okay. Avert right. Disable target’s right arm.


    Target is incapacitated. Good work, Letho.


    Letho felt no joy in his heart as he stood over Saul. He watched from somewhere near the ceiling as someone else wrenched one of the Black Bear .50 calibers from Saul’s severed hand, and then the other. This person, who looked a lot like Letho, pulled the slide back on his weapon, checking for a chambered round.


    Letho stared at Saul for a moment, and an understanding passed between them.


    “Take care of my people for me, Letho,” Saul gasped as his lifeblood spurted from the arm-stumps that had once held hands. “I would ask you to tell them I died a noble death, though it is something I have not earned.”


    Letho said nothing. He clutched the pistol hard in both hands, like Zedock Wartimer had instructed him to so long ago. The other sat in the holster in which it belonged. Saul leaned forward and placed his forehead against the Black Bear’s muzzle, and closed his eyes.


    Letho fired.


    Saul collapsed to the floor, his soul exiting through the canal Letho had opened in his skull.


    


    ****


    


    Alastor carried his master down dark corridors, the remainder of Abraxas’s personal guard trailing behind him. The hitch in his master’s breath troubled him.


    Just get him to the ship and everything will be all right, his mind repeated.


    Within moments they had reached the hangar bay. Alarms pealed forth, heralding the coming insurgents and reminding Alastor of the crumbling ground beneath his feet. All that his master had worked for, all that they had built together, was like sand slipping between his fingers.


    The old fool. He squandered everything.


    Alastor broke into a run, feeling the limp body of his master flop like a child’s doll, listless limbs striking his back with every footfall. Alastor no longer felt the master’s blood running down his back and chest. He did not know if the wound had healed or if Abraxas was bleeding out.


    When he reached the medical bay of their ancient Tarsi ship, he placed his master onto a bed and dropped to his knees at his side. He took Abraxas’s cold claw in his hand, attempted to revive him. The master’s eyes fluttered open.


    “My son,” Abraxas sputtered.


    “Yes, my Lord. I am here.” Agitation rose in Alastor, and a flash of something long forgotten fluttered through his mind. A kind man. A young boy sitting on his knee. A father. His father.


    “My time draws to a close, my son. I cannot heal this grievous wound. I must feed from you if I am to survive. You will be weakened, but you will survive. Together, we will survive.”


    Alastor’s body began to fill with anger. This creature had dominated his life, and he had willingly done his bidding at every step of the way. Yet never had Abraxas truly shown any sort of appreciation for him. Alastor thought again of the glorious empire they had created, and how this foolish creature in his arrogance had allowed it to crumble and slip between his fingers.


    “I don’t have much longer. Please, do what I ask of you,” Abraxas whispered.


    Alastor stepped back from the cot and sneered. “You old fool!You ruined everything. And now you ask me to give you my lifeblood? Why? So you can continue to blunder your way through another millennium?”


    “Alastor, please, my son.”


    “I am not your son, and you are not my father. You are a beast that deceived me in my darkest hour and turned me against all that I ever loved. I will listen to you no longer.”


    As if in resignation, Abraxas’s head lolled to the side, exposing the weak pulse of his jugular vein. Alastor’s reaction was instant, involuntary. He opened his mouth and greedy feeding appendages spilled forth. Memories were flooding back. Images of his former self. He saw a young boy, garbed in fur and covered in his own blood, standing inside this very ship; he saw Abraxas’s feeding tubes slide forth and pierce the boy’s skin; he saw the injection of the poison that would transform that boy into the monster he was today.


    How the tables had turned.


    The barbs of Alastor’s appendages pierced leathery skin, and ecstasy filled him. Jets of a god’s blood spurted down his throat, filling his body with a world-shattering thrum. He felt ageless wisdom invading his brain, transforming it. Neurons exploded and multiplied, re-forming his brain as its matter expanded, ever folding and creasing. He saw everything that his master had ever seen, knew all that his master had known.


    But, to his chagrin, it came at an unexpected price.


    Behold, the price of your hasty decision. You and I are now one, Alastor. Wherever you go, so shall I. I shall haunt your every thought, scold your every decision. Now, look deep inside your mind. See our home planet. You must go there, and seek out the last of our kind.


    “I no longer have to do as you say, Abraxas! You are nothing to me!” Alastor cried, looking down at the carcass of an ancient being that was already beginning to disintegrate.


    You will do as I say!


    A great spasm of pain raced through Alastor’s brain, as though someone had drawn a knife between the two cortexes. He fought it, and with all of his mental ability he managed to suppress the presence of Abraxas in his mind. The voice grew softer, and then altogether silent. The pain faded. He could hold Abraxas’s consciousness at bay, but he did not know for how long.


    Alastor left the medical bay and headed to the ship’s navigation deck. There, he set a course for Tarsus.
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    The ground beneath Bayorn’s feet began to vibrate, and a strange, bloodcurdling howl filled the air. Cheers were replaced by looks of confusion and mounting terror.


    A nearby manhole flipped open, and the hideous, malformed head of a mutant appeared. Bayorn looked around him, and saw more mutants pouring forth from every direction. They came from manholes and drainage ducts, scrambling to force their bodies through the small rectangular orifices, tearing the flesh from their own backs; they rushed from the buildings and climbed over the walls. It was as if a dam had broken, and wave after wave of mutants washed over its remains.


    And then, a great explosion shook the very earth underneath their feet. The city streets were lit with plumes of fire that rocketed hundreds of feet into the air. Buildings all around the city center toppled and fell, and a wagon wheel of fire incinerated all who were unfortunate to be too close Many of the mutant creatures perished, and Bayorn counted each of their deaths as one more notch toward victory.


    But despite the sudden chaos that had overtaken the battlefield, the Jolly Roger continued his withering fire on the army of Tarsi, hammerheads, and Eursans below. Among the smoke, cinders and ashes, the mutant creatures continued to swarm. Bayorn’s heart sank as he surveyed their numbers. The explosion had taken many of them, but there were still more than enough to outnumber the remaining fighters in his charge.


    Bayorn hunkered down next to Maka, bullets spraying over their head, sending chunks of concrete in all directions. “That must have been Letho,” Bayorn said, nodding toward the smoke and fire that surrounded them.


    “Yes, it is no doubt the work of our Eursan friend. But it does not help us against the metallic beast above.” Maka said. “And our weapons are ineffective against him.”


    Just then a low rumble filled the air, and a great starship emerged from behind the palace. Abraxas’s ship. A brilliant red flash filled the air as the fabric of space-time was torn open—and the ship was gone.


    “What?” Crimson Jim shouted in obvious confusion and anger. “Hey! Come back here!” Abraxas’s guard could be heard uttering similar sentiments. As if Alastor could hear them. He was gone.


    “What an asshole!” Jim shouted, throwing his hands up. “Who needs him. Let’s finish this!”


    The Jolly Roger cycled up its twin cannons and began to chew away the cover Bayorn and his troops cowered behind. He didn’t notice that the remaining Mendraga warriors were now abandoning him, disappearing into the temple entrance.


    People were dying all around Bayorn. The Jolly Roger’s fire had begun to find soft spots. Bayorn watched helplessly as Eursan and Tarsi alike were torn to pieces.


    The Jolly Roger was unstoppable.


    Then the warbirds swooped in.


    They turned their withering fire on the walking tank who stood on the temple steps. The stream of fire laid into the Jolly Roger, setting fire to the air around him, driving him to the ground. Maka cheered as pieces of the metal beast began to fly in all directions. The Jolly Roger tried to raise an arm cannon to fire back, but it was cut off by the angry storm the warbirds rained down on him. Jim shrieked, his mechanical body coming apart under the relentless assault.


    Crimson Jim’s body, which had previously looked like a cross between an action figure, a jet, and a tank, now appeared to have a large helping of smoldering ruin thrown into the mix. He turned and fled. The curtain of molten lead followed him, pulverizing the ornate facade of Abraxas’s temple.


    “Press forward into the temple!” Bayorn shouted.


    “You want us to follow the Jolly Roger?” Maka said.


    Bayorn gestured toward the endless mutant swarm. “We stand no chance out here in the open—we have no choice!” Bayorn said. “Move!”


    All ran for the safety of the great temple as the swarm of gray, twisted bodies surrounded them, blotting out the ground as far as the eye could see.


    


    ****


    


    “Hey, you gonna stand there all day, or are you going to get me out of these cuffs?” Thresha asked.


    Letho turned, his face drawn. He summoned his strength again, and broke her cuffs.


    “Thanks. You all right?” she asked, reaching to embrace him.


    “I’m fine.” He allowed her to wrap her arms around him, but he didn’t reciprocate the gesture.


    “Letho,” Saladin reported, “I am picking up communication from the sleepers. They are requesting your presence. It is urgent. Mutants are storming the temple. Your friends are in danger.”


    “Let’s go then,” Letho said.


    But before they could get going, a clanking and crashing commotion arose, and Crimson Jim emerged into Abraxas’s former vestibule. His massive metallic body crashed directly through marble, metal, and wood, blasting through doorways that weren’t designed for his size and girth. He cut an imposing figure even though he looked like someone had thrown him into an industrial sized-compactor, and then tossed him into an even larger wood chipper. Parts of his metal body were missing entirely, and the surface of his chest plate had been chipped and chewed away. His faceplate was gone altogether, and Jim’s green-smoke face, constricted in a snarl of terror and frustration, was on full display.


    “What the hell?” Letho said. Instinctively, he dove to the side just as a blast of chain-gun fire chewed through the wall where he had been standing.


    “I don’t have time for this!” Letho shouted as he jumped and rolled, moving too fast for Jim’s tracking systems.


    After a moment, Jim’s gun began to click, the barrels glowing red, smoke pouring off of them. Jim’s other gun was gone; only a stump of rent metal and exposed wires remained.


    Looks familiar, thought Letho.


    He smiled, rising from cover.


    “Damn,” Jim said.


    Thresha grinned. “Out of bullets?” She fired her rifle at him, bullets ricocheting off Jim’s metal hide and passing harmlessly through the green smoke that was the obscene manifestation of Jim’s soul.


    “I ain’t going down that easy, sugar,” Jim said. “Besides, I owe you one.”


    He moved toward Thresha, the chain-gun on his arm folding back and splitting apart. Twin chainsaws with gigantic steel teeth emerged in their place. They spun up, sputtering black smoke as they growled. Jim charged forward, swinging his saws, aiming to take Thresha’s head off. This new Jolly Roger was faster than the previous incarnation, even in its current, mangled state, but it was still nowhere near the speed and agility that Jim had possessed in his former body. His swings were heavy and slow, and Thresha easily avoided them.


    Saladin, give me a scan, would you?


    Right away.


    Suddenly everything went monochromatic red. Letho could see right through Thresha, and he marveled at her skeletal structure as she pirouetted past Jim, firing another blast into his faceplate. When Letho turned his focus to the Jolly Roger, he could see every rotor, every wire, every circuit board.


    Then he found what he was looking for: a box in the center with a brain suspended in some sort of fluid. It was magic—or was it science? It didn’t matter. With Thresha providing a distraction, he leapt over the broken chunks of ceiling he had taken cover behind, landed nimbly right behind the Jolly Roger, and with one thrust, drove Saladin into the Jolly Roger’s back.


    The blade pierced Jim’s brain, and he screamed, a jet of noxious green gas shooting up and dispersing across the ceiling like a geyser. Letho saw Jim’s snarling face materialize in the green cloud one last time, and then it was gone.


    “Awwww, I wanted to kill him,” Thresha said, grinning.


    Letho favored her with a blank stare, saying nothing.


    “Letho Ferron, please report to the elevator at the end of the hallway. Your presence is required in the sleepers’ den.”


    “Let’s go,” he said, turning to leave. He didn’t wait for Thresha’s response.


    Shrugging, Thresha followed this strange automaton that seemed to have replaced Letho.


    


    ****


    


    Letho stood at the entrance of the sleepers’ den. The hologram deck hummed to life, and a three-dimensional representation of an old man appeared before him. Before Letho could say a word, the man spoke.


    “Our time is short, and there is much that I must convey to you, so I will do my best to keep it brief. My name was Chancellor Elan Steigen. I am responsible for all that is transpiring now.”


    “I’ve seen your name before,” Letho said. “You issued the official decree on the Fulcrum recall.”


    “Please, let me finish. Even now the citizens of this city are fighting for their lives. The fate of the Eursan race hangs in the balance. The man known as Elan Steigen no longer exists. Abraxas killed him. I am a virtual construct, a copy of his mind that exists only in the computer attached to his pod. The people in these pods are business leaders, politicians, engineers, doctors, artists. Long ago, when the world began to fall to ruin, when the resources that powered our cities began to run dry, those with enough influence, money, or desirable skills were placed in stasis in the pod bays you see before you. The hope was that we could preserve the tenets of our culture, the vast collective knowledge of the Eursan race. In this vulnerable form we needed protectors, people to keep our machines running so that we could maintain order. So we manipulated the genetic code of the people that chose not to board the Fulcrum stations. We molded them into creatures with strong backs and resistance to diseases and the elements. And we enfeebled their minds so that we could control them. Under our command they walled off our city, making it inaccessible to outsiders.


    “You created the hammerheads,”


    “That is correct. Within a few birth cycles, we had what we needed.”


    “You bastards,” Letho growled.


    Undeterred by his outrage, Steigen continued. “Nanomed technology was one of the greatest breakthroughs our species had ever known. We were able to use nanoparticles to speed up the evolutionary process and control the end product. We created the working caste, the ones you call hammerheads, to sustain us. In turn we sustained the city’s infrastructure, keeping the water running and the lights on.


    “However, there were complications. The creatures that you call mutants are products of our machinations as well. Pitiful beings, aren’t they? They are members of the working caste that experienced adverse side effects from the nanomed treatment. Something we didn’t anticipate—some genetic complication caused them to become malformed. They were cast out of the city, where they continued to breed for centuries, further complicating their maladies as they mixed their broken chromosomes together. The end product is the creatures that you call mutants, who even now threaten our doorstep.”


    “They exist because of your experiments? How could you?”


    “I do not ask for your forgiveness, Letho. We are not blind. We see the consequences of our actions. The weight of or mistakes weighs heavily upon us, for in our attempt to preserve our race, we have brought it to the brink of annihilation.


    “There is, however, something that can be done to make this right. The nanomeds that permeate our bloodstreams are also in the bodies of the mutants outside. There is a command that can be issued which will cause these nanomeds to turn on their host bodies, consuming them in an instant. A failsafe. This action will cause no pain, just instant oblivion. I would do it myself, but another failsafe is in place to prevent any member of the Corpus Verum from initiating the procedure. It can only be done externally, from that panel over there.”


    Failsafes to prevent failsafes.


    Letho scoffed. It was an empty sound, like an engine trying and failing to start.


    Steigen pointed at a wall panel and it seemed to spring to life at his command, with text running down the screen. Letho couldn’t read all the text at a distance, but three words were visible at the bottom.


    Yes or no?


    “You must do it, Letho. Every single mutant in Hastrom city will be put out of their misery in an instant. No pain or suffering.”


    “You said these nanomeds are in your own bloodstream,” Letho said. “So won’t they turn on you, too?”


    Steigen nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. All of the sleepers’ bodies will perish, though I doubt you will shed a tear for us. However, although our bodies will die, our consciousnesses will be transferred to Hastrom City’s server bank. All the knowledge and cultural heritage contained within our collective minds will be saved, so that it can be utilized by all citizens of Hastrom City.”


    “You’re seriously saying you want me to wipe out all the mutants and all the sleepers in a single stroke?” Letho cried. “And what of the hammerheads? Will they die too? Why not just wipe out all known life while you’re at it?”


    “The members of the working caste—the hammerheads, you call them—will be unaffected. When Abraxas began harvesting blood from the working caste, I implemented a protocol to purge the nanoparticles within them. They will be immune to your actions.


    “Do this for us, Letho. Help us to right the great wrong that we have created. End our suffering once and for all, and stop the cycle that has been perpetuated over so many centuries.”


    


    ****


    


    Bayorn, Maka, and Adum stood atop the palace steps, watching the mutant horde sweep toward them. Swarming like locusts, the creatures covered the ground below, scrambling over one another as they rapidly ascended the steps like a wave of diseased flesh. Deacon and his fellow pilots hovered above, and so far had managed to keep the beasts at bay with their cannons. But they could not shoot all of them, and they had to be running low on ammunition. The mutants were already close enough that Bayorn could see the whites of their eyes. It wouldn’t be long now.


    Bayorn fired a burst into the throng below, and his rifle clacked dry. He tossed it aside, and roared. The Tarsi and humans exchanged knowing glances as the horde cleared the final step.


    “It’s been an honor, Tar-san,” Maka shouted over the din.


    “Indeed. I will see you in the halls of our forefathers,” Bayorn replied.


    The first of the mutants to scrabble over the final step surged toward Maka. He swatted the creature away, sending him tumbling down the dogpile of writhing bodies. But more mutants came after the first, waves of them, an endless sea of wrongness, unchecked and unrestrained. Maka went down under the weight of a great pile, and Bayorn roared.


    The fell creatures roared back, and Bayorn was surrounded, grasping, diseased hands dragging him down as well.


    Then, as if smote by the hand of the creator, the mutants collapsed, and their limp bodies tumbled down the side of the temple.


    


    ****


    


    “The procedure is complete. The genetic anomalies have been eliminated. Databanks are stable. I am reading solid communication from the hive mind.”


    Genetic anomalies? Bastard.


    “The nanoparticles will dissolve the genetic anomalies’ remains. The city is safe. Thank you, Letho.”


    Letho stared at the holographic representation of a dead man. He thought of the lifeless bodies in the pods, dissolving as the tiny machines in their bodies broke them down into bits of carbon dust.


    Congratulations, Letho, you’ve just murdered thousands of poeple, his copilot whispered.


    But it’s what they wanted. They wanted to be free.


    “Come on, Thresha. Let’s go find our friends.”


    


    ****


    


    Letho and Thresha found Maka and Bayorn on the top steps of Abraxas’s temple. They embraced and laughed, ecstatic to see one another still alive. Deacon landed his ship on the street and rushed to join the reunion. Maka and Bayorn even greeted Thresha with open arms. She had proven to them, at last, that she could be trusted. It was one less thing that Letho had to worry about.


    Maka and Bayorn introduced Adum to Letho, Thresha, and Deacon. They took to the small man right away, drawn in by his unabashed kindness.


    But Letho found that he could not share in their joy. Images of Saul’s head, ripped open by the fire-talk of his hand cannon. It was different thing to kill a human being.


    A brother, his copilot reminded him.


    “Well, it looks like we did it,” Deacon said, extending his hand to Letho.


    Letho took his friend’s hand in his own and shook. Then he looked at Deacon like he didn’t recognize the man. Deacon recoiled a little, searching Letho’s face for the meaning of his expression.


    “It is not finished,” Letho said. “Abraxas and Alastor are still out there. Who knows what their plan is?”


    “Well, you could still celebrate a little, you know. This wouldn’t have happened without you,” Deacon said. Letho felt a slight stab of emotion as he saw the disappointment and confusion in his friend’s eyes.


    Without responding, Letho turned and walked away. He felt no emotion, no joy in their victory, just a gnawing emptiness. The combined gain and loss of his father still weighed heavily on him, and he expected that that loss would always be with him no matter what happened or where he went. Cruel fate had dangled this new morsel in front of him, and just as he had taken the first sweet bite, had glimpsed the warmth of a kinder future, that morsel had been snatched from his jaws like he was a lowly dog. He thought of Saul, whom he had dispatched as though he were cattle to be slaughtered.


    He stopped at a balcony and looked out upon the Tarsi below, free at last of their burden, returned to their original state; he saw former Fulcrum citizens embracing. All that was missing was a sea of drifting ticker tape and confetti. But they, unlike him, had not been forced to kill one of their own. It was different killing Mendraga, for they had made a choice, had become something different. Letho had killed a friend. A brother. It hung now upon his neck like an anvil. Something he would have to carry with him as long as he lived.


    When he turned back, he saw Thresha and Deacon embracing, and an involuntary rage welled up inside him. In an instant, he felt a psychotic urge to strike them. It was then that he knew that he had to get away. That perhaps what he had become was not fit to live in this new world he had helped create.


    Deacon looked over and smiled and waved, as did Thresha. But Letho did not return the gesture. They stared at him, confused, and a knowing worry spread across Thresha’s face.


    I have to get out of here.


    Letho felt something thrumming inside him, some untapped well, something new and powerful. Without really knowing why he was doing it, he crouched down on one knee and placed his hands on the ground. He pressed with both his hands and feet, as hard as he could, and launched himself upward.


    The ground shrank beneath him at alarming speed, and the people below him became insect-like as he plowed through the air. The wind roared in his ears, drowning out the heavy thoughts that burdened his mind. From up here he could not see the fearful expressions that some cast upon him. Though he had fought tooth and nail for the people below, he knew that many of them regarded him as an aberration, a freak. One not to be associated with.


    Soon he reached the apex of his climb, a height where only eagles dared fly, where the atmosphere became thin. And from there he looked down at the spectacle below. It was much like what he had seen when he had first pierced the atmosphere of mother Eursus. She bore many scars, all of them from wounds dealt by his race. He felt shame that such majesty had been diminished by his people, and for such trivial pursuits.


    And then gravity took him, and the ground began to grow again. The earth below approached at an alarming rate as he rushed toward his fate: becoming a splattered red paste across the planet’s surface


    But as the ground grew closer and he could make out streets, buildings, and wasted vehicles, he remembered Abraxas’s invisible, crushing fist, and he wondered if he could wield such a power. He tapped deep into himself, and there it was—power. He willed himself to be lighter, to slow—and somehow, it happened. His body crashed to the ground heavily, but not hard enough to shatter his bones or liquefy his flesh as he rolled across Eursus’s rough hackles. He gained his footing, surveying his wake, then crouched and pressed his hands to the earth again, imagining that he was shoving the planet away from him, altering its cosmic trajectory. And he bounded again and again, until Hastrom City was but a mere twinkle in the distance.


    


    ****


    


    “What the hell?” Deacon shouted. “Did anyone know he could do that?”


    “The gifts of the chosen one are not recorded by our people. We do not know the extent of his powers,” Bayorn said, looking up at the pristine night sky.


    “He just left us. I can’t believe it,” Deacon said.


    “Our friend Letho is very troubled. He needs time alone,” Bayorn said.


    “Don’t worry, Deacon. He’ll be back. I know he will,” Thresha said.


    They stood together on the moonlit landing of the temple, their skin and fur resplendent in the milky glow. And all above them a ring of twinkly stars—the Fulcrum stations—watched the people below like silent sentinels.


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    


    


    Shortly after the battle, Bayorn had returned with the others to Haven. It was, after all, the final resting place of Zedock Wartimer, friend of the Tarsi, and the dormitories deep beneath the surface had reminded him and his fellow Centennial Tarsi of the underneath from their beloved Fulcrum.


    Bayorn had been resting in his domicile when the lightning blast struck him. A new vision of his forefathers. As before, he watched it through someone else’s eyes—the eyes of a distant ancestor.


    And in the vision, the true purpose of the Fulcrum stations was revealed.


    It was time at last for Bayorn to complete the mission that his forefathers had begun so long ago. Even as their civilization fell in flames, they had looked to the future. They had wanted both to save a planet dear to them, far across a sea of galaxies, and at the same time preserve their own race so that the Tarsi might one day return and rebuild what had been lost.


    “You ready?” Deacon said.


    “Yes,” Bayorn replied. “Take me to the Centennial Fulcrum.”


    He boarded Deacon’s shuttle, and it wasn’t long before they were racing away from the surface, the details below growing smaller as the Fulcrum station above grew larger.


    Deacon docked his shuttle at the bottom of the Fulcrum station, and memories flooded Bayorn so strongly that he had to hold back tears. He now looked upon the very airlock from which they had launched Fintran’s remains.


    They made their way to the underneath through a series of tunnels that Bayorn had not known of before his vision, though he had always believed that he knew every nook and cranny of the bowels of the Fulcrum station. Now they discovered an entirely new section of the station, one that had not been entered since the Fulcrum stations had left Tarsus so many millennia before.


    The lights here were a pristine white. The walls were made of a smooth material that looked like marble but felt cold like metal. Bayorn led Deacon forward into this strange, sterile facility, until at last they came upon a single door with a touchpad in its center.


    “Can you open it?” Deacon asked.


    Bayorn closed his eyes and recalled the memory that had been shared with him. The code came to him, just as clear as his own name. He wondered if Fintran had been privy to this knowledge. What visions had been shown to the former Elder? He had whispered to Bayorn, just before going to his death at the hand of Alastor, that the visions would come.


    Bayorn pressed the numbers into the keypad. Pleasant, affirmative Tarsi song-speak played from unseen speakers, and the door slid open.


    Bayorn and Deacon stepped through the doorway into a room stacked high with small cylindrical containers. It wasn’t really a room—it was some sort of channel, built into what was likely the very center of the Fulcrum station. Bayorn looked up, and could see no end to the stacked cylinders above him.


    


    “We must be in the center of the Fulcrum station,” Deacon said.


    “Yes,” Bayorn answered.


    In the center of the room was a large pedestal with a keyboard—just the right size for Tarsi hands—and a computer screen. Bayorn moved toward the computer and closed his eyes, again recalling his ancestral memory. Alastor had done this very thing—using knowledge he had gained from absorbing Fintran’s essence. But he had not done what Bayorn was about to do, either from ignorance, or deliberate intent.


    Bayorn began to type, and strings of Tarsi pictograms appeared on the screen. Bayorn read them, followed the instructions, and continued typing.


    “So… what’s going to happen here?” Deacon asked.


    “We are going to land the Fulcrum stations on the surface of planet Eursus. This is the intent of my forefathers,” Bayorn said. “The coordinates for each station are already programmed. They will touch down at strategic points all across the planet. The Centennial Fulcrum is to land very close to Hastrom City.”


    “Then what?” Deacon asked. “Are people going to come live in them again?”


    “Be patient, Deacon. All shall be revealed in due time.”


    


    ****


    


    The day when the Fulcrum stations came down to Eursus was a day that would long be remembered in the annals of Eursan history, for it was the day when life returned to the bedraggled planet. Citizens would recount the tale to their children, who would recount the tale to their children, and so forth over millennia. Footage of the Fulcrum stations entering the planet’s atmosphere like benevolent meteors would play on news sites for generations.


    The stations touched down with a grace that could only mean they were operating as they were designed to. And once they were nestled on the surface of the planet, like the eggs of a great avian creature, they began to unfurl. The portions of the station added by man, built to suit his own needs, was cast aside, shedded like old skin, as the perfection of organic Tarsi engineering was fully realized.


    In the center of each Fulcrum station was a great spire, and out of this spire a nutrient and moisture-rich substance began to spew. For the first time in centuries, rain fell on Hastrom City. The people rejoiced, dancing in the streets, feeling the sweet relief of precipitation, catching it on their tongues like children.


    The canisters that Deacon had seen in the very core of the Fulcrum station were launched high into the air, where they exploded. Seeds coated with nutrients that would both protect them and hasten their growth began to fall to the earth. In a week, verdant fields would spring up all around. Saplings would shoot up faster than they had any business to, and before anyone knew it, forests would return to the planet Eursus.


    The air was sweeter, the ground kinder to bare feet. The dull grays and brown of all things were soon augmented with the supple pinks, purples, and crimsons of budding flowers, their sweet scent filling the air wherever they deigned to sprout up.


    It was a new world, and the people of Hastrom City were ready to rebuild it, promising not to fall back into the old habits that had first wrought the world’s destruction.


    Only time would tell if they would be able to hold up their end of the bargain.
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    Thank you, dear reader, for joining me on Letho’s second adventure. It has been great fun spending time in Letho’s world and I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed discovering it. If you feel so inclined, please leave me a review on Amazon and/or goodreads. Every review helps!


    


    Sincerely,


    Doug Rickaway


    @dougrickaway


    http://www.dougrickaway.com


    http://www.facebook.com/DougRickaway
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