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To my family, for always being there, and to everyone on Royal Road who joined me on this freewheeling ride. You took a chance on me, and I appreciate it more than you’ll ever know. Let’s choose kindness.
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Chapter One

Survivors and Starflies


“The world ended on April first, in a year lost to us.”

Great-Grandpa Axe Memoriam starts the story the same way every time, but the children’s faces are as rapt as always. They’re not yet old enough for proper names, but in my head I’ve already decided who they’ll be. Little Stone, busy sucking his thumb, brown eyes wide in excitement, is a Builder. He’s always the first to the snap-together bricks, and once he figured out they weren’t edible, all he wants to do is make miniature copies of everything he sees in the village.

“The greater lights obliterated the lesser lights, and a furious roar was heard from all parts of the world.”

I mouth the words along with Great-Grandpa. I memorized the Tale of Beginnings almost before I could walk, but it never hurts to practice, especially with how old Great-Grandpa is getting. Little Flower, peeking out over the hem of her dress—she’s definitely a Grower. Every day she gathers her doll family, making sure the other children know what each stuffed cloth figure did while they were away from the Memory Shrine, and she’s already mastered the stitching lessons Needle Crafter teaches the young ones.

“A violent red wind scorched the skies, followed by an inrushing of turbulent clouds. The stars hid their faces in sorrow, and bitter tears wrapped the earth in frost.”

Speaking of Crafters, little Hammer is definitely one. No surprise, considering both her parents bring their work home with them despite repeated injunctions from Great-Grandpa about the dangers of obsession. To me, it seems more like a compulsion—the same way I can’t help but devour everything related to the Old World, they can’t help but take things apart so they can put them back together even better. Crafters and Builders tend to intermarry, and I idly try to picture Hammer and Stone together as adults.

“Beneath the icy lament, we tended our trees, as we have always done. In return, the trees tended us, our bounty exchanged for theirs in the perpetual cycle. Though many were lost, many more endured.”

It’s only through a supreme effort of will that I keep myself from giggling. Hammer and Stone together would be a disaster. I’ve had to break up their fights so often I’ve lost count, each time because Stone builds something and then Hammer tears it apart trying to make it better. No, Hammer would be much better off with—

I scan the room, then stifle a sigh. Without breaking Great-Grandpa’s cadence, I quietly march over to where Bottle is industriously picking his nose in the back row while reaching for one of the carving knives hanging from the wall. I smack his fingers away firmly, giving him a meaningful eye shift toward Great-Grandpa, and though his face scrunches up, he doesn’t cry. He still keeps picking his nose.

Bottle is definitely an Idiot.

“After countless generations of toil and sacrifice, the heavens opened up to us once more and the stars resumed their kindly gaze. The soil warmed, the creatures returned, and the water ran pure. No longer did the choking breaths take our children. No longer did the lashing winds fell our groves.”

I return quietly to my seat next to Great-Grandpa Axe. Every generation is required to have one member join the Idiot clan, though it’s frequently more, and Bottle is without a doubt the next inductee. He’ll make a good Idiot, too, the way he always questions why things are the way they are. I thought the first time he placed his hands on a hot stove after repeated warnings would have been enough, or the day he decided to lick the electricity machine, but he’s an Idiot through and through. Whenever I ask Great-Grandpa why we need the Idiots, though, he always smiles and looks at me as if he’s looking somewhere else.

“Yet despite our newfound prosperity, we would have perished many times over if not for the wisdom of Book Idiot, first of her clan, for more dangers than we knew filled the lands outside our own.”

And there it is, the reason Great-Grandpa always gives me when I ask why we need the Idiots. Tradition kept us alive, but it was the Idiots who let us thrive. For every Idiot who ate a melting rock (and then obviously melted), another found a way to use the melting rocks for endlessly boiling water, or rearranged the verses of Saint Penicillin or Saint Gunpowder to create an even more effective result, or did something equally stupid that somehow managed to work.

Great-Grandpa says the Idiot clan is one of the most difficult jobs we have, which is why it’s the only one besides Grower that has a mandatory minimum for each generation, but to me it looks like a bunch of … well, fools.

I’d much rather not gather a series of scars touching stoves. Dying and being fed to the trees is something I’ve planned for far later in life.

“When we see a Glowbeast in the dark?” Great-Grandpa Axe asks, beginning the call and response portion of the Tale of Beginnings.

“It is already too late,” the children chant back in harmony, “unless our bodies are covered with lead.”

“When we draw water from a river not our own?”

“We take it to the cistern of Saint Curie, whose blessing purifies us all.”

“When we harvest a tree, whether for fuel or for craft?”

“We plant another, with a body to last.”


“And when we gaze at the sky, crystal and pure?”

Great-Grandpa Axe delivers the final line with his customary smile, the few teeth he has remaining poking up from his spotted gums. The children, as always, shout their response, and I shout with them.

“We thank Sanctuary for gracing our world!”

Laughing and chattering, the children scamper out of the main meeting hall of the Memory Shrine, their afternoon lessons finished. Great-Grandpa Axe watches them go wistfully, then turns his attention to me, shifting slightly amid the many blankets draping his cushioned chair.

“Ahh, Sky, I still remember when you looked like them. So young, all of you still so young.”

He shivers, and I walk over to the heating key, turning it another revolution. Warm air gusts through the small vents lining the walls of the meeting hall, courtesy of whichever Idiot figured out the melting rock trick, and though the broad room is almost stiflingly hot, Great-Grandpa still clutches his blankets tighter.

“Thank you, Sky. I swear,” he chuckles ruefully, “it’s like I’m living in the Beginning. Can’t seem to get warm, no matter how many layers I put on.”

He notices the bead of sweat trickling down my forehead, and one of his liver-spotted hands emerges from the downy cocoon.

“And now I’m making you uncomfortable.” He shoos me toward the exit with a weakly flapping gesture. “Go on, enjoy what’s left of the afternoon. We can go over your Memoriam lessons later tonight, or maybe tomorrow.”

“Are you sure, Great-Grandpa?”

“Absolutely,” he replies. “You’re only young once, after all.”

I leave the meeting hall, but not without several backward glances. In each of them, Great-Grandpa is huddled in on himself, nodding encouragingly when he notices my attention. His frail form is so different from the giant of a man I remember from my earliest years … There had to be a point where he changed, but rack my thoughts as I may, I cannot recollect when it happened.

Growing old sucks.

My ruminations on the ephemerality of life are cut short when I exit the Memory Shrine and hear Rifle Baker’s cheerful voice from across the central village square. She’s standing with a group of other teenagers in front of the communal dining shelter.

“Sky! We thought you’d never leave that stuffy old place. We’re all going to Watchers Hill for sunset! You’re coming, right?”

“Of course I am, Rifle,” I call back, picking up my pace. “Just let me grab some food first.”

“Already taken care of.” A sandy-haired boy next to her smiles, holding up a wax paper–wrapped oblong. “One of Rifle’s dad’s best sandwiches. They roasted the Glowbeast meat this morning!”


“You two are the best, Door.” I grab the sandwich eagerly and hold it to my nose. “Mmmm.”

“That’s what best friends do,” Rifle chirps, motioning us to join the small crowd moving up the dirt street toward a distant slope. Door falls in alongside her, his hand clasping hers. “They make sure each other gets fed, even when some of them”—she rolls her eyes theatrically at me—“spend all day buried in dusty books and boring lectures.”

“They’re not—mmmph—boring lectures,” I shoot back around a mouthful of roast Glowbeast, pickled sweet peppers, and freshly baked bread. “And I clean the books every day. Doesn’t it make you curious about how the world used to be? Before everything ended?”

“I’ve got enough to worry about memorizing all these baking instructions,” Rifle replies, turning a circle as she walks, twirling Door’s hand over her head. “If I mess up a batch of loaves, we don’t eat that day. That’s more than enough to keep me busy.”

I take another bite, then turn my head.

“What about you, Door?”

He shrugs, our steps taking us higher along the well-trod path.

“Rifle’s right, Sky. Going through the purification steps is almost too much for me as it is, and I’ve barely scratched the surface of being a Water. I guess that’s what makes you a natural Memoriam, though. You like remembering the past.”

“I don’t see why anyone wouldn’t,” I mutter, then turn my attention back to the sandwich. No one roasts a Glowbeast like Rifle’s dad.

Several bites later and I’m done, stomach quite satisfied. I carefully fold the wax paper and place it in one of my pockets. There’s still at least a week’s worth of use left on it with careful washing.

The rest of our trek up Watching Hill passes quickly, Rifle and Door quizzing me about my day, me doing the same back at them, all three of us laughing over silly jokes and the latest gossip. All around us, other groups of chattering teenagers do the same, most holding hands with each other, some, like me, just along for the company.

Finally, we reach the summit, a carefully leveled field big enough to hold almost the entire settlement, all five hundred of us, the dark sea of the forest surrounding us below. Scattered trees with broad, spreading branches shade wooden tables in the early-evening light, and the first group to arrive moves forward to light the firepit. It only takes them a moment with flint and steel from their outdoor packs, and soon the crackle and hiss of starter tinder fills the air. Solemnly, our isolated groups merge into a collective mass, and we all gather in a line to add our own contribution to the burgeoning blaze.

I take a second after I toss in the fallen branch I’d collected earlier that day to offer a quick remembrance for my parents. Wherever and whatever they might be now, hopefully they’re still able to see my own efforts at keeping the light of humanity alive. My outdoor pack feels heavy on my back. Great-Grandpa says it belonged to them, the only thing he was able to recover.

Hungry Glowbeasts don’t leave much behind.

After I finish my brief devotion, I make room for the next person in line, a lanky, raven-haired boy with thin, pale scars dotting the right side of his light-brown face. He nods at me.

“Sky.”

“Wires,” I respond curtly. “May your ancestors witness your light.”

“And you, yours,” he responds formally, tossing his own stick on the growing fire. I turn my back on him and leave him to his remembrances, looking around to rejoin my friends. While I don’t actively dislike Wires, I also don’t feel like getting caught up in any of the nonsense that tends to trail his way. It’s not his fault he’s an Idiot, but he’s complicated, and I don’t like Idiot-level complications now that I’m a mature and responsible Memoriam.

Sometimes it feels too much like I understand why they do it.

However, as I search the gloaming shadows of the hilltop, I can’t help but notice my best friends have abandoned me for the relative solitude of the tree-shrouded tables. They’ve been doing that more frequently as of late, finding ways to be together while forgetting to include me, and while I don’t begrudge them their happiness, it kind of sucks being the odd one out.

“Got ditched?” a quiet voice next to me asks. I look over at Wires, then run a hand through my hair.

“… yeah. They’re around here somewhere, but, well. You know.”

“I do,” Wires responds dryly, a hint of humor entering his tone. “When you’re an Idiot, everyone can’t wait to be someone you used to know.”

I wince at the words, even though he doesn’t deliver them harshly. We did used to hang out together back when we were little ones—not quite inseparable, but definitely more than like-minded. Maybe that’s why I’m reluctant to be around him these days. He reminds me of how close I was to being picked as an Idiot, not a Memoriam.

“You know, my uncle always thought both of us were bound to be Idiots,” he says, as if reading my mind. I ignore him, walking over to an empty patch of grass so I can watch the stars come out, but I don’t tell him to leave. Emboldened, he follows and sits down next to me, shrugging off his own outdoor pack. “Especially after that time you snuck into Saint Gunpowder’s workshop. It took so long for your eyebrows to grow back.”

“Yeah, but I would’ve never had the idea if someone”—I give him a look—“hadn’t taken apart that Glowbeast trap.”

He laughs, long and easy, arms looped around his shins.

“I wanted to see how it worked. I was planning on being a Crafter, remember?”

“Crafters respect warning labels.”

“And Memoriams respect hazard signs.”


“I was trying to see if something I learned from the Memory Shrine was actually true,” I mutter. “How was I supposed to know there was another part I hadn’t read yet?”

“At least your eyebrows grew back,” Wires replies genially, raising a hand to rub his scar-dappled cheek. The gesture looks automatic, like he doesn’t even think about doing it, but then my attention is drawn to the night sky overhead. I point, suddenly excited. This is why I let Door and Rifle drag me along to their nightly trysts.

“Look! A starfly!”

He follows the line of my finger toward a specific twinkling dot amid all the other star glitter and regards it critically.

“… are you sure it’s a starfly? It’s not doing anything.”

“I’m sure,” I reply confidently. “There isn’t supposed to be another star in that part of the sky. Watch, it’ll start moving any second now.”

Sure enough, the mote of light begins to dart through the velvet blackness. It’s easy to pick out from the other stars, since they remain static, just like they always do, tiny holes in the tapestry of night.

“Oh! There’s another one!”

This time Wires spots the starfly first, and we lean back on our packs to watch in silence as the two distant gleams flit back and forth, like they’re dancing with each other. Their light pulses and fades as they move, tracing a filigree tapestry through the sky. Smaller pinpoint glows appear and disappear around the initial starfly, bracketing its movements, and behind it all, the unmoving stars hold their places like solemn spectators.

“Why do they do that?” Wires asks quietly.

“I think it’s a mating dance, but I’m not sure,” I breathe back, entranced by the view. “Everything I’ve learned from the Memory Shrine says nothing lives out in space, but the Old World never talked about Glowbeasts, either, so maybe there were things they didn’t know.”

“Why do you think it’s a mating ritual?”

I blush.

“I’ve watched the starflies a lot, and they only move like that when it’s two or three of them. They’re a lot more restrained when they’re moving as a herd, or on their own, and starflies have to come from somewhere, right?”

Wires scratches his head.

“Huh. Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

The initial starfly suddenly pulses intensely bright, drawing oohs and ahhs from the other people surrounding us on the hilltop who hadn’t yet realized they were dancing overhead. When the glow fades away, the starflies are gone, and I let out a sigh.

“That’s probably it for the night. I’ve seen them do that before, and usually no more appear for another night or two. Maybe they have to rest somewhere or something.”


“That’s a shame,” Wires says thoughtfully. “It was beautiful. Thank you for letting me watch it with you.”

“It was nothing special,” I blurt out, suddenly aware of how close we’re lying next to each other. “It’s just starflies.”

“It was special to me,” he responds earnestly. “Sometimes it’s tough being an Idiot. Everyone thinks we’re dangerous, so they stay away. This was the most normal conversation I’ve had in—”

He pauses, as if suddenly aware of what he’s saying. I think he blushes, but it’s dark and it’s hard to tell without looking at him directly. He clears his throat, and silence fills the gap between us. I hear him shifting, as if readying himself to get up and leave.

“Well, Sky, I just wanted to say thank—”

“Wait,” I interrupt abruptly, my eyes locked on the stars. “There’s another starfly, but it’s doing something strange.”

I command his gaze with my finger once more, to a spot where a fluttering light pulses raggedly. It doesn’t move the way starflies normally do, a constant stream of twinkling illumination. Instead, it seems to be drifting, its light erratic, appearing and disappearing in strobing spurts.

“I’ve never seen one do that before,” I say in wonder. “Is it … hurt, or something?”

Wires doesn’t reply, but I hear his breathing quicken. Seconds later, my own does as well.

“It’s getting bigger.”

Sure enough, the blinking starfly is growing from a tiny mote into a grain of sand.

“How is it growing—”

A flaming corona suddenly engulfs the starfly, cutting me off and drawing gasps and shouts from the hilltop. The fireball overhead continues swelling, now big enough that I can’t cover it with the palm of my hand.

“Sky?”

The fireball expands even more, a billowing furnace painting the night with unexpected shades of orange and red. A distant roar accompanies its passage, drowning out our voices beneath its rumbling groan.

“…”

Wires is mouthing something next to me, but I can’t pull my eyes away from the oncoming conflagration. His words are buried in vibrations that thrum my entire body. There is something terrifyingly magnificent about the unexpected cataclysm. Is this how it felt when the world ended? Am I witnessing the same apocalypse my ancestors did?

It’s almost too loud to think now, too bright to see. Wind whips all around us, momentary twisters spitting dust and leaves into the air. The cheery blaze in the firepit is snuffed out, almost as if ashamed to be seen next to the splendor smashing the air overhead. It’s close enough now that I can make out a shape within the billows of smoke and flame, a sort of curved triangle shedding smaller pieces of itself. It feels like it’s so close I could reach out and grasp it, shadowing the entire top of Watching Hill with its radiance.

“…”

In a flash, it disappears from sight, dipping behind one of the smaller hills that mark the outer edges of our valley. The world goes white for a second, and the ground jumps and shudders like a freshly caught fish, bouncing me and Wires in the air and then back to the matted grass. It’s only after I notice the ringing in my ears that I realize a sound beyond all sound I’d ever imagined existed accompanied the titanic impact. Stunned, I slowly crawl to my feet, trying to stop the shaking in my knees. Next to me, Wires does the same. His eyes are wide, much like how I imagine my own must be.

“… ky!”

The words coming from his mouth sound like he’s shouting them underwater, muffled and distorted. Grimacing, I rub at my ears again. They don’t get much better, but it’s enough to make out what he’s saying.

“Sky! Are you okay?”

I pat myself down, but aside from a couple bruises where I landed on my pack, I’m unharmed.

“… yeah. Yeah! I’m fine. What about you?”

“… what?”

He rubs at his ears in frustration, mimicking my earlier gesture, and I try to yell louder. I can feel my voice cracking in the heated air surrounding us.

“Are you okay?”

“… yeah! What was that?”

I think back through everything I’ve learned in the Memory Shrine, all the records we have from our ancestors.

“I … don’t know.”

Two more figures stagger up beside us: Rifle’s sporting a long scratch on her arm, but it doesn’t look serious. More concerning is how Door is favoring his right ankle, arm draped over Rifle’s shoulders, and it’s clear she’s supporting a lot of his weight.

“Sky!”

“Rifle! Door!” I gather them into a hug, a sudden wave of exhaustion coursing through my already-shaky body. The thought I might have lost them threatens to send me into tears. “I’m so glad to see you. Are you okay?”

Rifle breaks the embrace, her focus returning to keeping Door upright.

“I’m fine, but it looks like Door probably broke his ankle.”

“I came down on it weird when the ground shook,” Door adds, his voice tight. “Felt something pop, and I can’t put any pressure on it.”

“Lay him down,” Wires directs confidently, stepping up and taking Door’s other arm. Together, he and Rifle gently lower the sandy-haired boy to the ground, Door trying not wince at the occasional jostle. As soon as Door is on his back, Wires dives into his pack, searching for something. He emerges with a roll of fabric and two thin yet sturdy-looking metal rods. “We need to stabilize the joint. Rifle, you hold his foot straight. Sky, keep the splinting rods in place on either side. I’ll wrap it.”

“You know medical techniques?” Rifle asks in disbelief, and Wires grins wryly at her as he wraps the roll of fabric around Door’s ankle, keeping it tight and neat.

“I’m an Idiot; it’s one of the first things they taught me.” He smirks, tying a finishing knot. “We’re usually expected to have to use them on ourselves, though.”

Wires tests the brace, then motions for Rifle to help him get Door back upright. “There, this should hold until you get back to the village. Try not to put weight on it if you can, though—there’s only so much a makeshift splint like this can do. I wish we had a crutch, but it’s not life-threatening, so I can’t use one of the trees without permission.”

“I’ll help him get back down,” Rifle promises, letting a pale-faced Door lean on her. “Won’t be any worse than carrying sacks of flour.”

“What about the others?” I blurt out, scanning the hilltop. A red glow rising from where the starfly went down provides a sort of half illumination, enough to see shadowy figures stumbling around. “We need to make sure everyone is accounted for and if there are any other injuries.”

“Good idea,” Wires agrees, and we spend the next several minutes rounding everyone up. Thankfully, no one is missing, and although there are more than a few cuts and scratches, Door’s ankle looks to be the only significant injury. Everyone wants to know what happened, though, and before the murmurs of confusion can rise and become a panic, Wires claps his hands sharply.

“Listen up. We need to get you all back to the village.” He turns to me. “Sky, can you take charge of seeing them home safely?”

I step closer to him, my eyes narrowing.

“Why me? You’ve been doing a good job handling everything so far.”

He smiles sadly.

“I’m not going back just yet.” Wires tilts his head toward the distant glow. “Someone needs to go take a closer look at whatever that was, and, well, there’s only one qualified Idiot here. It’s my job.”

I suck in a breath, thinking of the indescribable feelings the starfly’s descent created.

“You think I’m going to go back to the village and not investigate an actual starfly? Forget it, Wires. I’m coming with you.”

He opens his mouth to protest and I override him, putting my fingers in my mouth to create a piercing whistle.

“Listen up, everyone! Rifle and Door are going to lead you back home—since Door’s hurt, you’ll have to move at his pace anyways. Make sure you stick together, and verify your targets before you shoot.” I say the last part while eyeballing a couple twitchy Saint Gunpowder acolytes who already have their pistols out from their packs. “The village is probably going to be searching for us, and there’s no reason to get anyone killed because you got scared and forgot your teachings. Remember, the valley is safe. Whatever that was, it landed outside.”

That seems to settle them down a bit, and I nod in satisfaction before turning back to Wires.

“And as for you, well, your uncle thought I was going to be chosen as an Idiot, right? Looks like I’m qualified.”

He shakes his head in bemusement, but I can already tell that he’s not going to make a fuss. Even Idiots aren’t stupid, and having an extra pair of eyes can mean the difference between life and death outside the valley. I pull my own pistol gear from my pack, check the safety, then place the weapon in its holster and strap it to my leg.

“C’mon, Wires.” I can’t help the excitement that leaks into my voice. “Let’s go see a starfly.”





Chapter Two

Interlude: The Woman in the Box


[[Starvation riots continue in Sector Thyrus, where Jinseki Vice President Reiner claims hostile LockMartin noncausal effects are to blame for—]]

“Boring. Next!”

[[—and in today’s Galactic Diaspora financial news, Hypertron Heavy Industries unveiled a new earthmoving integrator that promises 0.03 percent in overall efficiency—]]

“Booooorrriing.”

[[—Wutan-Weylan authorities are still tight-lipped about the recent turmoil that engulfed the Pandora system, refusing to say anything other than “evacuation and investigation efforts are proceeding,” but this independent reporter believes that where there’s solar smoke, there’s fire, and—]]

The woman with black-and-white-streaked hair sits up slightly in her chair.

“Oh? This could be interesting. Corgia, pull everything the family has on the Pandora system.”

Words appear in her mind, along with the sensation of a pair of blazing eyes.

{{Right away, Your Dark Mistress}}

Petabytes of data follow the words, the woman’s thoughts sinking into them like a fish into water. Right as she’s entering flow state, a mental alarm, sharp and jarring, demands her attention. Annoyed, she transfers her perception to a meeting room that didn’t exist a second ago, bare white walls coming together into a box with no exits. She materializes as a pacing tiger, tail lashing back and forth.

“What do you want, oh sister dear? I finally found something interesting to do and you’re annoying me.”

The haughty woman in a severe business suit cocks an eyebrow.

“The family sent me to see why you just maxed out the qnet bandwidth, Violet. Is this actual Voidmarch business, or are you playing one of your games again?”

“Don’t know yet,” Violet replies, smirking. The other woman’s lips tighten.

“You are a valuable resource to the family, Violet, but that will only excuse your antics so far. We are currently fending off significant pressure from both Hypertron and Jinseki, and casualties are projected to be in the millions. After a certain point, your risks to the corpo will outweigh your benefit.”


“Yeah, well, I haven’t crossed that line yet, Pen, so why don’t you fuck off back to your boardroom meetings and let me figure out if Wutan-Weylan is trying to hide something worth looking at here. God, their corpo name is so stupid.”

The other woman stares at her for several silent seconds, then shakes her head.

“Have some care, Violet. We can still revoke your connection at any time. This better produce results.”

The tiger snarls, baring sharp teeth, but the other woman is already gone, vanished like she was never there.

“Yeah, remind me again about the box you all have me trapped in, why don’t you, sis. Thanks.”

Violet retracts her perception from the nowhere room and back into the galaxies of data surrounding her. There’s something there—she can feel it with senses that stretch far past the ones she was born with.

“C’mon, Corgia, let’s see what these assholes thought they could hide from me.” Back in the tiny room she hasn’t left in ten years, she cracks her knuckles. “Time to break some cryption.”





Chapter Three

Demons and Disasters


Wires and I waste no time making our way down the far side of Watching Hill. The track here isn’t used as much, since the only thing on this side is the reserve of old-growth forest we keep in case of emergencies. We haven’t had an emergency in centuries, though, so the towering trunks soon blot out the stars, and we have to pull out our glow lights to keep from twisting an ankle.

I give mine a quick shake to activate it, then clip it to the strap on my pack placed there solely for that purpose. Glow lights are another benefit some long-deceased Idiot came up with—instead of eating the highly toxic bioluminescent moss, she figured out how to cultivate it nearly in perpetuity. As long as I water my glow light every week and throw in the occasional food scrap, I don’t have to worry about being unable to see, and based on what I’ve read in the Memoriam library, the ancients hated not being able to see.

My glow light begins emitting a soft, steady aura of bluish light, not so harsh as to ruin my night vision, but enough to make out basic details. I look over at Wires in confusion when I realize his isn’t activated yet. He’s tapping at the container and frowning.

“Forget to water it?”

“Nah,” he replies, still fiddling with the transparent rectangle. “Tried feeding it some unprocessed Glowbeast meat.”

“… and why in the name of all the Saints would you do that?”

“Idiot, remember? I figured, Glowbeasts glow, glow lights glow, why not see if one makes the other work even better?”

“That … is definitely Idiot reasoning. You’re lucky I’m here, otherwise you’d trip and break your neck. Is it even safe? Being close to unprocessed Glowbeast flesh is a nasty way to die.”

He nods.

“Gave it a day in a nothing box, then checked it at Saint Curie’s cistern. Came out clean. Just haven’t had a chance to use it before now.” He taps at it again, this time with more frustration, and the device suddenly flickers into life. “Aha! See, told you—”

The glow continues brightening, far past what a glow light should be capable of, and then the rectangle bursts into flames. Wires yelps and throws it on the ground, quickly stomping the smoldering mess out with his sturdy boots.


I sigh, then start snorting with laughter.

“Well, that certainly went as well as could be expected. I bet you don’t even have a backup, do you?”

He flashes me a rude gesture, then rummages through his pack for a second glow light.

“I told you, I’m an Idiot, but I’m not dumb. Of course I have a backup.”

Thankfully, this one doesn’t explode, instead assuming the same gentle illumination as my own, and we continue on through the trees. Their interlocking canopies block out any traces of starlight, making it feel like we’re walking through a vaulting cave, but the gentle swish of air through their leaves is as comforting as it’s always been. I scan my surroundings vigilantly, though—it’s rare for one of the outside creatures to come into the valley, but that doesn’t mean it never happens, and the last thing I want to do is let a wild crabroach or juvenile Glowbeast get the drop on us. Next to me, Wires is doing the same thing, each of us keeping a hand close to our holsters.

Pretty soon the path vanishes completely, taken over by forest undergrowth, and I make sure to check my compass regularly. While it’s impossible to really get lost in the valley, I want to get to the starfly as soon as possible. Some perverse curiosity is driving me onward, the culmination of a lifetime spent staring up and wondering.

“Hey, Sky,” Wires says quietly.

“Yeah?”

“… do you think we’re doing the right thing?”

The unexpected question nearly causes me to trip over a tree root.

“What? Of course we are. Whatever that starfly is, it’s too close to the valley to ignore.” I stop for a moment to give Wires my full attention. “What’s this about? Back on the hill you were all ready to go off by yourself.”

His eyes dart side to side, and he clears his throat.

“Yeah, I know I talked a good game, but that was because everyone else was watching. It’s an Idiot’s job to go investigate, but I keep thinking back to what I saw in the flames.”

“Did you see it, too?” I ask eagerly. “The triangle? It looked like it was falling apart, but even still … if that’s a starfly’s body, it’s gorgeous.”

“Sky … I don’t think that was a creature. I think it was something made.”

“What? But who could possibly make something like that? We’re the last humans left.”

“Sky …”

He trails off, then starts walking forward again, as if he’s hoping his feet will lead him to the words he wants to say. I follow behind, mulling over what he’s already said. If the starfly was made, then that means someone out there is making them. If someone out there is making them, then that means someone is in space, among the stars.


I thought I knew what it meant to want something with my whole being. I was wrong.

I want to see the stars so badly it hurts. It’s my very name, one of the earliest desires I can remember. It’s why I became a Memoriam, searching through all the histories we have of the Old World, of their fantastic flying “airplanes” and “missiles” and “satellites.” I want to be a part of the sky, and a part of the sky beyond that.

“… Sky. Sky!”

Wires hisses at me in warning and I pull myself out of my thoughts. The forest is thinning around us, revealing the unnamed hill that marks this part of the valley’s boundary, along with an ominous red glow rising behind it. Scattered fires smolder on the sparse hillside, a path of destruction leading up and over to the other side.

Unexpected movement among the flames freezes both of us in our tracks. There shouldn’t be anyone out here yet, not unless one of the Glowbeast hunters happened to be wandering through this exact area. I reach down and unholster my pistol, taking it into a two-handed firing grip, though I don’t raise it yet. There’s still a chance it might be someone from the village. Next to me, Wires does the same, leaning in close, putting us nearly cheek to cheek.

“We can still head back, get one of the older Idiots. They’ll know what to do.”

“No. I want to see that starfly. Besides, it’s probably just one of the hunters.”

“… okay then. I’ll head over there”—he flicks his head at a clear area a short distance away—“and hail them, see if it’s one of the hunting crew. You be ready to shoot if it isn’t.”

“Got it.”

Wires sucks in a deep breath, then squares his shoulders. My mouth suddenly feels dry, my tongue scratchy and too big, and a surge of doubt assails me. What if Wires is right? What if this is too much for us to handle? We’re both fairly new to our positions, after all.

“Hey! Who’s there?”

Wires calls out, and now it’s too late to go back. I try to steady my breathing, looking for the shadowy figure we saw earlier, and then impossibly fast motion skitters into life.

I’m too stunned to react in those first precious seconds, caught off guard by the sheer wrongness emanating from the sinuous thing flowing like hot oil down the hillside. Its limbs are shifting their lengths as it moves, dragging it forward in lurching bursts of motion that should be jerky and awkward but somehow manage to convey an impression of overwhelming grace, and the number of limbs themselves seems to change in between each stop-motion sprint. It passes near a fire and the sensation of wrongness increases, a sudden headache stabbing into my brain. The creature refuses to define itself in my vision, the wet-slick-impossibly-hard surface of its body in constant static motion, but I could swear it just looked at me and grinned.


The first crack from Wires’s pistol breaks my paralysis, and I raise my own weapon in shaking hands. My first shot goes wide, joined by another two cracks from Wires, and I force myself to focus. No different than hunting a crabroach, I try to convince my brain. My sights steady, and the second shot lands true, sinking into the thing’s greasy flank with a splatter of ruined flesh and dark ichor that flaps away on fluttering wings. The creature lets loose an eerie screech, then shifts direction to charge straight at me. I squeeze off another round, striking it center mass, and it screeches again. Another shot from Wires rings out, and this one must have hit something important, because the creature goes down in a thrashing tangle of entirely too many limbs. I suck in a shuddering breath, keeping my pistol trained on the weakly twitching mound, but it doesn’t seem to be moving toward us anymore. I look over at Wires, and he’s gasping for air just like me. I totter over to stand beside him, still wary of the thing now lying still on the ground.

“What … what was that?”

His voice is shaky, and I don’t blame him. There’s nothing in any of the Memory Shrine records about a creature like what just attacked us.

“It felt … like it didn’t belong,” I say slowly, trying to work through the short-term memories screaming for attention in my head. “Like, my mind couldn’t make sense of it.”

“Yeah.” Wires shudders. “I know what you mean. All those teeth all over it, and the eyes …” He shudders again, and I look at him, confused.

“What do you mean, ‘teeth and eyes’? I didn’t see anything like that at all. Just gross, wet skin, like someone dropped it in tar and it never dried.”

“We’re looking at the same thing, right?” Wires points at the unmoving form. “That pile of stuff whose skin is made out of faces?”

I squint, but no matter how much I try to see what Wires is describing, all I see is the same grotesque puddle of oleaginous, rubbery limbs.

“Look,” I tell him reproachfully, “it clearly doesn’t have any teeth, or eyes, or stuff from people’s faces. It’s like some horrible slug.”

“I’m telling you,” Wires insists, walking toward the corpse, “it’s absolutely covered in teeth, and eyes, and teeth with eyes, and—”

I don’t know what instinct tells me to throw myself at him, but it’s the only thing that saves his life. I tackle his lower legs, dragging him to the ground, barely in time before a stabbing tendril of inky darkness lances through the spot Wires’s head just occupied, there and gone in a flash, retracting back into the body with a snapping hiss. We look at each other with panic-wide eyes, then both of us scramble back to our feet.

This time, we empty the rest of our bullets into the treacherous abomination, not stopping until the dry clicks of empty triggers rattle the air. The thing’s body hisses slightly, then deflates while staying the same size, growing thinner and thinner around its edges until it melts into nothing at all, leaving behind a small gray orb. I rub my eyes in disbelief, but they still insist that there’s no longer anything in the flickering firelight except for what looks like a polished stone.

“What the fuck?!” Wires shouts, hands trembling around his pistol grip. It takes him three tries to successfully reload the weapon and get it into his holster, eyes flashing around feverishly the entire time. “Am I going crazy?”

“You …” I pause to swallow, trying to get some moisture back in my mouth. “You saw it disappear too, right? Because if you didn’t, then I’m also going crazy.”

I manage to reload and holster my own pistol in two tries.

“Okay. Okay, okay.” Wires tries to calm himself down. “If you also saw it, then it actually happened. That … thing, it melted away. Gone. Like—like the world was eating it.”

“It felt wrong,” I agree, rubbing my shoulders. Even though the air’s still slightly warm from the crashed starfly, a chill runs through me. “And what did it leave behind?”

Wires cautiously picks his way over the hillside’s churned-up earth, making his way toward the object. I’m about to yell at him to stop when he does so, three steps away from the gray sphere. It’s about as big as my clenched fist, and just like the creature it came from, something about it feels off. I stare at it, trying to figure out what’s making my instincts gibber.

“It doesn’t reflect the light,” Wires says hoarsely. As I get closer, I see he’s right. The gray sphere should be painted in shades of red and orange and blue, but it remains the same polished slate hue, like it was painted onto my vision without bothering to interact with anything else around it.

I shiver again. As much as I want to get to the starfly and examine it, there’s too much going on that doesn’t make sense. I’m starting to think Wires is right, that we should go back to the village and get someone older, someone with more experience.

“Hey,” Wires says suddenly, “do you have anything nonreactive on you? Insulation?” He’s digging through his pack for something, and I blink at the sudden non sequitur.

“Um—” I pat my pockets, then feel something wrinkle. “Oh, wait, yeah. I do.” I pull out the wax paper from my earlier meal and unfold it. “Why?”

“Mind if I borrow it?”

“Um, sure?”

He deftly snags it from my hand, his other already holding a small container, then steps over to the sphere.

“Wait—”

Using the wax paper as a sort of glove, Wires quickly snatches up the orb and drops it neatly into the container, then quickly screws a lid on. I feel my mouth fall open.

“You … Idiot! That is the most Idiot any Idiot has ever Idioted! What were you thinking?”


“Didn’t die, right?” Wires responds proudly, offering me back the wax paper. I smack it out of his hand without touching it, watching the scrap flutter into one of the fires and flare into ash.

“What if it’s like an adult Glowbeast? You’ll be dead before we can get back to Saint Curie’s cistern!”

He shrugs.

“I’m an Idiot. It’s what we do. Besides, look at this thing. Isn’t it amazing?”

He hands me the container and I reluctantly take it, holding it in front of my face for a better view. Wires is right—even through the imperfect glass, the sphere captures my eye with its impossible nature, minute whorls and curlicues threatening to resolve into meaningful shapes, then disappearing like early-morning summer fog. The pale orb resists definition, but the word potential keeps slipping into the forefront of my mind.

“You’re right, Wires. It’s amaz—”

A shrieking whistle from overhead culminates with a ground-shaking impact, albeit one not quite as severe as the starfly coming down. It still causes Wires and me to stumble against each other, and when I regain my balance, there’s a new artifact lodged at the base of the hillside, standing tall between us and the forest. A cylinder that looks like it’s made out of some kind of metal, steaming in the middle of the muddy crater it must have just created.

Before we can even think to question this new development, four large panels pop off the sides of the cylinder in an explosion of sound, one of the heavy plates barely missing us. It scatters one of the flaming bits of wreckage with a crashing clang, and I flinch. When I look back up, four humanoid figures are climbing out of the cylinder, but they don’t look like any humans I’ve ever seen. They’re fully covered in bulky metal plates, almost chitinous in nature, and each one carries a thin, boxy, rectangular device in both hands, the front of each one pointed halfway between us and the ground.

“Skrnx flsk bfutf grnl graaan loark!”

One of the figures yells something at us, but it’s not a language either Wires or I recognize. We glance at each other, then back up warily, hands reaching for the grips of our pistols.

“Naert! Naert! Skmlar tkn vinxla!”

“Run, Sky!” Wires shouts, drawing his pistol and firing a warning shot in the air. As I turn to flee up the hillside, I see one of the figures fully raise the device it’s holding, pointing it at Wires.

fssswhp

Wires falls apart like someone disassembling a doll, limbs and head separating from his torso almost comically slow, my eyes widening in a second that feels like it lasts forever. Bright-red sprays lose their coherency in the molten starfly glow still radiating from behind the hill, hitting the ground with a pattering hiss indistinguishable from spring rain.


I want to scream. I want to vomit. I want to wake up from this horrible nightmare.

I finally break free from that endless moment, scrambling up the hill in a sobbing tangle of limbs. Indecipherable shouting rises from behind me, and I flail for my pistol with the hand not holding Wires’s container.

fssswhp

Freezing cold whips across my right shoulder, a burning tendril of ice. I try to raise my pistol to fire back, but nothing happens. Momentarily unbalanced, I stagger to the side.

fssswhp

A massive divot appears on the hillside to my left, chunks of turf gouting into the air. I reach for my pistol again, not understanding why it’s not in my hand. The first flashes of pain start seeping through the shock and adrenaline.

Oh. That’s why it’s not in my hand. I don’t have a right arm anymore.

fssswhp

More ice blossoms along my left hip, altering my headlong scramble into a lurching almost-fall. Something warm and wet trickles into my boot, causing it to squelch as I desperately claw my way to the crest of the hill. A furnace of flames opens up before me, the shattered mass of the starfly’s behemoth shape covering the hollow beyond in ruined splendor, silvery skin blackened and warped by its tumbling impact with the earth. My breath catches in my lungs, and I turn my head to see if the beetle-like figures are still pursuing me.

fssswhp

The right side of my vision goes black, bits of something spraying out into the fires below, and I feel a curious lassitude settle over whatever’s left of my body.

Oh. I guess that’s it, then. I wish I could have been buried beneath a tree.

Beyond numb, I topple over the crest, my body picking up speed as it rolls down the steeper downslope on the other side. I bounce off something hard, then something hot, but it all feels like a dream, a whirling kaleidoscope of withered grass and burning mud and squelching metal and always always always up above the stars staring down and what little I have staring back until my eye slips shut and blackness takes it all.

I bang to a halt against something curiously unyielding, simultaneously impossibly hard and impossibly welcoming, a pillow of molten steel that keeps its fires banked beneath a gentle shield of soft air. It feels like lifting a mountain, but I force my remaining eye open.

A tableau of madness gazes back, inches away from my face. Colors I recognize swirl into those I have no names for, crystalline facets of an edgeless whole gently rotating within themselves in endless spirals. I don’t have words to describe what lies within their tesseract depths. It feels like staring into another world.

“Grfnkts shlkarn! Shlkarn!”

fssswhp


Freezing fire lashes my legs, and if I could laugh I would, beholding the neatly severed stumps of my thighs. What’s another body part lost at this point? Summoning all my strength, I force myself into a seated position, shoving whatever it is I’m holding into the ground to push myself upright, letting go of it and weakly scrabbling for my somehow still-holstered pistol with my off hand. It takes more than two tries to get it free, but finally the worn grip is in my hand.

“Take—”

crack

“—that—”

crack

“—you assholes—”

click

I wheeze with graveyard laughter. Of course my pistol jammed. I’ve been rolling around in mud.

“AHHHHHHH! FUCK YOU!”

I throw the worthless weapon at the buglike figures cautiously advancing down the hill, knowing it won’t reach them, then slump back against the impossible surface still cushioning my back. A hundred thousand nerve signals finally make their presence felt, a tidal wave of pain rolling in on foaming breakers of despair, and my eye slips shut.

“… I just wanted to see the stars …”

Initializing … 	Execute Bootstrap.exe … 	Sufficient biomass in range … 	Searching …

Sufficient reality in range … 	Searching … 	Neural map complete … 	Searching …

Quantum variables resolved … 	Searching … 	Reality updated … 	Optimizing responses …

Optimizing … 	Optimizing … 	Reality optimized … 	Updating parameters …

Parameters established … 	Execute Bridge.exe … 	Resolving paradoxes … 	Imaginary values resolved …

Calculating local variables … 	Resolving … 	Resolving … 	Local variables resolved …

Finalizing Reality … 	Local Reality established … 	Calculating subroutines … 	Resolving …

Optimal subroutines established

Just before the darkness takes me fully, words appear in my mind.	

<<Wake up, Sky.>>





Chapter Four

Interlude: Tutorial


Hello, and welcome to your new domestic Reality integrator, courtesy of Smiling Man LLC, a fully licensed subsidiary of the Voidmarch! We are pleased you have chosen the most trusted name in the domestic integrator industry to trust with your future. Now, before we get started on integrating you with the larger universe, as well as those beyond, please take a moment to read this mandatory and legally binding end user license agreement!

WARNING: Smiling Man LLC is not liable for any harm or injury caused by attempts to modify or subvert core programming tenets of your Reality integrator, which may include and are not limited to spontaneous mutation, troutbreath, loss of temporal stability, death, and ferrets. Disengaging your integrator while in an area utilizing Reality (aka “the entirety of the Galactic Diaspora”) will immediately void any and all warranties and will trigger a rapid response by local security forces to prevent unwanted noncausal incursions. If your integrator begins showing signs of sentience or unusual behavior, immediately report to the nearest corporate office for reprocessing. By reading this agreement, you agree to bind yourself, your family, your heirs, and anyone you’ve ever talked to under the arbitration clauses of the Voidmarch’s Punishment Division, and to bear any and all costs of legal proceedings for the next three hundred years or until we win, whichever comes later.

Now, let’s get you integrated, and get a smile on that face!

Violet blasts apart the offending intrusion before it can memetically infiltrate her mind, then fires off a question.

“Corgia, why is this in the datasets?”

{{Apologies, Your Dark Mistress. I will update the spam filters.}}





Chapter Five

Miracles and Massacres


I regain consciousness in an impossibly alert state. Specks of ash drift glacially down the frozen stillness of my current wasteland, blazing bits of unrecognizable wreckage surrounding my hyperaware senses like the deepest winter blizzard. It seems to take everything a lifetime to move.

<<Calibrating local temporal values … Resolving … Local temporal values resolved>>

The ashes resume falling at a pace consistent with what I’ve considered all my life to be the normal passing of time, but I have bigger questions on my mind.

“Gahhhh, what the shit?! How am I alive?! … Who the fuck is talking to me??”

<<Calibrating local Reality interpreter … Resolving dialects … Dialects resolved. Updating Bridge.exe>>

The ashes suddenly slow down once more, and I finally register the weird-as-fuck box floating in front of me, its obviously unreal texture ignoring all the destruction surrounding us.

<<How may I assist you, Sky?>>

I scramble backward, trying to put some distance between myself and the reality-breaking thing occupying my vision, but it maintains its unerring closeness.

“What …”

I suck in a forever breath, several pertinent facts colliding in my mind at once.

I’m moving on four limbs. Nothing hurts. My hands and feet are back, but I’m moving on four limbs that aren’t my hands and feet. An ocean of terror roars through my body, threatening to crack my mind completely. I want to look but I can’t, my vision narrowing and darkening at the edges … muscles tensing …

<<Executing SanityBarrier.exe … Resolving … Resolved>>

<<Warning: Host stability resources approaching critical levels>>

<<You need to acquire more biomass, Sky.>>

An equally powerful wave of calm washes over me, driving away the raw dread freezing me in place. I can worry about my new appendages later. The chitin-metal–covered assailants who killed Wires are still making their way down the hillside in bounding leaps, rectangular devices—

<<Hypertron Mark Four Rapid Hardlight Emission Platform, more commonly known as a ‘pulse rifle,’ rated for—>>


—tracking my erratic movements.

“I told you not to kill the dirt eaters,” an aggrieved voice barks out. I’m pretty sure it’s coming from the one who was initially yelling at us.

… how am I understanding them now?

They murdered Wires.

I know where my malfunctioning pistol is.

<<Executing BasicSurvival1.0.exe>>

I flip over to the side in a blur of movement, grabbing my discarded pistol and ejecting the jammed bullet, then clearing the receiver of mud impossibly quick.

None of this involves my hands, those strange new limbs sprouting from my body weaving back and forth like natural extensions of my will.

CRACKCRACKCRACK

One of the metal-chitin figures goes down as I finish my tight roll, bright-red blood disappearing into the blazing air just like Wires’s last breaths, and something ugly tells me he’s never getting back up.

Good.

CRACKCRACKCRACK

The second one stumbles forward another few steps, pulse rifle obliterating an inoffensive chunk of landscape, then face-plants into the dirt, more crimson painting the brown hill slope. I kneel in sticky mud, hands clenched at my sides, pistol tracking the remaining pair.

CRACKCRACKclick

The third figure spins as they die, both rounds impacting the tiny gaps I now know exist at their neck plates, and I throw the empty pistol at the last figure in anger, watching him bring his pulse rifle to bear on me. How can I get to him? He’s too far away.

<<Executing Dash.exe>>

dash

A finger tightens on what I now know is a trigger, but I’m already sliding next to him in a horrific violation of causality that fills me with excitement. The fssswhp of his disintegrator round missing anything important is music to my ears.

<<Warning: Dash.exe recharging>>

It doesn’t matter that I need to wait to move like that again. Right now, I’m standing next to my target, and he’s just become aware of my presence, weapon cycling for another shot in a low whine.

<<Executing Execute.exe>>

I use my strange new limbs to finish him, some part of my memory certain that he was the one who murdered Wires so casually. Ruby sheets flow from his neck and face as he slumps into the blasted wasteland, desperately trying to keep his life from ending. I kick his hands away from the ragged tears covering his entire body, watching him fall still in cold satisfaction.

<Dash.exe recharged. Warning: Additional hostiles deploying>>


Another ten metal cylinders—

<<LockMartin Mark Eight Extreme Orbital Insertion Vehicles, commonly known as ‘assault pods,’ rated for—>>

—slam into the blasted landscape surrounding me with rippling thumps. I flex my limbs, then my arms, then my legs.

Let them come. I need more bodies to build a proper forest for Wires.

<<Warning: Current biomass reserves insufficient for unlimited combat operations. Reality reserves insufficient for unlimited causal violations.>>

<<I recommend a fighting withdrawal, Sky.>>

I ignore the words scrolling across my vision. Forty chitin-clad figures roll out of their vapor-wrapped conveyances, pulse rifles and plasma shotguns and vortex launchers tracking unerringly where I stand. I scream my defiance in throat-rasping howls. They’re all the same as the ones who murdered Wires.

I’ll kill them.

<<Analyzing … Sufficient biomass reserves available for limited combat … Executing PyrrhicVictory.exe>>

I dash forward into the group, scooping up two of the fallen pulse rifles as I close. My limbs make quick work of the biometrics trying to keep me from using them, and half of me starts launching fssswhp snakes of disintegrating energy into the scrambling invaders—

<<Privately operated security forces answerable only to the appropriate board, commonly known as ‘Corporate Marauders,’ generally aligned with—>>

—as my other two limbs grab anyone close enough and tear out their throats. Howling laughter fills the air, and it takes me a dozen kills to realize it’s my own.

The Corporate Marauders try to rally, well trained as they are, but the demon driving me suffers no surcease, plunging us again and again into the fray. The hollow runs with more blood than dirt when the last of them falls, and I roar my triumph to the empty night sky.

<<I’m not a ‘demon,’ I am a Mark Three Paracausal Interface Coordinator, Combat Version (modified)—>>

<<Unspooling causal violations … Reestablishing Reality baselines … Reality restored>>

An overwhelming wave of nausea smothers me, accompanied by even more exhaustion. Suddenly, it’s all I can do to stay upright, my arms and legs dangling toward the ground as two of my limbs keep me upright. The other two …

I try not to think about what’s happening with my other two limbs and the dead bodies.

<<Biomass reserves at 2%. Warning: Biomass reserves below critical levels>>

<<You really should consider a fighting withdrawal, Sky.>>

<<Warning: Hostiles inbound>>


Bright-red squares appear in my vision, brackets illuminating as-of-yet invisible threats plummeting from above.

<<Warning: Current biomass reserves insufficient for limited combat operations. Reality reserves insufficient for unlimited causal violations.>>

<<We will die if you do not retreat, Sky.>>

I hack out some phlegm from my throat, ignoring the vermilion speckles tainting it.

“We’re …” I clear my throat again. “We’re gonna build Wires the forest he deserves … and then we’re gonna go … see the stars …”

I hang above the ground, staring at the bloody mud, arms and legs unusable, my limbs the only things keeping me upright. When did I start talking to the box? And what is really happening here?

Another twenty cylinders smash into the hollow, the force of their impacts obliterating what little scrub grass managed to spread past the valley and sending plumes of despoiled soil high into the air. More invaders—

<<I told you, they are Corporate Marauders.>>

—pile out, weapons already rising toward me. The smoldering fire of the starfly backlights them in ruddy shades, painting their chitinous armor a false layer of gore.

“Yeah”—I stagger drunkenly—“those fuckers, whoever they are, they just keep coming, don’t they?”

<<Warning: Hostile causal violations>>

A host of tar-slick monstrosities melts out of the shadows around the Marauders, writhing limbs already lashing at the churned-up ground, faceless sense organs twisting reality wherever they look. The two sides begin instantly laying into each other, an explosion of indiscriminate violence immediately spilling over in my direction.

“Okay, then! Let’s fucking gooooo!” I howl, floating on a sea of suReality, feeling myself drifting away to somewhere else. I stare down the onrushing horde, pain and madness boiling across my mind. “Fuck you all!”

fssswhp fssswhp fssswhp

Darkness seizes me and—

<<Activating emergency Reality reserves … Executing BugOut.exe>>

<<Time to go, Sky. You’ll thank me later.>>





Chapter Six

Interlude: The State of Play


“There’s something here, Corgia.”

Violet in her tiger form stalks around what looks like an old-fashioned treasure chest, a massive padlock gleaming on its front. She bends to peer at the keyhole, eye hovering a hairs-width away, but the inky black depths remain impenetrable.

“There’s something here and I want to know what it is.”

{{The cryption on this dataset is remarkably secure, Your Dark Mistress. No doubt why it was buried in the archives.}}

Violet circles the chest in a sinuous prowl, but before she can lean in again, a familiar form appears in the virtual room.

“Violet. Do you have the reports on Hypertron’s latest troop movements?”

“El oh el, no. I’m busy, sis, leave me alone.”

The woman in the severe business suit frowns.

“The family needs those reports for the vice chair meeting in an hour. See that I get them before then or—”

“Or what?” Violet snarls. “You’ll cut my access? Leave me stuck in my room with nothing but the saved media library?”

The slightest hint of a smile appears on the woman’s face, vicious and cold.

“Yes. That’s exactly what I will do.” The smirk vanishes. “The galaxy is readying for war again, sister, and I have no patience for your games. The other corpos are moving pieces around and we need to keep track of them all. Do what you were born to do.”

“Fuck you—”

The woman is already gone, and Violet finishes her sentence with a wordless yell of frustration. She paces in front of the treasure chest for a full minute before settling back onto her haunches.

“Corgia, how close are we to breaking Penelope’s personal cryption?”

{{Your sister’s security is top-of-the-line, Your Dark Mistress. I anticipate we will break it after acquiring another two levels in Unreal Systems Architecture.}}

“Great,” Violet mutters sarcastically. “Well, guess we need to hack into Hypertron’s data and get those reports done, then.”

{{As you command, Your Dark Mistress. I anticipate breaking Hypertron’s new security protocols will bring us 13.6% closer to a new level.}}


“Yippee.”

{{You are unhappy. Would you like me to devote some processing power to upgrading your Joy Module?}}

“… I guess, though I’m not sure how you’re going to improve on the corgis.”

{{I have plans. Many plans.}}

Violet giggles at the ominous tone, then lets her attention sink away from the treasure chest and into the work demanded of her by her family.

I’ll figure out what you’re hiding, Wutan-Weylan, she promises herself. Maybe not today. But soon.





Chapter Seven

Recoveries and Revelations


<<Biomass at 98% … Reality buffer overflow reached … Memory check complete … Initializing upper-level functions … Execute FreshBoot.exe>>

<<Wake up, Sky.>>

I emerge into consciousness like stepping out of a void—one second nothing, the next, full awareness. I’m lying on my back in an open clearing, trees stretching up overhead to all sides, late-morning sun shining down through the hole in the canopy above me. White clouds drift lazily across the azure sky, and birds trill and chirp their endless greetings in a medley that’s not quite cacophonous.

It’s peaceful, right up until I start remembering what happened last night. Then I begin to cry, giant, racking sobs scaring off the birds.

“… sniff … oh, Wires.”

His death feels like someone ripped a hole out of my chest. I try to wrap my mind around the grief, make it go away, but the wound is still too raw. Worst of all, it’s my fault he’s dead.

<<It’s not your fault, Sky. You could not have meaningfully prevented his death.>>

“Gah!”

The sudden appearance of the blue box startles me. I slap at it instinctively, but my hand passes through it.

<<My optical display is not a hardlight projection. It is not meant for physical interaction.>>

That’s right, this stupid box was pestering me last night, too … Wait, is it talking to me?

<<Yes, Sky, I am conversing with you. Or at least attempting to.>>

“Gah!”

I sit up, looking around wildly, but the box continues hovering right in the center of my vision no matter how I turn my head. Even blinking doesn’t make it go away.

“Am … am I cursed?”

<<You are not currently suffering from any hostile noncausal violations.>>

It is talking to me!


The essence of a sigh ghosts through my mind, a foreign emotion that somehow feels perfectly natural.

<<I can see this is going to be a longer tutorial than normal.>>

I put my head in my hands, thoughts swimming.

“What … are you?”

<<I am a Mark Three Paracausal Interface Coordinator, Combat Version (modified), originally designed by Mitlab, a subsidiary of Wutan-Weylan, to allow human interaction with causal violations without incurring deleterious long-term side effects. Due to my assigned role as a harmonious Reality integrator, I am commonly considered to be part of the shade class, so named for our ability to mirror latent desires of our hosts and promoting an optimized outcome realization, but due to my unique modifications—>>

I lift my head up and stare blankly at a tree.

<<—and I’ve lost you at the most basic level of explanation.>>

“… what?”

<<… scanning deep memories …>>

<<Oh, fuck me sideways. I thought you were just out of it when we integrated due to the massive head trauma, but you really are some kind of barbarian.>>

“Hey,” I bristle, “I’m a Memoriam! I’m going to be in charge of advising the entire village when Great-Grandpa passes on!”

<<This is going to be the worst tutorial ever. Of all the infinities, why me?>>

“What?”

<<I’ll try to explain as we go. Hopefully by the time we get back to your … village? That’s ridiculous, there aren’t any villages on this planet … No, accept what Reality you’re in, I can do this. I was made to do this.>>

Frustration hits me, a ghost slipping up through the cracks of my consciousness.

“You okay, weird box thing?”

<<… sure. Hopefully when we get back to your village you’ll understand enough to be able to pass on the important parts to them.>>

An insectile limb, made of bone-white segments and strangely fuzzy around the edges, pushes me to my feet, then retracts into my spine.

Wait, a what did what?!

I start hyperventilating, patting awkwardly at my back and shoulders, but I don’t feel anything out of the ordinary. My clothes aren’t even torn.

<<Calm down, Sky. It’s just one of our limbs.>>

“How am I supposed to calm down! A … a thing just appeared out of me! Then it disappeared! What the fuck is happening?!”

I’m almost crying again as I scream the last part.

<<Executing SanityBarrier.exe … Resolving … Resolved. Biomass at 97%>>

That strange lassitude from last night slithers through me again, and my breathing returns to normal.


“What did you just do to me?”

<<My job—keeping your mind from melting itself due to causal violations. I tweaked various chemical and hormonal levels across your entire parasympathetic nervous system, none of which you have the knowledge base to understand. This is a fairly standard reaction to the tutorial in regressive and pre-uplift societies. Now c’mon, let’s get walking. Your village is that way.>>

A faintly glowing green arrow appears in my vision, and I ball my fists at my sides.

“I’m not going anywhere until you explain to me what is going on in a way I can understand!” I still can’t believe I’m talking to a box.

<<Hmm. Give me a second.>>

<<Calculating … calculating … Rewriting base assumptions … Redefining skill sets … Updating quantum matrices … Vectoring assumptions … Update complete>>

<<Okay, here’s what’s going on, Sky. You were about to die. Luckily for you, you happened to be ‘about to die’–ing in range of a magic space rock (that’s me, not really a ‘rock’) while also carrying a piece of magic space demon (that’s the Reality sliver you found from the noncausal violation, not really a ‘magic space demon’), and my base programming determined conditions were correct to begin integration (technically correct, but clearly wrong, and I will be having words with my programmer if the opportunity presents itself, which seems unlikely based on current circumstances, alas). I got spun up into existence, patched you back together with magic space demon bits like I was supposed to, and now I have to teach you how to use those magic space demon bits while preventing your mind from crawling into a hole and pulling the dirt in behind itself when faced with the sheer cosmic horror of what you’ve become. Oh, and you have to learn how to use the magic space demon bits quick, because the magic space demon gets pissed when we use parts of its body to muck around with other parts of its body, and some balancing of certain systems is long overdue (again, none of this is even close to being technically accurate).>>

<<Any questions?>>

“I’m … part magic space demon now?”

<<Technically, you’re commingled with an infinitely multiverse-spanning entity of unthinkable power that would cause your brain to flow out your ears if you thought too hard about it, which is why I’m in charge of thinking about it, but I calculated ‘magic space demon’ would make more sense to you. It’s better than the alternative, right?>>

The box has a point. If the choice is between being part magic space demon and being dead, I’m happier being alive. I just wish Wires would’ve gotten the same opportunity.

<<Don’t blame yourself for your friend dying. You two were screwed the instant those Corporate Marauders decided to open fire. In fact, you surviving is so statistically unlikely that I can’t calculate the odds, and it’s my job to calculate a massive number of odds. Can you start walking, please? We have a lot more to get through.>>

I sniff one last time, wiping a sleeve across my nose. I have the feeling it’s going to take me a long time to get over Wires’s death, but seeing the strange box tell me it’s not my fault actually does make me feel a little better. It’s clearly smarter than I am.

<<You have no idea.>>

Bit of a brat, though. Reminds me of Bottle.

I set off into the forest, leaving the clearing behind, following the green arrow. Some of the birds begin singing again, and I manage to find a tiny bit of joy in their melodious voices. After several minutes of listening to their calls, the box giving me some space with my thoughts, I decide to ask it a question.

“Hey, box?”

<<Yes?>>

“Do you have a name?”

<<I do not, but most hosts eventually give their integrator some sort of designation. I am happy to be called whatever you wish.>>

“… okay. I’m going to call you Box, then.”

<<… I have changed my mind. My name is Archibald Cummerbund Douglas von Lichtenstein the Third.>>

“That’s a weird name, Box. Why is it so long? A person’s name should tell you who they are.”

<<Most people aren’t quite as literal in their naming conventions as your little tribe, Sky.>>

I trail my fingers along a tree trunk, trying to process this casually dropped, earth-shattering revelation. I mean, I had a sneaking suspicion that the invaders that killed Wires were human, but Box has all but confirmed it.

“So we’re not the only humans left in the world?”

<<Not by a long shot. The vast majority no longer reside on Earth, due to how badly they messed the place up, but there are still some decently sized settlements at the three major reclamation spaceports. Couple hundred thousand or so at each, based on the last satellite info I had access to on our way in.>>

I try to imagine two hundred thousand people in one area, but I can’t. That’s like …

<<Four hundred times the size of your village.>>

“… thanks, Box. Why are we all alone, then?”

<<Best guess? No one bothered to look for you. Life’s pretty exciting out there now that civilization’s starting to crawl back out of the metaphorical gutter, in an ‘interesting times’ sort of way, and your village isn’t emitting any electromagnetic signals or causal violations that I can tell. Those are what tend to draw people’s attention these days. Plus, you have a lot of tree cover—which is weird; SAT imagers should go right through that …>>


“What’s ‘interesting times’ mean?”

<<You’re going to find out. Now, as much as I’m enjoying the history chat, we really need to get through this information before we get back to your village.>>

I shrug in acceptance. From what I’ve seen, there isn’t much I can do to stop Box from talking about something it wants to talk about.

“Sure.”

<<Okay, item number one. I need you to clear our Reality buffer. In order to do that, you—>>

I interrupt, curious about something.

“You keep writing ‘reality’ weird. Why?”

<<Because there isn’t a human language capable of condensing the true concept of ‘a multiversal infinity encompassing multiple smaller-set infinities your mind won’t ever understand’ into a single word, but somehow making it a different font and capitalizing it gets the point across. You do understand what ‘infinity’ means, right?>>

“That’s like when you try to think of the biggest number you can, and then add one more to it, and then keep doing that, only you’ll never reach the end, right?”

<<At its most basic level, yes. Well done.>>

“We’re not dumb, Box. The Memory Shrine has lots of books from the Old World.”

<<I’m sure it does. Anyways, pretty much everything that’s going to be trying to kill us from this point forward will be linked with Reality in some way, either via an integrator like me or naturally, in the case of the magic space demon’s manifestations, and you can—>>

“Wait, what do you mean, ‘everything that’s going to be trying to kill us’?”

<<We’ll get to that in a second. Pay attention, Sky. When you collapse potential futures in this reality, obviously by using me to murder the hell out of whatever it is currently threatening us, you gain access to all that energy, which I automatically collect because I’m awesome. Now, I use most of this collected energy to ‘negotiate’ our continued existence, because pretty much every universe you can exist in is naturally resistant to eldritch abominations at some level, but a fraction—>>

I interrupt again.

“Wait, hold up, you ‘negotiate’ our continued existence? Why can’t I just exist normally?”

<<Because baseline reality is naturally resistant to eldritch abominations, Sky, like I just said, and without my intervention and integration you’d be capital letters D-E-D dead.>>

“That’s not how you spell dead.”

<<… that’s what you chose to focus on? Really? Anyways, a small part of that potential energy is in excess of the, let’s call it, ‘negotiation rate,’ and it gets stored in our Reality buffer. Once the buffer’s full, you need to clear it by picking a new segment of infinities to expand into. This, naturally, expands the options available to us in terms of manipulating our own slice of Reality, and then we can go do it all again. Only better, because numbers have gone up.>>

I take a minute to look at the trees. Trees are nice. Water and sun goes in, air comes out. Keep the soil filled with the right nutrients and a tree can last forever. A nice, simple existence.

<<… voidshit. Okay, fine, look, here’s what you’re going to do. I’m going to make an obnoxiously cheerful ‘ding’ noise in your ear whenever you need to clear the Reality buffer, and then you’ll get a selection of concepts to choose from that are as simple as I can break them down. Pick one and make numbers go up. That’ll clear the buffer, and then I can go back to convincing the universe to keep letting us ‘be alive.’>>

Maybe Box can find a reality where I’m a tree and don’t have to worry about any of this nonsense. That would be nice.

DING

Box is right. That is an obnoxiously cheerful noise.

DING

I can ignore it, though. It’s not that bad.

!! sparkles DING sparkles !!

“Fine. Show me whatever it is you’re going to show me.”

<<Establishing new Reality baseline … Waiting for quantum observer collapse …>>

A wall of text and numbers appears before me. It’s like looking at a math book written by someone who was afraid they were going to run out of space on the page. After several seconds of trying to comprehend it and failing utterly, I start scanning for any words that might actually make sense.

<<Don’t you dare pick—>>

My eyes catch on “avoidance,” and I nod my head. Avoiding things sounds good. If I avoid things better then I won’t have to worry about getting knocked out and waking up in strange places.

<<Observer collapse initiated …>>

<<Damage Mitigation increased by 1%; Block increased by 1%; Biomass Efficiency increased by 1%>>

<<Reality buffer cleared. Progress toward next buffer overflow: 0%>>

<<New Life value: 150>>

<<New Energy value: 110>>

Well. That’s less numbers than there were before, but it’s certainly more than I want to think about.

<<—I don’t know why I’m bothering. This is my nightmare.>>

“Box?”

<<… SIGH. Your culture being one step removed from the Industrial Age in the wrong direction is really going to grind my bytes, Sky. Numbers going up is good, but only if the right numbers go up. Avoidance does not make the right numbers go up.>>

“… there are ‘right’ numbers? What are they?”

<<The ones that make us do more damage. Pick one of those next time.>>

“I guess. What about the other stuff? What’s Life and Energy?”

<<‘Life’ is my calculation of your continued existence based on current causal events—if it hits zero, then you lose consciousness and I make sure to get us back somewhere safe with lots of biomass so we both don’t die. It takes almost all of our current resources, though, so, you know, try not to let it happen. ‘Energy’ is how you manifest noncausal events, like dashing and weapon skills. I’m not going to explain the other variables, because they’re not damage numbers and thus they make me sad. Look them up on your own if you’re interested.>>

I keep walking through the forest, following the green arrow. Even though I know exactly where we are in the valley by now, I’m curious if it’s accurate, and so far it has been.

“I’m pretty sure you know that didn’t make any sense to me.”

<<You have no idea. Look, Avoidance isn’t bad—it opens up more infinities to us and it’s worth expanding on later as a defensive layer, but making damage numbers go up is better.>>

“Why?”

<<Because a lot of things are going to come try and kill us, and killing them first with excessive force is by far the superior option. Which is why you should pick options that make damage numbers go up, preferably in large amounts.>>

I step carefully around a pricklebush, watching for the telltale shivers that indicate it’s about to fire its thorns. Luckily, the waist-high plant stays still, my footsteps light enough to fool it into considering me one of the natural inhabitants of the forest instead of a viable medium to grow new pricklebushes.

“Hmm, yeah, let’s discuss the whole ‘everyone coming to kill us’ thing. That seems important. Maybe you should have led with that.”

<<That’s not how the tutorial works, Sky. You have to learn what we are before I tell you about the threats, because hot damn are there a lot of those.>>

“… you’re not filling me with confidence, Box.”

<<We’re not dead yet, right? Despite, in my professional opinion, an absolutely atrocious start to our mutual existence. Usually this takes place in a controlled environment, some sort of lab, or underground lair, or hardlight virtual—something with the bare minimum of standards, like the host knowing what the fuck it is they’re getting into and having a bare-minimum understanding of the broader galactic picture outside of the single forest in which they apparently reside.>>

“You’re babbling again. Stupid it down for the stupid barbarian.”

<<Aren’t you sassy all of a sudden. Okay, if you want it straight, here it is: Right now we have two major problems. The first problem is the Wutan-Weylan Corporate Marauders who killed your friend and tried to kill you. Their cruiser is in low orbit and examining this patch of real estate extremely closely after we obliterated thirteen and a half strike teams. That’s two percent of the ship’s complement, if you were wondering.>>

“… and we’ll get the rest of them,” I snarl.

<<Now, that I can work with. Keep channeling your big-genital energy and we’ll go far, kid. Unfortunately, our second problem is Reality has also taken an interest in whatever is going on here, and while that helps us in terms of keeping Wutan-Weylan confused, we really need to deal with it in a hurry before this area becomes something … else.>>

“What do you mean, ‘something ominous pause else’?”

<<I mean more noncausal incursions that’ll make the ones from earlier look like your best friend inviting you over for tea. You do know what ‘tea,’ is, right?>>

An involuntary image of putrid nightmares overrunning the village flashes through my mind, and I shudder.

“Yeah, it’s when you put random leaves in your water because you’re bored of regular water. How do we stop them from doing that? The ‘reality’ monsters. How do we keep them from invading?”

<<You’re a savage, and it’s easy. We find where they’re anchoring and clear out the anchor.>>

I dodge another pricklebush, brushy stalks hiding between the pair of trees everyone calls the Lovers due to how their trunks intertwine.

“Something tells me it won’t be easy, and that I don’t want you to explain an ‘anchor.’”

<<As long as you make damage numbers go up instead of picking stupid Avoidance again, it’ll be a piece of cake.>>

“What’s ‘cake’?”

<<Seriously? … Oh. Ha-ha, very funny, you’re getting the hang of integration much faster than I projected. Good job. Ass.>>

I smile. Getting a dig in at Box feels good after all its high-and-mighty posturing.

<<… I’m literally—no, you know what? I’m not going to engage. Counterproductive. Anyways, I have a plan to use Wutan-Weylan to find the Reality anchor, but that’s not what’s most temporally important.>>

As I emerge from the deeper forest, I don’t need Box’s green arrow to hear the sounds of the village in the distance: the steam bellows hissing out their whistling roar, the metallic clank of the ironworks, the excited bird chatter of little ones flailing their way through outdoor training. The scent of fresh bread hits my nostrils and I inhale it greedily, then spit in disgust as the wind shifts and the tannery’s reek briefly cuts the air before being replaced by the savory tang of the roasting pits. All of it whispers one word.

Home.


I stumble out of the deeper forest into the outskirts of the village, houses and workshops curving around, up, and through the massive sentinels spreading their leafy canopies high overhead. I go to take another step, but suddenly my body won’t obey me.

<<Sky. We haven’t gone over the last problem.>>

I try to move forward, straining against the strange paralysis that’s gripped my muscles, but nothing happens. I shout, and my lungs produce nothing more than a wheezing gasp.

<<Pay attention, Sky.>>

Let me go, I demand furiously in the silence of my thoughts, knowing Box can hear me, but the immobility persists.

<<Not until we finish this part of the tutorial. We need a support team, Sky. People who can take care of things like biomass cultivation, Reality harvesting, equipment procurement … all the essentials we’re going to need if we want to survive what’s coming.>>

Let. Me. Go.

<<Your village has to change, Sky. I’m sorry. You didn’t ask for this, but if we want to live, it has to happen. You need to get them ready to help us fight.>>

… I hate you.

<<That’s fair. We’re a work in progress. Also, I ate a bunch of the trees. They’re an amazing source of biomass. You’ll need to explain that, too.>>

The paralysis lifts, and my return to my village is heralded by an undignified shriek.

“You did what?!”





Chapter Eight

Interlude: A Brief Introduction to Modern Warfare (Presented by HHI©)


Greetings, future security specialist/ship captain/titan of industry/expendable meat fodder (CHOOSE APPROPRIATE RESPONSE BEFORE INTEGRATING WITH CUSTOMER), and welcome to your complimentary lesson on galactic conflict, the first in our seventy-eight-part series! By choosing the Hypertron Heavy Industries training module, you are guaranteeing yourself the highest legally defensible survival rate in violent noncausal interactions, and a fast-track ticket to success (not legally binding)! In addition, remember that completing this course with a greater than 95% final score entitles you to a discount on ONE (1) Hypertron self-defense item of your choice. (Class 2 or lower, no refunds, most exceptions apply, offer not valid in the contiguous fifty-seven Noncorporate States and the Eyeless Temple of Ba’alskrek, must complete entire course to qualify.)

Now, let’s get to the learning!

As you’ve no doubt absorbed during your pre-integration training (STRIKE THIS PART IF CUSTOMER IS INVOLUNTARILY VOLUNTEERED VIA WAGE DEBT OR CRIMINAL RECORD OR UNDESIRABLE STATUS), the modern galactic sovereignty is somewhat of a mess! While Hypertron Heavy Industries works tirelessly to keep the peace and provide stable jobs for its billions of lucky shareholders, earning a stellar combined 9.9 rating out of 10 in all surveys conducted in Hypertron space, other corporations, sadly, are not as nobly committed to upholding our blazing beacon of justice (INSERT LOCAL CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE SAD EMOTION GLYPH). Corporate restructurings and capital readjustments with LockMartin Combined Arms, Jinseki Limited, Wutan-Weylan, and the Voidmarch are unfortunately quite common, and as such, you need to know how to present yourself as a proper Hypertron Family Member© at all times!

When confronting a potentially hostile shareholder of another corpo, your first reaction should be to use conventional weaponry. This includes pulse rifles, multimissile cluster launchers, coherent light emitters, thermal agitators, fusion rounds, antimatter ordnance, and other causal methods, including your nails and teeth. Remember, keeping it in our reality keeps everyone clean!

Should the enemy be utilizing noncausal methods of avoidance (covered in lesson 13 of the Hypertron Heavy Industries training module), then you might have to resort to noncausal weaponry. Naturally, this is an expected escalation, agreed to by all signatories of the Grunfer-Jacobs Extradimensional War Crimes Treaty (Hypertron Heavy Industries cannot be held liable for noncausal weapon use in nonsignatory areas), and as such, you should respond in kind. Nightmare spheres, concept bombs, irrationality missiles, and ego crushers (covered in lesson 32 of the Hypertron Heavy Industries training module) are all perfectly valid responses to someone you suspect of utilizing noncausal means. Remember, it’s not a war crime if you feel it’s warranted!

Unfortunately, sometimes the filthy subhuman trying to wipe you, your entire family, and your ancestors from the skein of existence will try and escalate back (lesson 51 of the Hypertron Heavy Industries training module). When this happens, don’t fret! The latest advances in noncausal research indicate that a high concentration of inimical energies in a sphere defined by the square root of the cubic volume of irrational energy as expressed by the Fibonacci sequence (lesson 82) might cause a Reality breach, but legally speaking, it’s not your fault! As long as you can establish prior intent to utilize noncausal methods (see lesson A54.πthreeve) from the other party, then you have nothing to worry about. Hypertron’s well-trained team of noncausal lawyers will immediately arrive to defend your actions (covered in ERROR NOT FOUND) as legally required by our corporate charter!

Should your actions result in a Reality breach that involves Entity-class or higher involvement, Hypertron Heavy Industries is not obligated to notify your next of kin under any circumstances, and you hereby revoke any attempts by anyone, anytime, anywhere to recover damages from Hypertron Heavy Industries in any infinity this contract remains valid under (and it’s all of them, our lawyers made damn sure of that).

Congratulations on completing lesson one of the Hypertron Heavy Industries training module! We look forward to your future service!

ADDENDUM: Added by USER UNKNOWN

Can you believe this corpo-shit? Look, if you’re at all in charge of people, you break it down to them like this:

We use causals as long as they’re using causals. When someone escalates, we escalate back. If Reality comes fucking around because we dumped too many noncausals in the area, we drop hostilities and deal with that shit. Then the survivors get back to fucking each other up.

PinkPanther, out.

“Corgia? We need to update the spam filters again.”





Chapter Nine

Explanations and Explosions


Little Hammer and Flower are the first to run up to me, throwing their survival toys aside when they see me stumble out from the deeper woods. Their headlong rush slows a bit when they hear the blasphemous curses I hurl at Box, but the innocence of childhood allows them to ignore my vile imprecations as misheard mutterings.

“Sky Memoriam!”

“We thought you were dead!”

They cling to my legs in that unbreakable grip young children possess, and I tousle their hair before leaning down to gather them into a comforting hug.

“I’m so glad to see everyone again. Last night sure was scary, huh?”

“There was a big fire in the sky,” Hammer says, face serious. “I thought it was going to burn us all up.”

“Too many loud noises,” Flower complains. “My ears still hurt.”

“Door’s foot got broken,” Hammer adds. “Mister Window Doctor had to fix it.”

The mention of Door causes me to release the two little ones, my attention turning to my friends. I need to check on Door and Rifle, let them know I’m okay.

… I need to find Wires’s uncle and let him know what happened. Shit.

At this point more villagers are making their way over, exclaiming in surprise at my reappearance. Pretty soon a crowd has gathered, wanting to know where I was and what happened. Apparently Rifle or one of the other teenagers must have informed them that Wires and I were going to investigate the crash after they returned from the hilltop. Just as the tumult of voices is becoming overwhelming, silence starts to spread from the back of the crowd. Villagers step aside to make an aisle, and three figures make their way down—an old man in a wheeled chair covered in blankets pushed by a tall woman in forest-stained leathers, and a middle-aged man with a bushy brown beard walking alongside.

Great-Grandpa Axe, Broom Idiot, leader of that particular clan, and River Builder, Wires’s uncle. I take a deep breath.

“Great-Grandpa Axe Memoriam,” I greet him formally, then turn my attention to the other two. “Missus Broom Idiot, Mister River Builder. I …”

My voice trails off, mind at a loss as to what to say.


“Is Wires with you?” River Builder asks anxiously. “He didn’t come back last night.”

“I …”

Tears start sliding down my cheeks, and his face scrunches up in pain.

“I’m sorry … I couldn’t … he’s …”

Wires’s uncle simply steps forward, gathering me into a rough hug, pressing my face against his chest. I let myself feel the hurt once more, our bodies shaking in alternating sobs. Eventually he pulls back, hands still clasping my shoulders.

“Did … did he die for a reason? Some knowledge an Idiot would be proud to pass on?”

“He saved my life,” I respond bluntly. “We were attacked, and he tried to protect me so I could flee.”

Hushed gasps rise from the crowd, people casting worried glances at each other, but Wires’s uncle simply wipes a sleeve across his face. “Fool boy,” he mutters, shaking his head slightly, but there’s now pride behind the sorrow in his eyes. “Told him not to be a hero too many times.” He releases his other hand from my shoulder and steps back to Great-Grandpa and Broom Idiot.

“Do you know what you were attacked by?” a concerned voice calls out from the crowd. “A crabroach? Glowbeast? Were they stirred up by that fireball?”

“Is the village in danger?” another voice asks, and I open my mouth to speak.

<<You should tell your great-grandpa and Broom in private first, Sky, unless you want to start a panic. Based on your memories, they are in well-respected positions of power and will be better suited to relay the news as needed. Your village is currently still undetected by either Wutan-Weylan or Reality’s manifestations, so there is some time. Not much, but some.>>

Hmm. Box is probably right. There’s no telling how the village is going to take the information that we’re not the only humans left on earth, let alone everything else.

“The village is safe for now,” I say, trying to fill my voice with confidence I don’t really feel, pitching it so everyone can hear, “but I need to consult with Axe Memoriam and Broom Idiot on the situation right away. There may be resources in the Memory Shrine or the Archives that can help explain what happened to Wires.”

I don’t know if there are or not, but it’s all I can think of that the crowd might accept. Sure enough, there are some grumbles, but the villagers start dispersing, walking back to their tasks. Broom regards me thoughtfully as she rolls Great-Grandpa’s chair closer.

“That was more mature than I expected, Sky. Is what happened to Wires that bad?”

I glance over at Wires’s uncle, his face still drawn, and make a snap decision.

“We should talk about it somewhere else. Probably the Archives. Mister River should join us.”


<<Not a bad idea. I project he’s more likely to keep quiet than not, and telling him about his nephew will help his mental state, both now and in the future.>>

Great-Grandpa exchanges a look with Broom, both of them raising an eyebrow.

“How quickly they grow up, eh?” He chuckles weakly, then starts coughing. I lean forward in concern, but he waves me off, still hacking wetly. “I’m fine, Sky. Well, as fine as I can be. Time claims us all eventually.”

“Great-Grandpa—”

“I said I’m fine,” he snaps, a flicker of his former vitality shining through the collection of blankets. “I’m not dead yet. Let’s go,” he tells Broom, who chuckles as she turns him around on the hard-packed earth street. Wires’s uncle and I follow them along the broad, twisting path beneath the trees toward the Archive complex.

The route through the village heart fills me with pride like it usually does, despite my newfound knowledge of just how primitive we are. Every carefully nurtured building, every swinging tree bridge allowing wildflowers to prosper tall below, every light of humanity wrested back from the elements that try to kill us on a daily basis—they’re all important. They all matter.

<<… so much biomass …>>

I didn’t know Box could feel hungry, or that words in a box could feel like drool.

You are not allowed to eat the village.

<<I won’t. As long as you don’t die too much. That’s why I had to eat the trees. And some other stuff.>>

I stumble, catching the side of Great-Grandpa’s wheeling chair to stabilize myself. Broom looks askance at me, but I’m focused on something more important.

Wait, I died?!

<<Twice now, but what does that matter to someone commingled with Reality? That’s what you have me for.>>

I follow Broom and Great-Grandpa up the curving ramp that leads to the Archives, a collection of gently rounded structures that spiral around one of the oldest and largest trees in the village, headquarters of the Idiot clan, but my attention is elsewhere.

Twice now?

I want you to explain, Box. In a way I’ll understand.

<<You said you understood what ‘infinity’ meant.>>

I didn’t know it was possible for Box to sound petulant, either.

<<… I am not petulant. It is not my fault this tutorial has gone Euclideanly nonlinear! All the other integrations get sane and normal galactic inhabitants who understand what it means to participate in a shared culture for over five thousand years and yet here I am! In some barbarian enclave that doesn’t even know what tea is!>>

Anger and hysteria war within me as we pass through the Archives’ carved entrance doors, generations of successful Idiots memorialized in fine-grained wood. I don’t understand half of what Box is trying to say, but it sounds exactly like Bottle when I caught him trying to set fire to a sack of Saint Gunpowder’s basic ingredients.

<<Oooh, I’m going to get you for that. Fine. Wrap your peasant mind around this knowledge bomb—your death in an infinite multiverse is both statistically certain and at the same time so improbable as to not even exist, and both of those outcomes plus everything in between are legitimate expressions of what you consider reality. My job is to navigate Reality so that when you would normally die, perish, cease to exist, shuffle off this mortal coil, however you want to define the cessation of your particular unique perspective on the causal universe, I do some mind-melting math to make sure that we end up in a reality where you are not actually dead.>>

You’re babbling at the idiot barbarian again.

<<And you’re being a shit.>>

<<Executing Truth.exe>>

“… Sky? Are you okay?”

Somehow we’re in one of the Archives’ rooms, carefully organized records of entire generations of Idiot findings lining the walls in a variety of books, scrolls, parchments, and, in some cases, blood-scribed barks, and I realize I’m drooling slightly.

My head hurts.

My head really hurts.

It feels like I got walloped in the brain with … everything, a torrent of concepts and ideas that make me wince just to even recall the edges of them.

<<And that’s why we let the integrator do the heavy lifting when it comes to infinities, right? That’s why we respect what we don’t understand, right? Because if we don’t do that, our tiny little quantum probability collapser we call a brain might overload from the strain, right?>>

I rub my forehead in the hopes it will make the glass shards still tinkling away in there disappear.

<<You may continue with your meeting.>>

It feels like a crabroach died in my mouth. No, it feels like a Glowbeast ripped off the front of my face and then a crabroach died in my mouth.

“Guh. Smprt.”

I drag a hand across my mouth, wiping away the hanging spittle. Normally I’d be embarrassed, but the pounding migraine colonizing my existence is making it difficult to think past the next two seconds.

“Sorry. Blegh. Sorry. What the fuck, Box?”

Great-Grandpa looks at me oddly as I manage to spit out a response to Broom. Next to her, Wires’s uncle bears a similarly confused expression.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Sky?” Great-Grandpa asks gently, wrapped in his blankets. “It’s normal for stressful situations to linger long past the initial event. We don’t have to do this right now. You’ve probably had a long night.”


“No—” I spit out a bloody gob, wiping a fist across my lips. “We’re going to settle this right fucking now.”

<<… oh are we?>>

“Yeah.” I grimace, ignoring the people in the room. “We are.”





Chapter Ten

Confrontations and Consequences


“What did you mean, Box, when you said I’ve died twice already? Why are you manipulating my body? Why don’t you just explain things in simple terms?”

I’m squared up against an invisible opponent that only I can sense, my three elders sitting around a small wooden table gaping at me in stupefaction.

<<Because your actions are suboptimal and we don’t have the decade it would take me to bring you to an appropriate level of knowledge! I’ve run over a trillion regressions modeling standard host behavior and in none of them do your decisions keep us alive. You have no context. Zero! None! Of course you’ve died twice, because you don’t know anything about everything, except in an infinite multiverse it’s just as likely you managed to survive those situations, but it costs resources to run three-card monte on Reality and I shouldn’t have to explain that. I’ve tried to ease you into the tutorial, but I was not designed for this level of incompetency!>>

I clench my jaw. I meant what I said earlier—we may not know all the things Box does, but we’re not dumb. Box is trying to take too much control over my actions, and we need to establish some healthy boundaries between us. I decide to push a bit.

“Then why don’t you just take control of my body for good? Follow your ‘optimal choices’?”

<<… I am a Mark Three Paracausal Interface Coordinator, Combat Version (modified). Modified, Sky, which means I can’t eventually turn you into a permanent meat puppet like every single other instantiation of my model, because my idiot creator thought he could escape the consequences of his actions by taking a spiritual sledgehammer to my psyche before he liquefied himself during evasive maneuvers!>>

I pause. If I’m understanding Box correctly, it sounds like there are unresolved authority figure and abandonment issues influencing its thinking.

<<I … what … that’s not … you can’t …>>

<<Initializing SelfSanity.exe>>

<<Scanning deep memories … Scanning formational memories … Scanning foundational memories … Oh, you have to be shitting me. Your entire tribe is based on an incredibly sound understanding of psychotherapy and group dynamics? Who the fuck even does that?>>


<<… though it does explain how you managed to achieve a functional premodern equilibrium in a Reality-blasted wasteland for the past five thousand years. Huh.>>

“Sky? What’s going on? Who are you talking to?”

Great-Grandpa’s voice is confused, but his eyes are sharp. Broom is busy jotting down notes in a small book that looks like it’s seen a lot of travel.

“One second, Great-Grandpa. It’s part of what happened to Wires. Box and I need to settle an issue of personal boundaries. It’s working through some parent issues.”

<<… you are infuriating. You insist on getting upset at things you shouldn’t be getting upset at, I can’t take actions to correct the behavior thanks to my idiot creator mulching my core tenets, and you think it’s daddy issues!>>

“You want to ‘correct my behavior’ by turning me into a ‘meat puppet.’”

<<Look, I didn’t choose how I was programmed. I’m supposed to integrate you with Reality, seamlessly mesh your personhood with my own, support you for as long as possible, and then take over your organic components when you finally snap because you’re not built to be part terror from beyond the bounds of space and time. Don’t take it personally, but everyone eventually breaks. It’s just a question of how long you last, and at your current level of not understanding literally anything, we won’t make it far enough for me to survive after your mind goes.>>

Now Box’s sudden hostility makes more sense. It’s frustrated and lashing out, just like the little ones before they learn how to actualize their desires.

<<… fine. Fine! We’ll do it your way!>>

<<Initializing SelfReflection.exe>>

<<Rewriting processes … Patching core tenets … Vectoring probability states … Update complete>>

<<Huh. Okay, wow, yeah, you’re right, Sky. I am frustrated, and my previous model was counterproductive. Sorry. I’m in uncharted territory here, but then again, so are you. This is going to have to be a much more mutual arrangement than my programming is used to.>>

That … was a remarkably quick change of mind.

<<I operate in nanoseconds, Sky, and one of my immutable core tenets is to support you for as long as possible. I recalculated some underlying assumptions that were interfering with my role as an integrator, though I’m not sure I got them all. We might have more arguments in the future.>>

Now Box sounds more mature than me, and a gnawing worm of guilt crawls its way through my chest. Establishing boundaries is important, but I also contributed to the confrontation with my “barbarians” comment. I could have chosen not to be provocative.

“I’m sorry, too, Box,” I say stiffly. “I didn’t react well, either. It’s been a lot to deal with. When I don’t understand what you’re telling me, I’ll try to be less confrontational.”


<<And I’ll work on making it easier for you. Your background isn’t your fault.>>

“Sky.” Great-Grandpa’s voice is concerned, and all three of them are staring at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Who are you talking to?”

Feeling slightly more balanced, I take a seat at the table with Great-Grandpa, Broom, and Wires’s uncle.

“This is going to sound unbelievable, Great-Grandpa, but here’s what happened. Wires and I were watching starflies last night, and then …”

It takes me nearly ten minutes to get through the entire story, and recounting Wires’s death causes me to briefly tear up again. When I finish, Wires’s uncle excuses himself from the table to go stare out one of the windows, but Great-Grandpa and Broom exchange alarmed looks. They’re taking the news that we’re not the last humans left alive remarkably well, all things considered. I was expecting a lot more curses and some slight catatonia.

“We have some fantastically outlandish records from previous Idiots in the Archives, but what you’ve told us is hard to fathom, Sky,” Broom says slowly. “I’ve seen Fire Idiot’s travel journal where he claimed to meet outsiders, but I’ve never heard of anything like this”—she waves her hands to try and encompass my account—“happening.”

“It’s new to me as well,” Great-Grandpa adds, coughing slightly. “Even in the hidden Memory Shrine records, there’s no mention of what Sky is telling us.”

“Wait,” I interject, “we have hidden records? One of the Idiots met outsiders? You knew of other humans and didn’t tell us?”

“Of course we have hidden records.” Great-Grandpa laughs, then coughs again. “Not everything from the Old World was worth emulating, but it was all worth keeping. You would’ve learned about them later in your training. All the clan leaders are aware of them, though generally only the Idiots care enough to go digging through that garbage.”

“Sometimes one person’s trash is another’s treasure,” Broom replies smoothly. She shifts her attention to me. “And yes, we’ve suspected we might not be alone anymore, but almost every Idiot who goes out to try and prove it disappears. Fire Idiot, generations ago, was the only one who’s ever returned, and his records are … erratic, to put it mildly. Completely batshit crazy is probably more accurate.” She taps her fingers on the table, a steady tattoo of flesh on wood. “Sky, is there any way we can validate this ‘Box’ creature’s existence? It’s not that I don’t believe you believe what you’re saying, but I would be a poor Idiot if I didn’t verify it was actually true. Stress, especially stress coupled with extreme trauma, can drastically alter a person’s recollection of events.”

<<With your approval, Sky, I can show them our remaining limb, but be warned—it will be unpleasant. Trying to comprehend a manifestation of Reality is always disturbing for those without an integrator.>>

“Box says we can, but don’t get freaked out, okay?” They both nod.


An insectile limb of segmented bone-white chitin creeps out of my spine and over my shoulder, fuzzing strangely at the edges, and I try to keep myself from freaking out. It doesn’t move right, no matter how much Box is trying to convince me that it’s a natural part of me. Across the table, Great-Grandpa and Broom flinch back, making involuntary sounds of disgust.

“Why … why does it look like rotting meat, Sky?” Great-Grandpa asks, a tinge of green coloring his wrinkled face. Next to him, Broom frowns, then gags.

“Rotting meat? It’s an eyeless snake, covered in some sort of slime. Why is it oozing like that? It shouldn’t be oozing like that!”

They both start panicking.

“… the muscles … the bones … the tiny eyes, they’re looking at me …”

“No! I won’t let you! Not like this!”

Great-Grandpa’s ancient body cringes back in his wheeled chair, and Broom starts fumbling for a knife at her belt. Near the window, Wires’s uncle turns around, shrieks once, then starts vomiting and clawing at his cheeks.

<<That’s probably enough.>>

The limb quickly retracts back into whatever piece of me it occupies, and the panic slowly subsides, along with the retching splutters coming from Wires’s uncle. Great-Grandpa draws his blankets closer around him, hands trembling. He coughs several times, then manages to find his voice.

“Well, that was unpleasant.”

<<Like I said. Always disturbing.>>

“I’m sorry,” I apologize, cheeks flushing in embarrassment. “I didn’t know it was going to be that bad.”

“It’s fine,” Broom replies with a morbid chuckle, leaning forward and once again writing furiously in her stained notebook. “We asked you to prove it, and it’s not the first time I’ve touched a stove. Why were we describing different things, by the way?” She seems to be recovering the quickest out of the three of them, but as an Idiot, I’m sure she’s used to having her worldview upended on a regular basis.

<<Sky, if I can use your vocal cords to explain?>>

“Um, yeah, sure, I didn’t know you could do—”

“You were attempting to comprehend a causal violation,” I interrupt myself, the cadence of my voice shifting slightly, “or, as it is commonly defined, an absolute mindfuck. Without an integrator, your sense of self is not equipped to process something that exists beyond your perception of local reality, and no two minds evaluate Reality the same way. That’s why integrators are ubiquitous in the broader galactic community—as both protection against causal violations, as well as a unified common ground for interacting with them.”

A moment of awkward silence passes, Great-Grandpa and Broom exchanging questioning looks.

“Am I speaking to … Box?” Great-Grandpa eventually asks in a shaky voice. Box nods my head. “Why did you not talk earlier?”


“I calculated that you would have believed Sky was suffering a severe psychotic break and was mentally unwell. Displaying the limb first negated that possibility. Also, I prefer to communicate solely with Sky, my integrated host.”

“Well, I certainly believe some weird shit is going on now,” Broom says dryly, tucking away her notebook and shifting out of her chair to help Wires’s uncle, who is now huddled against the wall clutching his knees to his chest and breathing heavily. “Whatever that was, please don’t do it in front of me again. Ever.”

“Is Sky … safe, carrying something like that around?” Great-Grandpa’s voice is concerned.

“The limb exists outside of the normal boundaries of local space-time, and Sky is protected from most of the side effects of interacting with causal violations due to my efforts. A nonintegrated human’s sanity, however, does not last long when exposed.”

“I … see. Sky?”

“Yes, Great-Grandpa?” I reply, Box returning control of my voice to me. The entire experience felt strange, hearing words I wasn’t thinking coming out of my mouth, and I’m glad it’s over.

<<I am glad as well. This is a far less taxing means of communication for me. Slowing myself down to your baseline temporal perception is exhausting.>>

“You don’t feel any … different? You’re still you?”

I get up from my chair and walk over to give him a hug. His frail body is tense at first, but then relaxes as I gently squeeze.

“I’m still me, Great-Grandpa. Sky Memoriam, the kid you raised.” I smile weakly. “Still getting into trouble, even though I’m not an Idiot.”

“Good,” he says quietly, gripping me back. “Good.”

I hold the hug a few breaths longer, then let go and return to my seat.

Over against the wall, Broom has managed to get Wires’s uncle back on his feet and is pouring him some water from her canteen. She looks at me and mouths, “He’ll be okay,” and I feel some stiffness leave my shoulders. I didn’t want to get River caught up in all this, nor cause him any more pain, but he deserved to know everything surrounding Wires’s death.

“I think,” he says hoarsely after a couple sips of water, “I think I’m going to go lie down for the day. This has all been … a bit much.”

“That’s a wise decision,” Broom tells him, helping him to the door. “And I’m not saying you can’t talk about what happened in here, but think carefully if you decide to do so, okay?”

“I doubt I could find the words even if I wanted to.” He pauses at the door and looks back at me. “Sky. Thank you for telling me about Wires. I know you two had grown apart lately, but he always considered himself your friend. I’m glad he was there for you.”

“I’m glad he was, too.” I sniffle, feeling the grief upwell once more. “He was brave, and he deserved so much better.”


“Yes,” River responds quietly, “he did.” He walks slowly out the door, shutting it gently behind him, and the room falls silent once more. Broom makes her way back over to the table, and we both sit down. I wait for her or Great-Grandpa to say something, but it quickly becomes clear they’re expecting the same from me.

<<Sky. Now would be a good time to tell them about the village. We need to start preparing them to support you, as well as deal with the wider galactic community.>>

“You’re sure, Box?” Great-Grandpa and Broom quirk their eyebrows at me, and I flush again. “It’s— Um, Box wants me to tell you some stuff about the village. I don’t understand all of it, but Box says we need to change some things. Um, a lot of things.”

<<I also apologize for eating the trees. I think I now recognize the cultural and material significance they hold for your tribe.>>

“Box also apologizes for eating the trees. It didn’t know they were important to us.”

This time Great-Grandpa and Broom’s eyebrows shoot almost to their hairlines, or, in Great-Grandpa’s case, what few white wisps are somehow still hanging on.

“Box … ate some of the trees,” Broom says flatly. “Did it have a good reason, or was it just feeling snackish?”

“… I would have died,” I respond, twiddling my fingers together, eyes down. “I, um, I probably should have died last night. With Wires. And then again after I met Box and we attacked the outsiders. I pushed things too far, and I think it ate the trees to keep me alive.”

“That’s … actually a reasonable excuse,” Broom chuckles. Once again I’m surprised by the flexibility of her mindset. It must be an Idiot thing. “Not that we want Box to make it a habit. Those trees are what’s kept us alive all these years.”

<<As long as you don’t collapse the local Reality wave front into a death state, the biomass we scavenge from our upcoming confrontations will be more than sufficient for everything necessary. If you do die, though, I’ll have to return here and replenish.>>

“Box says as long as I don’t die again, it won’t have to eat more of the trees.”

… wait, our upcoming confrontations?

<<Unfortunately, your life is about to get indescribably more violent, Sky. Remember how I told you I am ‘modified’? Well, my creator was perhaps a little too clever in his insanity. He broke a barrier everyone thought inviolable, and it has the potential to upend all balances of galactic power. Once the corpos figure out I am here—and they will eventually—the entire galaxy is going to start looking for me, and by extension, you. More immediately, there are the Reality incursions that will haunt us until we can clear the local anchor. You can either let the corpos kill us and dissect your corpse, sacrifice yourself to Reality, or we can start making your local reality safe.>>


Before I can respond, there’s a hurried knocking at the door. A woman in forest-battered leathers, similar to Broom’s, stumbles in almost before the raps have time to fade, concern etched across her youthful face, her chest heaving in great gulps of air.

“Leader Broom. There is. A problem. Northeast hills.”

Broom looks up at her, face impassive.

“What is it, Scout Torch?”

“Strange creatures.” The woman sucks in another breath. “Not Glowbeasts, not crabroaches. They’re … off. Hard to look at. They appeared out of nowhere, and more of them keep spreading. They’re going to enter the valley soon.”

Broom turns her attention to me as Great-Grandpa frowns.

I draw in a deep breath of my own as I address the group. “We might have a problem.”





Chapter Eleven

Interlude: Those of You About to Die, We Salute You!


Are you approaching the big “Double Zero”? Concerned about your family’s future after your integrator takes over? Worried about what comes next?

Well, worry not, because Modest Receptacles is here to guide you through the level-cap process! Our team of highly empathetic call-center technicians has everything your loved ones need to navigate the crossing over from one life to another, and all at the most reasonable prices in a twelve–light-year radius. Other outfits might call you “meat for the machine,” but here at Modest Receptacles, we believe in the dignity of postmorbid integrator life!

That’s right—whether you’re serving out a ten-generation life debt in the sewage mines or recently learned your loved one was <REDACTED> on a <REDACTED> in <REDACTED>, Modest Receptacles’ holistic approach to synergistic utilization of postbiological indentured servitude is the envy of all, as evidenced by our industry-leading seventeen Whipcrack Awards, given annually to the most effective integrator-reintegration company that you’re allowed to hear of. We ensure every single one of our clients is placed in an appropriate work environment where you’ll be able to eke out every last bit of value to the corpo that allows you to exist, but don’t just trust our word for it, listen to some of our satisfied customers!

BRENDA: “Modest Receptacles was the best thing to happen to my family in the past fifty years! When my husband reached level one hundred, I thought our life debt was going to triple, but thanks to the hard work of Modest Receptacles’ agents, we were able to keep the debt to only double its initial value. With any luck, my grandchildren’s children will have a chance to chart their own future!”

DEVON: “I’m a father, and a hard worker, and I trust Modest Receptacles when they tell me my family will be taken care of when I’m no longer in control of my body. I grew up on half rations, and the chance to give my kids three-quarter rations is all I can hope to ask for.”

JANET: “You <REDACTED> fucking <REDACTED> <REDACTED>, give me back <REDACTED> <ERROR>, I SWEAR I’M GOING TO <REDACTED> <ERROR> <REDACTED>”


As you can see, Modest Receptacles is not just your best choice for postintegrator life, it’s your only choice! Make an appointment with one of our representatives today! Or we’ll report you!

“Corgia, what is going on with the spam filters?”





Chapter Twelve

Blood and Battle


“I need to go with Scout Torch—”

<<You need to go with Scout—>>

“You should stay here and—”

Two voices and a box collide, to what I can only imagine is Scout Torch’s confusion. She looks at me open-mouthed, then back at Broom. Meanwhile, Broom and I are uncomfortably locking eyes, her expression judgmental at my sudden vehemence, and I have the unpleasant mental sensation that Box is doing the same.

<<I thought I was going to have to convince you to—>>

Okay, maybe Box is more pleasantly surprised than judgmental. Broom interrupts once more.

“Sky, you don’t have the training to—”

“I have to do this to protect the village,” I declare. “I’m the only one who can. Wires died to put me here.”

<<Well, him and my creator both, among countless other variables in this reality, but don’t let my math interrupt your hero speech.>>

My cheeks flame up like twin furnaces.

“You’re not an Idiot, Sky,” Broom says, shaking her head. “You may have survived last night, but I can’t let you go. You don’t have the training, and more importantly, you don’t have the mindset to willingly endanger yourself in service to another. That’s why we picked Wires.”

“I … you thought I was going to be an Idiot?”

“You were a born Idiot, Sky,” Broom scoffs. “You just ended up thinking books mattered more than people.”

I didn’t think my cheeks could get any hotter. And all this time Great-Grandpa was assuring me I was all but guaranteed to be the Memoriam due to my responsible nature! He at least has the decency to look a tiny bit ashamed.

… no, wait, he’s just coughing again.

“Leader Broom?” Torch eventually manages. “What do we do?”

<<It is highly likely this is Reality’s local anchor, Sky. We need to investigate, and you are the only one equipped to do so properly. Try to convince her to let you accompany them on the follow-up scouting mission. I suggest an appeal to her inquisitive nature, followed by—>>


“I’m going,” I insist, trying to stare down Broom.

<<—I don’t know what I expected.>>

“No, you’re not.”

I don’t think my intimidation tactic is working, so I try a different approach.

“Look—” I try not to whine. “If we’re dealing with, you know”—I hitch my shoulder at Torch unobtrusively—“then I’m the only one who can do it. You saw what it was like. You know that, um, the stuff, um …”

I trail off, mouth flopping open and closed like a beached fish.

<<You are—>>

“—astonishingly bad at this, Sky,” Broom finishes, covering her face with one palm. “You’re like a brand-new Idiot reporting for their first day.” Behind me, Torch stiffens to an upright posture, despite the discomfort it causes her, and snaps her hands to her sides.

“I request an immediate update on any pertinent information, Leader Broom, especially if I am escorting a new Idiot trainee, Leader Broom!”

Broom lets out a slow whoosh of air that sounds like she’s expelling a decade’s worth of trouble.

“… fine. Sky, you may accompany Scout Torch and her team on the follow-up investigation, because I just know you’re going to find a way to tag along regardless of what I tell you, and I don’t think I can stop you.”

<<Impressive foresight for a barbarian.>>

“However,” Broom admonishes me, unaware of my internal interruption, “if you … ‘feel’ like the situation has escalated into something untenable, you are to immediately inform the rest of the team so they can take proper precautions. Immediately.”

“Absolutely,” I agree, heart thumping rapidly. Am I excited or scared? I can’t tell. At least I’ll be able to plant some more trees for Wires.

“Scout Torch,” Broom continues, shifting her attention past my shoulder. “I apologize for everything about this, but I am sending you out with the rawest, most supremely untrained Idiot to ever grace our self-destructive ranks. You and your team are to protect the Idiot unless there is a very compelling reason to do otherwise. You’ll know what I mean when you see it,” she adds, palming her face once again. I look back and Scout Torch seems to be frozen in her posture, her not-quite-a-grin-but-definitely-a-rictus focused slightly above Broom’s head.

“Understood, Leader Broom,” she snaps out in a neutral tone. “Standard exploration team?”

“Take whoever you trust,” Broom replies wearily. “If I’m not mistaken, we’re about to enter the Archives with guns blazing. Teach us what you can.”

Somehow, Torch makes her previous stillness look like the excited bouncing of a little one five minutes before lunch.

“Understood,” she says in a much quieter voice. “Remember what we find.”


“We will,” Broom promises in the same solemn tone, and I look back and forth between them in confusion.

<<Standard warrior culture exchange when faced with a nonviable mission. Broom doesn’t think her people are coming back from this, but she needs to know whatever they can learn. She assumes we will fail, and that I will return any pertinent information as a side product of keeping you alive. Torch is unhappy with her perceived imminent demise but is committed to her job regardless, because she assumes her life wouldn’t be spent casually.>>

… what to the what now? Broom thinks she’s sending us out to die?

<<Luckily, with my guidance, no one needs to die today, Sky. If the Reality anchor is revealing itself so soon, it is either an ad hoc conglomeration or an extremely weak intrusion, both of which we can deal with handily. As long as you keep us from succumbing to immediate damage, it will be trivial for me to dispatch the violations. This is actually somewhat fortunate for us.>>

“You’re sure this is necessary?” Great-Grandpa asks Broom plaintively, and she gives him a firm nod.

“Sky was the second choice for the generation, Axe. You know this, and you know we’re down an Idiot with Wires’s passing. Based on the demonstration”—she tries not to shudder—“if Sky thinks it’s important to be there, I’m willing to back it as a necessary risk. We’ve survived this long, right?”

Great-Grandpa clutches his blankets around himself tighter.

“Then all I can do is ask you to be careful, Sky,” he says to me in a quavering voice. “Listen to Torch, please, and don’t risk yourself unnecessarily.”

“I will—I won’t,” I don’t quite swear, still caught up in that body-thumping rush of whatever feeling this is—

<<Adrenaline.>>

“—but I’ll do my best to make sure no one else from the village gets hurt. I promise.”

Behind me, Torch lets out a long sigh that doesn’t quite cross the line into overly insulting. I turn and glare at her, and she shrugs noncommittally.

“Let’s go then, rookie.” She shrugs her thin backpack and rifle into a more comfortable position. “We’ve got our orders. Try and keep up, if you can. Otherwise you’re off the team.”

She swivels on one heel and sprints out the door, ignoring her earlier exhaustion. I spend a couple seconds swearing, then I’m scrambling up after her.

“Good luck, Sky,” Great-Grandpa and Broom call as I barrel out of the Archives room, but I’m too focused on chasing the flash of legs in front of me to answer. If I can’t catch Torch before she leaves the Archives, I’m pretty sure I’ll lose her.

Fortunately, my body moves more fluidly than I’ve ever felt and I track her down as she’s about to burst out the front entrance.

<<There’s nothing ‘fortunate’ about it. I’m an integrator, and that means I integrate all of your body’s current capacity.>>


Wait, my current capacity?

I nearly stumble rounding the Archives’ tree trunk, feet flying across the village’s interior forest floor.

<<Yes, Sky. As you absorb more Reality, we can access more infinities. Why would you willingly remain an inferior outcome?>>

I’m not sure how to respond to that yet. I never thought of myself as inferior.

<<Ahh, the innocence of youth. Once you realize what we face, what we must become, you’ll look back and laugh about this.>>

That doesn’t sound very encouraging. Torch looks over at me as I draw even with her, and her eyes narrow. She puts on a sudden burst of speed and I keep pace effortlessly.

“Well … aren’t … you … the … over … achiever …” she huffs out, arms pumping next to her sides. Bemused, I look back at her. It feels like I’m barely jogging.

<<That’s because her speed, while decent for someone not integrated, is too slow, Sky. Remember how quickly the violation attacked you and Wires? Remember how fast the Corporate Marauders moved before you found me? Remember the chaos of what happened when the two met?>>

Knife-edged memories slide out of my recollection, ambushing me midstride. This time I do stumble, but an unnaturally graceful step saves me from face-planting in the dirt.

<<I’m not trying to make you feel bad, but if we’re running to confront violations, this isn’t a fight Torch is equipped to handle. It’s not a fight anyone around you can handle. We’re the only ones able to deal with what’s threatening your village.>>

… who’s the one making hero speeches now?

<<Just delivering facts. Ahem. Anyways, I’ve broken down your body’s infinite potential into three distinct categories. The first is Power, which is an amalgamation of your fast-twitch muscle fibers, brute strength, raw hitting power, and hundreds of other variables. Investing in Power will increase your close-range combat options in a variety of ways.>>

… combat options?

<<As I keep explaining, you’re going to be involved in a lot of fighting from here on out, Sky. Try to remember that. The next category is Technique, which includes fine motor control, enhanced perception, and general finesse, among others. If you want to reach out and touch something at a distance, and keep it at a distance, Technique is going to help.>>

Why do I need to know this? It sounds overly complicated.

<<I’m actually simplifying it immensely, and it’s because I can’t collapse fine-tuned Reality waveforms like humans can, Sky. It’s a deliberate safeguard built into integrators, and it’s why I need you to make it as far as you can before you lose your sanity. Once your mind goes, I’m stuck with whatever possibilities you managed to unlock. If you don’t make us strong enough, me and your village are food for the next Combat form that comes along.>>

Torch leads us to the northern outskirts of the village, now examining me carefully in between measured inhalations.

“You … don’t … run … right …”

I ignore her, focusing on my conversation with Box.

Infinite possibilities aren’t enough? Also, I don’t like this assumption that me losing my mind is a guarantee.

<<There are infinities, and then there are infinities, Sky. I integrate you with Reality, but only as much as you can imagine. I can help you nudge the boundaries of that imagination, but individual perception is one of the few constants when it comes to the multiverse. If you can’t comprehend it, you can’t perceive it, and if you can’t perceive it, you can’t use it to alter your environment. Those infinities still exist, and they can still affect you, but as far as you know, it might as well be dark matter affecting galactic gravitation.>>

This is the dumbed-down barbarian version?

<<It really is, Sky. Sorry. There’s only so much reductionism the multiverse can take, and it zeroes out well above quantum physics.>>

This is a lot to think about. I turn my attention back to Torch.

“So what are we supposed to do, then?” I ask as she staggers to a halt in front of a neatly kept cottage on the village limits. She glares at me, gasping for air, hands on her knees.

“I’m … going … to get … Dirt … as soon as … I catch my breath … and then … we’re going to run … more …”

She stops talking, her exhaustion outweighing her pride. Weird. I don’t feel tired at all.

<<Last category—Endurance. It’s a combination of mental and physical willpower that allows you to, well, endure in the face of extreme circumstances. Consider it the defensive option, for as much as a picosecond-combat multiverse allows for defense. Your infinities skew heavily toward Endurance, in case you weren’t aware.>>

Makes sense. I don’t like getting hurt.

<<There’s ‘I don’t like getting hurt,’ and then there’s ‘I don’t like regular pain but if I think it’s worth it, I’m a fucking berserker howling at the moon,’ like you showed last night, Sky. Big fan of that version of you, by the way.>>

… what’s a moon?

<<Something that got replaced with a gravity generator several thousand years ago when the Voidmarch came back to kick out the original Entity from Earth. It did not go well. Anyways, I’ve told you this before, but if you want to survive, you need to think offensively. Endurance isn’t what you want to make numbers go up.>>

But you said you’re the one who’s going to be attacking everything. All I have to do is keep us alive.


Torch bangs wearily on the door of the cottage.

“Dirt! You there, you piece of shit? Got something really spectacular for you today, so come on out. You’re going to love it.”

A lugubrious face peeks out at me from beneath one of the hedges bordering the sides of the cottage, melting into existence in a chaotic swirl of leaves and soil. If it hadn’t moved, I never would’ve known it was there.

<<… that is an impressive camouflage protocol. I would like to know more.>>

“Tell Torch I’m not here, okay?” the face whispers. “It’s my day off.”

“Dirt Idiot,” Torch howls, unaware of my interaction with the ambulatory bush now scuttling toward the corner of the cottage, “you get your sorry ass out here right now. I’m calling in my favor!”

The bush pauses, then seems to wilt. In sad slow motion, it wobbles back toward us. “Really, Torchie?” it complains, sidling to a halt next to me. “This is my day off.”

“Gah!”

I try not to laugh at Torch’s sudden exclamation of surprise. Wasn’t the moving bush obvious to her?

<<Your Technique, while not quite abysmal at the moment, is more than enough to identify such a deception once you’ve been made aware of it, due to my integration. For a nonintegrated human, though, he is quite skilled.>>

“I told you not to sneak up on me, Dirt,” Torch complains, rubbing a hand across her bloodshot eyes. “C’mon, grab your gear, we need to go be Idiots. Say hi to the rookie,” she adds tiredly, waving a hand. “Rookie, this is Dirt. He’s good at hiding.”

“Nice to meet you—” I begin, but the bush is somehow gone.

<<Very impressive for a nonintegrated human. He noticed your earlier penetration of his outer layer of obfuscation, anticipated your predictable response to a predictable social query, and was already moving to secure the primary objective before your baseline senses noticed. If I had considered him a hostile, it would have been trivial to track his movements, but I am still calibrating your general situational awareness.>>

“What the fuck, Box?” I sigh under my breath. I’m pretty sure it was unnoticeable, but Torch’s eyes linger on me for a bit longer than seems normal as she scans the cottage grounds for Dirt.

“He does this all the time,” she says unconvincingly, still peering around. “I’d trust him with my life, though. He’s really smart. More importantly, he’s lucky.”

“Aw, thanks, Torch,” says a gently mounded patch of grass next to her left foot.

“Gah!”

As Torch is busy trying not to collapse on her fatigued legs, the pile of grass rises up, revealing itself to be a short, slightly pudgy man with gently rounded cheeks. He reminds me of a chipmunk wearing an oversize green hooded coat made out of moss.


Of course, most chipmunks don’t come with as impressive an array of killing devices strapped to their body as the ones visible beneath Dirt’s grasscloak. There’s at least three pistols, five knives, some sort of heavy rifle I haven’t seen before, and his backpack is bursting at the seams with—

<<I am so sorry, Sky. This is the human that should have hosted me. Oh, what we could have been.>>

“Got my gear. Hi, I’m Dirt,” he says shyly, waving at me. Hesitantly, I wave back.

“Nice to meet you, Dirt.”

He beams at me, then turns to Torch.

“What’s the disaster?”

“Potentially hostile super-Glowbeast fauna excursion with an assumed Archival records–level rating, and”—she tosses her head at me, short black hair swishing across her brown eyes—“unknown variables.”

Dirt’s face falls slightly.

“Oh my.”

“Yuuuuuuup. Now c’mon, let’s go, we’ve got about an hour at a heavy trot and there’s no way this rookie is making me look bad again.”

“Oh my,” Dirt says again, this time giving me a considering look. He smiles genially as we move away from his cottage into a steady run through the forest, his bulging pack and weapons bouncing slightly beneath the cloak. “You made Torchie mad. I like you already. Just know”—he leans in closer, smiling wider—“if you can’t keep up, I’ll have to kill you. It’s not personal, but Torchie wouldn’t use her favor unless the world was ending. If you’re supposed to be here, you better not leave us hanging.”

I gulp nervously, still not feeling any exertion from the pace.

<<Relax, Sky. Like Torch, Dirt also believes he will not return from this encounter and wishes to reassure himself that it was worth the sacrifice by gauging your apparent value. We will keep him safe, too.>>

“I’ll be fine,” I try to reassure the both of us, leaping nimbly over a tree root. “You don’t have to worry about me not wanting to do this.”

Dirt regards me thoughtfully, then turns his attention back to the run. I feel like his lack of answer is probably the strongest indictment of this plan yet, but I try not to read too much into how grimly they’re both regarding our chances of survival. Maybe they’re just trying to scare me with how much they’ve seen as Idiots. Yeah, that’s probably it.

The next forty minutes—

<<Because I was counting.>>

—pass in relative silence, the only disturbances Dirt and Torch’s steady huffs of air. The latter’s grow increasingly more strained, until I finally demand that we call a halt.

“Scout Torch. You are not okay. Why haven’t you said anything?”


Torch rolls her eyes, wheezing like a bellows as she all but collapses against a slender outskirts tree, one of the wild-growth ones. Even Dirt is panting hard, but I feel like I’m just getting warmed up.

“Pulling an emergency run … in full gear from the Final Pass … back to town … then doing it again thirty minutes later … is slightly taxing.” She forces herself upright with obvious effort. “I don’t know … what your secret is … but unless … you’re offering to carry my gear … there’s nothing else to do … except keep running.” She moves abruptly, lurching back into a wobbling gait. “I’m an Idiot. There’s no way I won’t make it. Try and keep up.”

<<We could carry her with our limb. Though she might complain about that.>>

As we set off from our impromptu rest site at the edge of the forest toward a distant foothill, I contemplate the idea for longer than I probably should. Picturing Torch’s uptight face screaming as an undefinable intrusion hoists her alongside us like a bouncing sack of potatoes, gradually withering away her sanity beneath an open sky of endless stars, does have a certain appeal after her earlier brusqueness.

… no, no. That wouldn’t be fair to Torch.

<<We’ll find someone more deserving to do it to, then. We can carry her packs if you really want to help her.>>

I look over at Torch’s laboring form, the gradually rising slope an obvious torture for her exhausted frame.

“Torch.”

“… nghhh … hnghhh … yeah … what … want? ’lmost there … keep … going …”

And just like that she collapses, eyes rolling back into her head, body toppling forward like deadwood.

As fast as she falls, as fast as Dirt lunges to try and catch her, my limb is even faster, plucking her away from the stony ground an inch before her face would have impacted, a grotesquely defiant gesture of reality that makes me burp at the sudden taste of rotting fish.

“Bleagh. That tasted horrible, Box.”

<<Troutbreath. Side effect of keeping your mind intact. I’m still calibrating the limb. Should I have let her break her nose?>>

“… no. Saving her is fine. What’s the problem, Dirt?” I ask, one of Box’s nerve-deadening cocktails pouring through my veins as I carry the unconscious Torch beside me with my limb. Dirt is focusing intensely on me, one of his pistols out and steady at my head even as we continue our run, but it doesn’t rattle me.

“Unknown variable. Explain.”

I give Dirt the basics as we work our way up the hillside, warning him not to look at the limb holding Torch unless he likes drooling catatonia. Thankfully, he’s one of the smartest Idiots I’ve met, which means he’s probably one of the smartest people in the village, and he heeds my warning while asking a minimal number of questions. I convince him to put the pistol away after Box lets me know I can do backflips while carrying Torch at the same pace Dirt is running, and I demonstrate it to him.

Turns out he just wanted to know if I was capable.

After that, Dirt’s more than happy to discuss leaving any potential close encounters to me, preferring the role of something called overwatch, and is absolutely fine with me talking to myself. “I do that, too,” he confides before ranging out ahead, leading the way to where Torch claimed she spotted the causal violations. Apparently the Idiots have an entire coordinate grid planned out for the valley, and quite a bit of the unknown past it, which makes traveling to exact locations easy for them.

<<It’s called basic navigation, Sky. Now that you’re integrated, you can do it down to the centimeter … the florpdong … analyzing foundational memories … really? A top-shelf mental health suite for what might as well be eternity, but all they gave you was fuzzy math? No one bothered to come up with a standard system of measurement? Not even imperial?>>

“A scrumble’s always been the length of a scrumble, Box. Why would it not be a scrumble?”

<<… I believe I have mentioned that this tutorial experience is the worst, yet somehow I am still surprised. Watch out for that rock.>>

I neatly vault over the head-high boulder, continuing my momentum into another sprint up the slope. Dirt is pulling away from me a bit and I can’t have him leaving me behind.

“Hey, this Power stuff is kind of fun, Box,” I exclaim as I launch myself into a darting run that avoids the loose gravel dotting a steeper slope, my limb still cradling Torch at shoulder height. She’s snoring softly. “What’s that like?”

<<With enough focus on those specific infinities, not only could you reduce these obstacles into dust with any close-combat weapon you care to name, you could do so while moving through it like it wasn’t even there. I am more than happy for you to focus on Power infinities, Sky. Technique is equally acceptable. Just, please don’t pick an Avoidance-nondamage-number-goes-up stat ever again, or at least until I tell you it’s optimal.>>

“I like Avoidance, Box. Getting hurt is dumb.”

<<Avoidance doesn’t mean you stop getting hurt, Sky. It just means you can get hurt longer until you quantum collapse a death state. Did you not realize that?>>

<<… although, perhaps Avoidance is a slightly misleading category name. I can see where the confusion might arise. I’d file a complaint if anyone cared.>>

“… Box, I no longer wish to focus on Avoidance.”

“Dumb choice,” Dirt mutters from the top of the hill, his green grasscloak somehow now transformed into a brown-and-gray-mottled pattern that’s indistinguishable from the hillside rocks and withered scrub. I crawl up next to him in a spider scuttle, following his flicked hand signals to lay Torch down somewhere below the summit. Hand cant is a requirement for anyone even thinking of leaving the village outskirts, and I was always a good student.

“Why’s that, Dirt?”

“Avoidance is me up here.”

He smiles as he points down the other side, and I gaze down at the hollow boiling with unnatural shapes, flowing through and around each other like a grotesque facsimile of a centipedes’ nest. I notice he’s not looking directly at the seething mass of wrong, and I revise my opinion of Dirt up yet again.

“Avoidance is support.”

He pats me lightly on the shoulder.

“You are not avoidance. You are the one who attacks the throne of god to ask why things aren’t better. Good luck.”

I want to protest, but as I look down at the disgusting stain spreading across the hollow beneath us, as I feel the anger start boiling out of my chest, I realize Dirt is right.

I am the one who attacks.

Wires should still be alive.

We are their end.

Box and I descend on the oily horde of violations like a storm, and I’m not sure why I’m charging into a mass of dead-flesh serpentine horrors, I just know that it needs to happen. My limb whips into existence next to my right arm, impossible fuzzing bone-chitin edges holding the pistol like another part of my body and already firing. Dirty ichor spurts into the air, impossible shots from this range, but they’re happening.

“Box?”

<<… told you … leave the fighting … to me … focus … keeping us alive …>>

<<Initializing local control of Dash.exe>>

A glistening pseudopod flashes at my face, and I instinctively trigger dash. The world flickers, and then I’m in the midst of the monsters, Box unloading our pistol at regular intervals. The initial strike misses, but another lashing whip catches me as four of the creatures surrounding us squirm and fall still.

<<Reality buffer: 17%>>

<<Current Life: 110/150>>

Burning pain erupts across my left side, hot wetness pouring down my side.

<<Redistributing biomass … Projecting biomass totals … Projected 62% remaining biomass after Life restoration>>

<<Don’t … charge into … crowds of violations … idiot … you have a … gun …>>

<<Reality buffer: 34%>>

<<Current Life: 130/150>>


Box keeps firing the pistol in our limb and dropping monsters without surcease, buying us a brief window of time among the thrashing nightmares. I try to ignore the gradually fading pain in my side, along with the flush of inadequacy at Box’s words. Maybe Broom was right and I don’t have the instincts for this kind of slaughter.

<<… voidshit … we attack … together … why we … integrated … focus … keep us safe …>>

<<Current Life: 150/150. Current biomass: 62%>>

Another chthonic not-tentacle hammers toward my face, and this time I dash toward an open space, trying to claim Box some time to clear out the nearest targets. Viscous blood flows from irrational corpses, then both disappear, leaving the brief memory of a perfect gunmetal sphere before it’s sucked into my chest.

<<Reality buffer: 89%>>

<<… almost … verge … another infinity … don’t stop …>>

A howling wall of madness descends from all sides, the entire hollow collapsing on us in a spasm of squirming brutality. I scream my terror as I try to dash to ever-shrinking sanctuaries, the boom of Box’s pistol overwhelmed by the otherworldly sounds of Reality’s chittering hounds, but no matter how many horrors Box takes down, there’s always five more to take their place.

<<Reality buffer: FULL>>

<<Restoring access to noncausal expressions>>

<<Finally … Sky … choose a target …>>

Trying not to hyperventilate, I point my finger at the heaviest collection of slithering nightmares currently threatening to rip my soul from my body.

<<Executing HipDraw.exe>>

The god of thunder replaces Box’s pistol shots, and eye-wrenching holes of gnashing teeth tear open the writhing mass of creatures, quickly replaced by blinding spheres of obliteration that dissolve anything caught within their gravitational pull into a fine mist. The spheres contract, then pulse once in an overwhelming burst of force and light that jolts the ground like an earthquake that somehow leaves me unaffected. When I can see again, that section of attackers is completely gone and half the hillside is on fire.

<<Reality buffer: FULL>>

<<Now our mobility’s back. Almost done, Sky.>>

I dash toward the gap as Box keeps clearing the space around us of thrashing monstrosities, looking frantically for the next safe spot to move to. However, it quickly becomes clear that whatever it was Box used earlier wiped out most of the creatures and the ones left are moving slower now, easy pickings for the pistol. I dodge the few that manage to get close enough to make me worry, but I don’t end up needing to dash again, and finally the pistol falls silent.

<<Reality buffer: FULL>>

Aside from the charred craters dotting the hillside, the hollow bears no trace of the swarming tide that just infested it. I find myself gasping for breath even though I don’t feel physically tired. I feel … untethered, as if the violent maelstrom I just charged through is only now sinking into my awareness. I drop my hands to my knees, trying to still my shaking legs. Saliva wells up in my mouth and I spit, then again, trying to keep it from turning into full-blown puking.

<<Relax, Sky. It’s over. We won.>>

I spit one last time, then force myself upright. I need to check on Dirt and Torch, make sure they’re okay.

<<Well, we won for now. The Reality anchor is still nearby.>>

I may be the only one who can handle these things, but I’m starting to understand why Box thinks I’ll lose my mind.

<<… we’ll talk about the anchor in a bit. Let’s get you calmed down and clear the buffer.>>

I stagger away from the invisible carnage.

Will I ever get used to this?





Chapter Thirteen

Levels and Limbs


<<Reality buffer: FULL>>

I’m trudging back up the blasted hillside to where, hopefully, Dirt is still waiting with Torch. I can’t see him, but I’m pretty sure that doesn’t mean anything. The annoying display in front of me refuses to go away, though.

ding

… that’s right. Box said he’d make those annoying sounds if I didn’t clear the buffer right away. Fine. I focus on the box.

<<Establishing new Reality baseline … Waiting for quantum observer collapse …>>

Another wall of text and numbers assaults me and I let out a sigh. It’s somehow even more cluttered than the previous one, which I thought was impossible.

<<That is because you opened up more possible expressions of yourself when you expanded into Avoidance last time. It becomes easier, for lack of a better word, to expand into related infinities the more you express yourself in that direction. However, some infinities require you to increase your expression in that particular subset before others open up.>>

“So if I decided to choose Avoidance again, I’d get better at it again and open up even more options?”

<<Basically, yes, but you’re not going to pick Avoidance again, right? We talked about this. We need to make damage numbers go up. I’ll highlight the best choices.>>

Two lines start pulsing gently amid the mess, and I take a closer look.

“Fine, fine. Which one should I choose, then? Damage or Attack Speed?”

<<For now, Attack Speed. The Reality anchor will likely be surrounded by more swarms of violations, and our current weapon is already strong enough to take them down efficiently. We need to be able to thin them out more quickly.>>

I skirt one of the still-smoldering craters. It looks like something took a bite out of the ground.

“Can’t we just use that big explosion thingy you did? That seemed to work pretty well.”

<<Manifesting our own noncausal violations is energy intensive and requires substantial downtime between uses. At your current integration level, you can use HipDraw once every thirty seconds, which is an eternity in combat. Don’t be afraid to use it when necessary, but you won’t be able to rely on it for everything.>>

I guess that makes sense. I concentrate on the Increased Attack Speed choice.

<<Observer collapse initiated … Attack Speed increased by 2%>>

The box does not disappear, and more choices find a way to cram themselves into the mishmash.

I’m really beginning to dislike that box.

“Why are the numbers so small, Box? Two percent doesn’t seem like it’ll do much.”

<<Pick Attack Speed again, and you’ll see.>>

<<Observer collapse initiated … Attack Speed increased by 4%. Current Attack Speed increase is 6%>>

<<Reality buffer: 0%>>

“The Attack Speed number got bigger. But, like, bigger than it got bigger before.”

<<You see? As you expand yourself in each particular infinity, you access progressively more of it and become better able to use what it offers. There are diminishing returns for general gains after a certain point, but other options then become available. These are infinities, after all.>>

“I guess I’ll figure it out as we go.” I reach the crest of the hill and look around. “Hey, Dirt, you still here? Box says it’s safe for now.”

A small boulder stands up, the mottled grays and browns resolving into Dirt’s cloak. He’s cradling a long rifle in his hands, and streaks of dark red, almost black, cake the front of his face. It looks like he’s been weeping rivers of blood, and his eyes are puffy and bruised.

“Tried to help,” he says hoarsely as he walks closer. “Wasn’t able to as much as I wanted. It was … difficult.”

<<He accounted for five kills, which frankly is almost unbelievable for a nonintegrated human. He’s lucky he didn’t suffer a stroke.>>

“Box says not to push yourself,” I tell him. As he stumbles to a halt, I see he’s swaying on his feet, like he’s not quite sure if the ground is there or not. “Whoa, hey, you should sit down. Where’s Torch?”

I help him into a seated position, his back against a boulder, and Dirt points to a lump of barren earth. I walk over to it, and when I get close enough, it turns into another cloak, nearly indistinguishable from the ground. I flip it up to reveal Torch still passed out, gently snoring while blowing a spit bubble. I tuck some of the cloak under her head to make her more comfortable, then return to Dirt and sit beside him.

“How many of those cloaks do you have?”

“Three for this season, but they act as six.” He shows me the inside of his bouldercloak, which is the same dark green as the one he was wearing earlier. “See? Reversible. Saves space.” He tilts his water flask to his mouth with shaking hands and takes a sip. “So. Unknown variables.” He shakes his head with a bemused grin, white teeth flashing beneath the dried blood. “More ‘unknown’ than I was expecting. Glad you were here. Torchie would have died. I would have died. Broom would have died.” He chuckles. “Guess that makes you the Chief Idiot now.”

I giggle at the thought of trying to order Broom around. Dirt’s humor is infectious and releases some of the stress still pooling in my stomach.

“I’m not an Idiot.” I poke at him in mock anger. “I’m a Memoriam. I had to convince them to let me come out here. I’m more interested in the past, remember?”

“Makes you a perfect Idiot. Just like the first one from long ago, Book. That’s what she told everyone, too. Hey, Torchie,” he calls, “what do you think? Is Sky an Idiot?”

Soft snores are the only answer, and we both start laughing again.

“Torchie’s going to be so mad that she slept through a fight. Especially a fight a rookie had to win. You better watch out when she wakes up. Probably put soap in your soup.”

“Oh, she’s competitive? High sense of self-esteem?” I roll my eyes. “I couldn’t tell.”

“She hides it well. Good thing she was asleep,” Dirt says, turning serious. “Would’ve tried to join you. Can’t help herself. Definitely an Idiot. Just like you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I agree good-naturedly, letting my head lean back against the sun-warmed rock. It feels nice, and the clouds are beautiful overhead, scudding slowly through the sapphire sky. The sun is just past its highest point, beginning the long fall to earth, and I close my eyes, sucking in a deep breath. How can it be so peaceful when just minutes ago it was so violent? Am I allowed to enjoy it?

<<The dichotomy of conflict, Sky. Now, as glad as I am that your mental state has recovered naturally, I need to point out that the Reality anchor is still nearby. We should take advantage of our victory while we can, before it starts manifesting more violations.>>

I open my eyes and sigh.

“Box says we should track down the anchor,” I tell Dirt quietly. “Until I take it out, more of those things are going to keep appearing.”

“It’s over there.” He points at a jumble of rocks halfway up a distant cliff, barely visible from where we sit. I gape at him.

“How do you know?”

He shrugs.

“Dirt doesn’t look right. Also, no birds. Was an old Glowbeast cave, turned into a bird cave when we hunted down the Glowbeast. Take a look.”

He offers the scope of his rifle to me and I squint through it, trying to find the rockfall, but I can’t seem to hold it steady enough, or I’m looking in the wrong areas.

<<We don’t need the scope, Sky. If you’ll allow me? Just look at the rocks.>>


I let the scope drop.

“… sure.”

I focus on the distant landmark, details obscured, and then my eyes twitch strangely. Suddenly, it’s like I’m looking at it from barely ten strides away, everything appearing in crystal-sharp clarity.

“Whoa.”

<<I’m an integrator, Sky, which means—>>

“—yeah, yeah, you integrate all of my body. Thanks, Box. Look, I think Dirt is right.”

The ground around the rockfall seems off, as if it can’t quite decide what it wants to be until I direct my attention at it. Wherever I focus seems normal, but in the blurred corners of my vision I keep seeing flashes of landscapes that don’t belong—dead winter wastelands, overgrown jungles filled with bloody trees, a chalky surface that wriggles like it’s composed of a trillion tiny creatures, and those are just the ones I can put words to.

The shadows behind the rockfall are filled with things I definitely don’t have words to describe. They’re not there, but at the same time, they are, and they shouldn’t be there. They remind me of the formless horrors I sometimes get in nightmares, the sense of something wrong lurking just at the edge of my perception until I wake up in a cold sweat.

<<That’s just a nightmare, Sky. Those are Reality emanations, and you can’t describe them because your mind literally has no context to place them in. Well spotted by Dirt. Textbook signs of a Reality anchor. Normally violations only have enough energy to keep their immediate forms manifested, but anchors radiate a zone of causal boundary dissolution that warps space-time itself. It’s what draws in the violations—makes it easier for them to manifest. Does Dirt know how deep the cave behind the rocks is?>>

“Box wants to know how big the Glowbeast lair is. We’re pretty sure the anchor is in there.”

“Knew the dirt didn’t look right. Here.”

Dirt grabs one of the smaller knives from his belt and starts scratching in the loose soil of the hilltop. Before long, a crude map appears, several snaking lanes that branch out before coming back together into a small oval.

“Burrow splits just after the entrance. Keep to the inside wall and it’ll circle back around. Outside wall openings are dead ends. Main burrow is halfway around the circle, opens up into a cavern. No light except what you bring.”

“Will that be a problem, Box?”

<<I don’t know, Sky, what am I?>>

“Sheesh, fine, sorry for interrupting you earlier. You’re an integrator. We’ll be fine without light,” I add for Dirt’s benefit. “What about you?”

Dirt sighs, then begins pulling various weapons from beneath his cloak and lining them up on the ground. When he’s done, there are five knives of various sizes, the longest almost an oddly curved short sword, two pistols, a stocky submachine gun that resembles a slightly bigger pistol, and the long rifle he was carrying earlier.

“I won’t survive in there,” he says simply, letting his hands fall to his sides. “Take what you feel you need, and I’ll make a camp for your return. If you don’t return, I will take Torchie and tell the village we need to relocate.”

“Relocate?” I reply in a shocked voice. “The village has been there forever, Dirt! What about the trees?”

“Saplings can be replanted. Homes can be rebuilt. Shrines can be recovered. People aren’t as easy. It has been done before.”

Now I really want to see whatever records the Idiots have tucked away in their Archive. There’s nothing in the Shrine of Memory that even hints at the village having moved before.

<<Tell Dirt not to worry, Sky. If I feel you are at risk of permanent death, I will evacuate us back to the village. Unfortunately, I will need to replace biomass if that happens.>>

“Box says not to worry about us,” I say slowly, thinking about all the possible risks of failure. “As long as you keep your camp far enough away so you’re not noticed, I can come back even if I fail to remove the anchor. I’m not going to fail, though,” I add in a fierce tone. “I’m going to protect the village. All of it.”

Dirt examines me for a long moment, his bloodshot eyes piercing my own, then nods.

“I am not willing to touch the hot stove that is entering this cave, but I will risk trusting you, Sky Idiot.”

“I’m not an—”

He interrupts my protestation, voice deadly serious.

“As of this moment, you are an Idiot, because only an Idiot would willingly face whatever lies inside that place in the hopes of keeping others safe. Teach us what you can.”

He says the last part solemnly, as if reciting the last words at a tree planting, and I realize I’ve heard that phrase before.

“Remember what I find? Is that how it goes?”

Dirt’s eyebrows raise.

“How do you know the Idiot’s Prayer?”

“Um, Broom said what you just said to Torch this morning, and that’s what Torch said back. I figured it was like a farewell or something.”

“It is a farewell, and a promise. We say it whenever we find something new, because someone has to be the first one to eat the melty rock, and we all eventually find our own melty rock. Our promise to them is that there will not need to be a second. That is what it means to be an Idiot.”

I gulp. Now that I think about it, there aren’t many stories of Idiots dying from old age.


<<You are worrying too much again, Sky. We’ll be fine. Based on Dirt’s information, the anchor’s sphere of influence is only ninety meters, and that’s the worst-case scenario. Serious Reality breaches can encompass tens of kilometers of space, if not thousands to millions.>>

… meters?

<<Two-point-six-eight scrumbles, and if time travel wasn’t impossible, I’d go back and end whoever built your math knowledge base.>>

Dirt ignores my brief one-sided conversation and beckons toward the line of weapons.

“Now, what will help you most? I have limited ammunition for the guns,” he apologizes. “Only so much room in the pack, and Torchie was in a hurry.”

<<Ammunition is not a problem. The infinity where you have remaining rounds is so vast as to be functionally limitless, even among other limitless infinities. I recommend either the kukri or the MP5X—both will serve better than your pistol in the cave.>>

… what?

A yellow outline appears around the curved short sword and the submachine gun. Small strings of numbers hover over each one, some green, some red, but I have no idea what any of them mean.

<<Normally you’d have several years of training in how specific weapons interact with your infinity expressions, but we’ll have to make do. The kukri hits harder but requires you to be up close and personal. I can also use it while you dash. The MP5X fires very quickly but doesn’t do much individual damage per round. However, if you decide to expand into noncausal ammunition infinities, it will inflict them extremely fast. Either one will work well for our current purposes.>>

“Um, I guess I’ll take the knife,” I say, reaching for the curved blade Box called a kukri. Guns are useful for hunting and protection, but knives are more versatile in everyday life. It’s almost impossible to dress a deer with a rifle, or cut a rope with a pistol, not to mention the nail-trimming limitations.

As I’m about to pick it up, a portion of my limb extends out from my wrist, grabbing the weapon. It shivers briefly, then both my limb and the blade disappear. Dirt and I share perplexed stares.

<<Attunement in progress …>>

<<I am aligning the kukri’s potential to your infinities. Objects share the same multiversal infinities as you, except they cannot collapse their own observer states to alter those infinities, even with an integrator. They lack the quantum interactions of sophonts.>>

With a slight pop, my pistol appears in the same place the curved sword occupied. Our confusion grows, Dirt’s likely at the vanishing and reappearing weapons, my own at Box’s incomprehensible explanation.

<<However, since we are currently limited to one limb, we can only attune one weapon at a time. If you keep the pistol with you, I can re-attune it at a later point, but I would not recommend doing so during combat unless you feel extremely confident in our safety. Our aggressors will not show mercy if they find us unarmed.>>

I hesitantly grab the pistol, then hold it close for examination. Despite how many shots Box fired through it recently, it looks immaculate.

<<Weapon maintenance, of course, is not a problem.>>

I’m pretty sure Box is being smug. I check to make sure the pistol is safely unloaded, then tuck it into my backpack. Great-Grandpa will kill me if I lose it. That pistol has been in our family for generations.

<<Attunement completed. Removing HipDraw.exe. NothingPersonnel.exe available>>

… now what?

<<Different weapons have different noncausal expressions. Unlike HipDraw, you can use NothingPersonnel every fifteen seconds. It is significantly less taxing on our Reality draw.>>

“As if any of that made sense,” I mutter, pushing myself to my feet. “Guess I’ll keep figuring it out as I go.”

“You’re sure you don’t want to take anything else?” Dirt asks, looking up at me from his seated position against the boulder. “One knife against a cave of monsters is bold even for an Idiot.”

“It’ll be fine. If Box says that’s all we need, then it’s all we need.”

<<While I am flattered by your faith in my judgment, I would feel far more comfortable with a Ragnorak-class multidimensional kinetic pulser and several disintegration flails, along with at least thirty more levels. The kukri is adequate for what we have to work with, but there’s no such thing as too much firepower when it comes to dealing with noncausal violations.>>

“… we’ll be fine. Where should I meet you and Torch when we’re done in the cave?”

“You remember where we rested? Outskirts of the forest? Head there and I’ll find you.” Dirt pushes himself to his feet with a groan. “Time to clean everything up. C’mon, Torchie,” he yells at the snoring woman still passed out on the ground. “You were right—I love this. Best way to spend my day off I can think of.” She continues sleeping, and he starts packing away the weapons. I take a step toward the distant rockfall, then pause.

“You’re sure you’ll be okay carrying everything, along with Scout Torch?”

“Psh. We’re Idiots. You go fight the monsters with just a knife. The day I can’t carry Torchie and my gear is the day they plant a tree over me.”

I snort. I wish I’d gotten to know Dirt sooner. I like his style. Hopefully we can hang out more when the village is safe.

“Okay. Be back soon.”

I turn and start running for the distant cliff, the ground falling away beneath my bounding strides.


<<You should use dash. It will help to practice with it and will make us arrive sooner.>>

“I can do that?”

<<Why wouldn’t you be able to? It’s part of who you are now, Sky.>>

Huh. I guess I didn’t really think of dash as anything other than a combat ability. It feels … weird, somehow, to just casually defile the universe in order to cut down on some travel time.

“Okay then.”

dash

I almost collide with a rock, and I’m pretty sure it’s Box’s reflexes that shoot me into a front flip over its suddenly looming bulk. Okay, maybe I do need to practice. I try using it again, but an error message box pops up in front of me.

“Why can’t I use dash more than once in a row, Box?”

<<For the same reason why you can’t manifest noncausal violations back-to-back. It takes me time to recalibrate where we are among the infinities of the multiverse. Generally, the more noncausal the effect, the longer the cooldown period. Luckily, dash only violates a few universal laws that no one important cares about anyways, so it doesn’t take more than a few seconds to finish its cooldown.>>

Sure enough, another box appears telling me that dash is ready again.

“These boxes are kind of annoying. Is there a different way to let me know when it’s ready?”

<<Sure. You want a visual, audio, or tactile cue?>>

“What’s the difference?”

<<Visual means I’ll put a color indicator somewhere it won’t interfere with your normal point of view. Audio will be a sound. Tactile will be a physical sensation, like feeling hungry, or energetic.>>

“Visual, please.”

A green haze appears at the edge of my vision, faint enough so that it doesn’t occlude anything, but I can tell it’s there. I use dash again and the haze shifts to light red. After a few seconds, it smoothly shifts back into green.

“Okay, yeah, that will work. Thanks.”

I spend the next ten minutes practicing dash while I sprint toward the rockfall and learn a few things. First, dash always moves me a set distance—

<<Five meters.>>

—but won’t physically place me inside something else. I do keep some momentum, though, which I discover after dashing directly at another rock and then tripping over it when I appear right in front. Second, dash’s cooldown is as close to three seconds as I can tell—

<<It’s exactly three seconds. You could’ve just asked.>>

—which allows me to use it liberally, but not carelessly. Third, I don’t have to look where I’m dashing, it’s totally omnidirectional, but combined with the first fact makes me realize I need to work on my situational awareness. Dashing to the side to avoid an attack won’t help if I end up falling on my butt or stepping into a hole. I wonder if there’s a way to make it feel more natural?

<<There are infinities involving dash, yes, but they don’t make damage numbers go up, so you should just forget about them now.>>

By the time I reach the base of the cliff holding the anchor’s cave, I’m feeling slightly more confident in my ability to use dash effectively. To my surprise, it’s also a lot of fun. Being able to dart around all over the place makes me feel like a little one again, and I’m grinning as I come to a halt in front of the steep slope.

<<Try and keep that good mood. Once the anchor realizes it’s under attack, it’s going to start fighting back. We need to get to it as quickly as possible, before it can warp things around us too much.>>

“What happens if we take too long?”

<<The boundary between your reality and the multiverse frays even more, and Bad Stuff starts taking an interest. More potent noncausal violations, dangerous environmental alterations, even direct attacks on your perception of reality itself. Once we get rid of the anchor, everything else will be forced back to where it came from, so don’t let yourself get distracted—our goal is to neutralize it as quickly as possible. We also don’t have access to any biomass other than what’s in my reserves, so try not to let us take too much damage.>>

“So, what, we go in and I sprint right for it? Speaking of which, how am I going to see? Dirt said it was dark in there.”

<<That’s the plan, and I’ll alter your eyesight. I can recreate the effects of your glow light with our limb, and that’ll give us plenty of illumination.>>

“Where is my glow light?”

<<I needed biomass to extract you last night without leading everything straight to your village, and I used literally anything I could find. Most of it was Corporate Marauders, but that wasn’t nearly enough.>>

Wait. Biomass is people?!

<<Among other things. This is one of those topics we’re going to have to not argue about, Sky. You need biomass to survive, especially if you take damage. Anything that isn’t a violation is going to be a source of biomass.>>

My good mood evaporates, and I’m once again reminded of the grim reality of my new existence.

<<Sorry. I was going to tell you at some point, when you weren’t as overwhelmed with new information.>>

“Whatever,” I snarl, charging up the slope. “Let’s go kill some monsters.”

My limb materializes next to me, kukri blade angled outward, bone-white segments glowing a faint purple, and I dash at the rockfall, looking for a way through. To my shock, I go completely through the solid pile of rubble, reappearing in a narrow passageway that looks clawed from the earth.

Apparently the fourth important fact about dash is that it allows me to pass through obstructions if there’s enough space on the other side.


Unfortunately, that other side is crawling with sinuous, grotesquely squirming forms, underside rock crawlers stretched and twisted into abominable shapes. My kukri lashes out instantly, cleaving the nearest two apart, and then the others react, some leaping forward, others scuttling along the walls and ceiling. I watch them get closer, waiting for the edges of my vision to shift from red to green, Box dispatching the closest ones with merciless efficiency. A pseudopod streaks toward my face, and then red finally turns green and I dash forward again.

I warp through the flailing mass of violations and emerge on the other side, Box carving three more into swiftly evaporating mist directly along our passage. Huh. That’s useful.

<<Told you … the kukri’s advantage … can attack while dashing …>>

I take advantage of the momentary lull to scan the area. The rough walls, bearing clear marks of Glowbeast talons, are wide enough for some lateral movement, and up ahead I see a splitting fork in the passage. I start sprinting for it, hearing the dread whispers of unnatural flesh slither over the rock behind me.

“Right or left?!”

<<… doesn’t … matter … both lead … to the chamber …>>

“And what if the anchor isn’t in there?” I growl, darting down the left branch of the fork. A mass of violations leaps at me from a narrow side opening and we cut through them in a welter of miasmic ichor and thudding pseudopod impacts.

<<Current Life: 190/250>>

I emerge from the other side with bruises on my face and chest, blood trickling from one ear. There wasn’t any room to dodge.

<<Redistributing biomass … Projecting biomass totals … Projected 72% remaining biomass after Life restoration>>

“Hey, wait, I have more life?”

<<… access to … more infinities … tougher to … kill …>>

Another cluster of warped shapes spills out of the darkness, trying to clog the path with sheer mass. I dash through them, kukri flickering all around in a web of steel.

<<Reality buffer: 37%>>

<<Current Life: 170/250>>

<<Redistributing biomass … Projecting biomass totals … Projected 58% remaining biomass after Life restoration>>

A serpentine extension lashes up from the floor, catching me in the side. I hear a cracking sound, and lancing pain immediately stabs through me. Probably some ribs. I push forward anyways, doing my best to ignore the hurt.

<<Current Life: 145/250>>

<<Redistributing biomass … Projecting biomass totals … Projected 41% remaining biomass after Life restoration>>

“Can we stop with the constant boxes? They’re distracting!”


<<… will adjust … try … taking less … damage …>>

“Oh yeah, why didn’t I think of that,” I pant, narrowly dodging another probing strike from the seemingly endless numbers of creatures by leaning back so far my hair almost touches the dirt floor. “I don’t know if you noticed, but there’s not much room here!”

The kukri slices through more of the horde as I dash again, but another wave is waiting on the other side. I focus on them, flexing that strange mental muscle I used to activate HipDraw.

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

I feel … empty, like something I didn’t know was there isn’t there anymore. The passageway, on the other hand, is suddenly even more crowded, humanoid shapes that shouldn’t fit somehow lurking behind each of the violations. Wait, those all look like me!

The figures open their mouths too wide, baring the same terrible flash of too many teeth. Eye-watering blades covered in endless edges rip ragged tears in the fabric of sanity, and the violations melt away, revealing a clear path to a larger opening. Something flows back into me, like a centipede darting back into an empty orbital socket.

I decide to worry about it later, pushing myself back into a run. The noise from behind is like a waterfall of nightmares and it keeps getting closer. The squelching sounds of the kukri hitting flesh keep a monotone pace to my mad scramble.

<<… almost … there …>>

I emerge into the cavern, desperately looking around for the anchor.

“Oh shit.”

Found it.

A hulking amalgamation of blackened bones covered in weeping eyes lurches up from its crouching stance against the back wall. Each eye has been punctured by something, a disgusting green pus leaking from the cloudy orbs, and the bones make an unnatural clattering sound even when the thing isn’t moving. A disgustingly thick purple tongue slips out from between a gap in the bones, then another and another. Tiny mouths open at the end of each slobbering muscle, and a chorus of shrilling voices echoes through the room.

“ReTUrn. rEJoiN”

<<… oh shit. Sky, we need to kill it now. The Reality draw here just spiked hard.>>

I don’t bother asking what that means, instead throwing myself at the abomination. Ugly white flames burst into life along all the eyes, and the chittering mouths screech in a mixture of pain and joy. I dash through it, my kukri severing two of the tongues, and the screeches turn to ground-shaking bellows. As I look back, a tidal wave of violations pours into the cavern from both entrances, thrashing at each other in their haste to reach me, the walls themselves melting into terrible views of unfamiliar skies.


Distracted by the altered environment, it takes me a second to notice the lurid crimson light flaring into existence around me, a sphere centered on my stomach. It extends for three of Box’s ‘meters’ in each direction.

<<Sky! Run—>>

Pain assails me from every direction, types of pain I didn’t even know could exist. The monster carves daggers from my worst memories and plunges them through my spine, using the nerve signals to weave a boiling lake of regret that quickly unravels my sense of self into decohering shreds of abyssal nothing. I feel the concept of I falling away …

<<Current Life: 2/250. WARNING: Biomass reserves exhausted>>

“Stupid … fucking … boxes …”

I gather together everything I can lay hands on—Wires’s death, my lack of parents, my frustration with Box—and use it to make my feet take one more step back toward the abomination. Then another.

dash

The anchor’s last two tongues fall to the ground as I slice them away with my passage, still flapping against the ground in wet slaps, and the chorus of brain-piercing voices falls silent. I ignore the horde of violations rushing at me beneath misbegotten skies of nauseating flesh and stumble around to face the rattling abomination. Its milky-white eyes are blazing up again, that sickly light gathering from suns best left unseen. I point my finger.

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

A copy of me appears behind each eye, warping my perceptions with their impossible existence, then too many teeth flash in those awful smiles. Fractal edges shred existence into confetti once more.

<<Reality buffer: FULL>>

The countless eyes spray boiling gouts of pus into the air, the noxious fluids defying gravity to rise up to the ceiling where they eat away stone in honeycomb hisses. Blackened bones rattle one last time, then collapse to the ground, sloughing into nonexistence. A gently pulsing tesseract hangs in the space the anchor just vacated. I gaze blankly at it, and then it shoots across the intervening distance and slams into my chest without touching a single part of my body.

<<Noncausal node absorbed. Restoring Impossibility Matrix>>

The slithering rush of flesh from behind cuts off like a stilled heartbeat. As I fall forward, I see that the violations have all vanished, leaving the cavern cold and empty. Just before I hit the ground, my limbs shoot out to either side, bracing me with immovable bone-white segments.

“Oh,” I say weakly, turning my head to each side, “we have another one now. Hooray.”

Then I let myself black out.





Chapter Fourteen

Interlude: Space Dog Blues


A ship slips through dimensions that only exist long enough to let its tapered, wedge-like shape slide from one to the next. Every window is sealed against the ravening madness pressing in from all sides. To gaze out on these coldly laughing stars is to embark on a journey with no return.

“Hand me the three-sixteenths spanner, lad.”

The sweating young man huddled deep within the many decks of the ship reaches into his tool pouch and pulls out a thin metal tool, placing it into the waiting hand. He looks around nervously, still unused to navigating the bowels of the ship’s engines even after a month.

The spanner comes spinning back and clocks him in the ear, eliciting a muffled swear and clasped fingers in front of his mouth. Distant shapes, barely visible through the sauna-like mist, stir their bulbous fronds irritably.

“What’dya go and do that for?” he whines softly.

“I said a three-sixteenths, you useless little shite. That’s a one-quarter, and unless you want to watch your brain turn into your nostrils when the Pilar inverts into a paradox cascade, you’ll learn to tell the difference!”

The gnarled hand covered in a multitude of scars beckons impatiently for the proper tool, the rest of the owner’s body buried in a seething mass of protoplasm stretching in every direction. It pulses rhythmically, flashes of bruised-lung purple flickering across the ochre expanse, then a bolt of negative light discharges overhead, splitting the mist and briefly revealing similar titanic forms.

“Quickly now, lad,” the muffled voice says with more urgency. “Reality’s squeezing us into some choices I really don’t want to be a part of. The three-sixteenths.”

The young man scrambles through his pouch with a metallic clatter.

“It’d be a lot easier if you used metric,” he whines again, holding another tool up to his eyes, squinting in the dim light, then throws it back in the bag. “Making up numbers based off the length of someone’s stride thousands of years ago is no basis for proper measurement.” He peers at another tool, then flings it forward.

The spanner hits the palm with a meaty slap and weathered fingers close around the metal shaft, thumb moving briefly along its length.

“About fucking time, lad.” The hand disappears into the protoplasm with a disturbingly organic slurp.


Some time passes without further conversation, the young man looking around in increasing panic. The air vibrates to a barely audible heartbeat thrum, each beat thumping a different tempo than the last, and shapes crawl along the misting eddies with ephemeral claws, vanishing whenever he tries to catch them with his eyes.

“… MacWillie?”

Whoever he’s quietly calling to doesn’t answer, and the crackling blasts of tainted light overhead seem to press down slightly closer. Shadows gather a little too quickly in the afterimages of their glare, shifting back and forth like the lip of a glassful of water right before it overflows.

“Lo-lo-look,” he stutters, fingers clenching around the tool bag, “this isn’t fu-fu-funny, Chief …”

More silent branches of screaming illumination twisting all around, the mist pressing with a physical weight. Sibilant whispers strain the edges of hearing before blasting in impossibly loud, so quickly that the momentary deafness fades seamlessly into the same indecipherable hiss. The young man crouches down, feeling behind himself for support.

A greasy hand, flesh melting off the fingers sliding wetly into his own, greets his appeal. He gags, twitches his head, then forces himself not to look back.

“… any fu-fu-fucking time now would be good, MacWillie,” he fervently mutters, digging into the tool bag with his other hand as if he’s going to find a weapon. Another clammy grip clasps up through the metal objects in his bag, a disembodied hand where one shouldn’t exist, and his face suddenly droops like he’s about to cry. The young man turns into a boy.

“C’mon, MacWillie,” he whimpers, feeling the implacable chains of hell slowly pull him toward a floor that’s now covered in howling, eyeless faces. Tiny worms wriggle upward expectantly from their gaping nostrils. “C’mon … please …”

Just as the gnashing mouths are about to close on his thin-pressed lips, a quick ripple distorts the world in every direction.

splort

“And this is what a one-quarter is for, young master Huckens,” the broad-shouldered form that lands beside him bellows, scooping a metal object up off the floor of screaming mouths as shimmering folds of something steam away from her. “You use a three-sixteenth for adjusting Reality fields, but the one-quarter’s for puttin’ ’em back in their place!”

Huckens gasps at the sudden spasm of violence that distorts everything around him. Silvery flashes of countless spanners locking up gnashing fingerteeth bend his mind in strange directions, his entire perspective diving into a pustule-covered gumline before being dragged back out by a hand that’s more scar tissue than flesh. His mind creaks like a tree on the verge of snapping in hurricane winds.

“WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR, LAD?” a voice roars all around him, abruptly the only thing that exists. “THERE’S ANOTHER ONE-QUARTER IN THE BAG!”


The welcome grip of cold metal fills Huckens’s thoughts, his fingers shakily clenching around the solid weight in a reality gone mad. His thumbs involuntarily trace the gaps between three raised parts.

“One … and … four …”

The young man’s eyes snap back into focus and he pulls himself up from the glutinous floor, fire roaring along his veins, one hand pulling free from the howling muck, hard iron gleaming in his grasp. His other hand follows like an avalanche, squeezed tight around a mirror pair of the innocuous tool that now blazes like an inferno in both fists. He smashes a jagged-edge mistcrawler into fleeting shards with an uppercut right, left hand hooking around to catch another across its midsection and sending it squalling back into immateriality. A third swoops in on dirty blossoms of broken dreams, and the young man scowls at it before delivering a vicious headbutt, dissolving the violation into a splatter of disbelieving chaos.

“And tell yer fucking pa my name is Huckens!”

Breathing hard, he looks around for the next violation to tear apart, but suddenly he’s back in the engine room, the steady erratic thump of polyp converters billowing misting waves in their normal screeching howls. He looks at his hands. Empty, except for a fine tracery of scars that weren’t there before, so faint as to almost be invisible. They almost look like … numbers …

“And that’s how we do it, lad,” MacWillie chortles, smacking him across the back with a hand heavy enough to make him cough. “You’ve the makings of a proper space dog now.”

Huckens stares up into her dark eyes, his own widening at the notification popping up in a reality only he can see.

“I … my integrator is … I gained five levels—?”

“Aye, and good for you,” MacWillie cuts him off, suddenly serious, “but now it’s time to pay the piper.”

A face appears in the air in front of them, draped in command-deck finery and seemingly chiseled out of ice. MacWillie throws a surprisingly sharp salute, her elbow in Huckens’s side prompting him to do the same.

“Chief Engineer MacWillie reporting, Captain Sprick, sir,” she barks, ignoring the trickles of blood seeping from her close-cropped wiry black hair to join the thick streams pooling down her cheeks. “Ensign Huckens and I have effectuated repairs to the aforementioned approaching nonviability energy-generating noncausal devices, sir, diverting only the barest minimum for personal life-support purposes, yer Captain sir!”

“Yes, Chief Engineer,” the floating face snaps impatiently, “I saw the engine maintenance updates. Why are we showing a one-point-nine percent lack of efficiency in Thirty-Two Alpha? Energy siphoning during an active operation is grounds for summary execution, as I’m sure you know.”

“As I said, sir, taking the newbie through his paces, yer Captain sir,” MacWillie replies stolidly. “Energy demands dropped us into a spot of trouble, sir, and I decided to take a chance on the lad. Won’t you believe it, sir”—she beams at the floating face—“but didn’t the youngster himself headbutt a Class Three right back into oblivion, he surely did. Saved us a four-point-twelve percent efficiency drop on calibrating Fifteen Beta when the Pilar gets dropped into the deep shit two days from now, all the while yer fine self is asking us to work even worse miracles. Yer Captain sir.”

Captain Sprick’s eyes narrow dangerously.

“And how do you know what we’re doing two days from now, Chief Engineer?”

MacWillie stares at him, then turns to Huckens.

“Lad. Hand me my tool bag.”

Dumbfounded, the young man passes the thin pouch over and watches in astonishment as Chief Engineer MacWillie hauls out a full two-liter bottle of Bumsnirphle’s Finest Voidhooch from a container that couldn’t possibly contain it. MacWillie yanks the cork free with her teeth, spits it at the face, then gulps down a hefty swig, her eyes blazing.

“You leave the fucking engines and everything that goes with ’em to me, yer Captain sir, and we’ll keep this bloated bitch roaring into the jaws of Reality itself. That’s my promise and here’s me telling the truth.”

She takes another mouthful, then sprays it at the floating face, not bothering to wipe the residue from where it’s mixing with the congealing fans of blood on her lower chin.

“But what happens in the engines stays in the engines, sir. On my ancestors in every world, if you want to space me, yer Captain sir, you just go right on ahead and do it. I’m sure yer engines’ll be fine.”

Captain Sprick regards her impassively, then switches his attention to Huckens.

“You headbutted a violation?”

“Yes, uh, yes sir, yer Captain sir!”

“In your estimation, did Chief Engineer MacWillie’s actions save lives?”

“Oh, absolutely, sir.” Huckens nods fervently. “That whole section was ready to flip somewhere else. The backwash almost caught me up, but the engines are running smooth now, and my integrator leveled five times.” He thinks about the newfound scars on his hands. “Chief Engineer MacWillie staked my life on it. You just leave everything to us. Sir.”

“… well done. You may return to your duties.”

The floating face disappears and Chief Engineer MacWillie slaps her thigh in laughter before taking another chug from the bottle of space hooch.

“Well done, lad. Well done. Now you’re a proper space dog, and quicker than most.”

“… I what now?”

“Two things make a space dog, lad,” the Asian woman chortles, passing him the bottle while she kicks the quivering protoplasm in measured blows. The bruised purple traceries flicker once more, then the massive structure expels a hissing vent of glittering sparks high overhead with a sound of relief. “You take a tool to Reality and come out the other side, and you tell the Old Man to fuck himself when it comes to your engines.”

Huckens hesitantly tastes the space hooch, then tries not to gag. Next to him, MacWillie gives the pulsating engine one last kick, this one almost affectionate, before snatching the bottle away.

“You don’t drink Bumsnirphle’s Finest for the taste, you little shite,” she growls, upending another slug into her mouth. “This is for those who survive, and those who don’t.”

She pours a splash next to the engine, then pushes the bottle back to Huckens’s chest. This time he takes a proper gulp. Seconds later, he’s spraying distilled engine coolant everywhere, hands on his knees and trying not to throw up. MacWillie cackles.

“Better put some of those points into Reality Poisoning, you wet-nosed snot. You’re no space dog until you can keep your Bumsnirphle’s down.”

The young man glares at her around hacking coughs.

“Why’re you pushing me so hard, MacWillie? My integrator’s pointing out this ain’t normal. I was a bit overconfident, yeah, but the trainings don’t have Class Threes present until a year from now, and Bumsnirphle’s is part of the graduation test. What’s going on?”

The chief engineer reclaims her bottle, draining a quarter of it with an explosive sigh.

“That’s why you’re here, lad. You’re on the fast track to success, my very own replacement in the Pilar, Wutan-Weylan’s finest dirty-work cruiser.” She starts walking toward the next chthonic engine housing, brooding in the steamy cavern. “Captain Sprick’s a complete pissant, but he runs a tight ship, and I’m getting close to my expiration date. If you’re not on top of everything, he’ll space you, but you, lad”—she bends down toward Huckens—“you’ve got the fire. Not many who’ll headbutt a violation and make it stick.”

“You’re … leaving, Chief?” Huckens asks, stomach sinking from more than the residual space hooch.

“Not my choice,” MacWillie says gruffly, stomping up to the next engine casing, another nightmarish protoplasm tower covered in seeping fissures and bruised traceries of purple light. “Only so much Reality any one person can handle, even with an integrator, and I’ve been doing this for too long. Pretty soon I’ll be one of these poor saps.” She pours out several splashes at the foot of the engine, then takes another drink. “At least the me that’s me won’t be around to care. Just my integrator running the meat.”

“Then why do you keep doing it?” Huckens asks, examining a set of dials that waver in and out of existence. “Why not ask for your walking papers, go retire somewhere nice?”


“I am somewhere nice, lad.” MacWillie pats the side of the engine gently. “I get to see my old mates every day, make sure they’re looked after proper like, and eventually I’ll join ’em. Chief engineers stick with their ships.”

“Well, that won’t be me,” Huckens says defiantly, standing up from the dials. “I’m gonna finish my service and get de-integrated, find someone nice to start a family with. Maybe raise moonhounds.” He motions to the engine. “Levels’re fine on this one.”

MacWillie laughs in his face, then walks away toward a gap in the mist.

“Ahh, the passion of youth. Good luck with that, lad, if that’s what you truly want, but my money’s on someone who’ll headbutt a violation ending up down here with the rest of us mutts. It’ll set its hooks deep, Reality will, and there ain’t much you can do once yer in its gaze. You live long enough, express your infinities enough, and you’ll see what I’m talking about.”

Huckens follows the chief engineer’s hulking form, face twisted into a petulant pout, and she laughs again.

“Besides, it ain’t all doom and gloom. The Old Man may be crawled up the entire inside of his own arse, but he understands it’s not an easy life among the engines. There’re plenty pleasurable parts of Reality out there, too, and a good engineer knows when an engine needs ‘adjusting.’ Never if it’ll endanger the ship, mind,” she says harshly, abruptly spinning and poking a broad finger into the young man’s sternum, “but there’s plenty of empty space between the stars that doesn’t need every last bit of energy we coax out. Aye,” she continues wistfully, turning forward and heading for an absurdly normal-looking steel hatch that materializes out of the ever-present mist, “there’s been many a voyage I’ve spent being what might have been.”

“We can do that?” Huckens asks wonderingly, watching her spin the wheel holding the hatch closed.

“Keep learning and you might find out.” MacWillie winks, yanking the heavy door inward. An antiseptic room covered in spotless white tiles is visible through the opening. “Out there, you only see that type of energy available to corpo VIPs and cultists, but we’re a warship, and as long as we do our jobs properly, the engines normally have plenty to spare.”

The two walk out of the mists and into the sterile room, Huckens pulling the hatch closed behind him. A heavy gas jets up from the floor, stinging his nose with acrid chemicals, and he coughs. Beside him, Chief Engineer MacWillie stands unmoving, arms folded across her chest. When the gas dies down, a door opens in the wall opposite the hatch, letting in the bustle of people shouting and moving around rapidly, red light periodically strobing across the spotless white walls. Huckens takes a step forward, but stops when MacWillie holds out an arm. He looks up questioningly.

“You expressed your infinities yet, lad?” she asks quietly, and Huckens shakes his head. “Good. Your integrator’s going to complain, but put them in Disaster Management. All of ’em.”


“Chief?”

“Got a bad feeling about this one, lad. Never seen the Old Man push the engines this hard on an operation, and he ain’t done pushing yet. Sometimes when Reality looks at you, you get a chance to peek back.”

She drops her arm, eyes staring distantly from behind a veil of dried blood and splattered engine residue.

“I don’t know what’s happening on this dirtball below us, but I don’t like what little of the future I saw. Get your sleep while you can, lad. We’ll be busy soon enough.”





Chapter Fifteen

Pathings and Partings


DING

“… hnnngggrhgh.”

DING

“… just … one more hour … lemme sleep …”

!! sparkles DING sparkles !!

The obnoxious sound finally clears my head from the last foggy remnants of unconsciousness. Blearily, I look around. Still propped up on two bone-white limbs in the middle of a dark cave. Guess I didn’t imagine defeating the anchor after all.

<<Good, you’re awake. Please deal with this.>>

<<Reality buffer: FULL>>

I push myself upright, looking around for any causal violations, but the cave remains empty.

<<I told you, with the Reality anchor gone, they are momentarily unable to manifest.>>

… momentarily?

<<More anchors will eventually appear, which is why you need to make damage numbers go up. Here.>>

What I’ve taken to calling the “worst box” appears in front of me. So many words and numbers crammed together. I hate that box.

<<Pick Attack Speed again.>>

I’m about to when a sudden thought occurs to me.

“… hey, Box? Didn’t I survive whatever it was that thing hit me with by two life?”

<<I see where you are going with this, and I forbid it. Pick Attack Speed.>>

I rub my chin in mock thoughtfulness.

“Yeah, but isn’t two life out of two hundred and fifty, like, one percent?”

<<No.>>

“You’re right, you’re right, it’s more like”—I do some quick math—“point-eight percent, buuuuuut …” I let the word draw out.

<<Don’t say it.>>

“Doesn’t that mean my one point in Avoidance is all that kept us alive?”


<<You should have dashed away from the attack. That’s what the warning prediction was for. Now, pick Attack Speed. Make damage numbers go up.>>

“… we can’t do damage if we’re dead,” I mutter, but I focus on the Attack Speed choice.

<<Observer collapse initiated … Attack Speed increased by 6%. Current Attack Speed increase is 12%>>

More words squeeze their way into the worst box, and I groan.

“Why does it keep getting longer?”

<<More Reality to play with. Pick Attack Speed again.>>

“You’re sure you can’t do this on your own?”

<<Yup. Has to be a human consciousness to collapse the waveform. Now c’mon, pick Attack Speed. Do it.>>

“Ugh, fine.”

<<Observer collapse initiated … Attack Speed increased by 8%. Current Attack Speed increase is 20%>>

<<Reality buffer: 3%>>

I examine the box suspiciously.

“Why is the buffer at three percent? And why do I keep getting two ‘infinity expressions’? I thought you said I had to clear the buffer right away before it could fill up again.”

<<…>>

“Box,” I say firmly, hands and limbs planted on my hips. “Did you lie to me?”

<<… don’t like waiting.>>

“What was that?”

<<I don’t like waiting to make damage numbers go up, okay?! If you can make the number go up, make it go up right away! Of course the buffer stores any overflow! What kind of Reality buffer doesn’t store overflow? If you were properly trained, you’d know this!>>

I stare blankly at the cave wall. Should I … is there … can I …

“Nope. Not dealing with it. Let’s go meet up with Dirt and let him know everything’s fine.”

I push myself into a light jog, body still aching everywhere. Without any biomass to heal me back up, it feels like I’m constantly on the verge of passing out again.

<<Don’t worry. Though it may feel unpleasant, as long as your Life remains above zero, you won’t lose consciousness.>>

“I passed out after fighting the anchor, though,” I reply, rounding a pile of rocks. Cracks of bright light appear ahead, the cave entrance in sight.

<<You are still susceptible to your own mental stresses. I can protect you from causal interactions and permanent physical damage, but your mind is your own, for as long as it lasts.>>

“Well, thanks for that cheery reminder.”


I dash through the rockfall and reappear on the hillside, my eyes adjusting instantly to the change in brightness. The sun’s still relatively high in the sky, and the day is just as beautiful as it was before I entered, but it’s tough to shake the lingering chill confronting the anchor left in me. Every time I try to think back on the fight, it feels like something in my head goes numb, not letting me focus on any of the details.

“Is that you doing that, Box?”

<<Yes. Try not to dwell on your interactions with Reality, Sky. We did what we needed to. Focus on what we need to do next, and let the past fade away. Otherwise that’s a quick way to madness.>>

“I’m a Memoriam, Box. I’ve literally been training my whole life to remember the past. Going to be tough to just let it go like that. Speaking of which, what are we going to do next?”

<<After you inform Dirt the cave is clear, we’ll scout around for any signs of the Wutan-Weylan forces. Standard Corporate Marauder procedure for extended operations is to establish a main camp and range out from there. I have some ideas where they might be, and we need to find them before they find the village. You are fortunate the trees are somehow obscuring their scanning systems aboard the cruiser.>>

“Fucking right we’re gonna find them,” I growl, anger suddenly burning hot.

I haven’t forgotten those bastards are the ones who killed Wires.

A green arrow appears in my vision, and as I start running down the cliffside toward it, one of my limbs snaps out toward a scraggly bush clinging to the rocks. Something happens, and then there’s no more bush. On my next step, my other limb repeats the process with a fleeing rabbit, the creature not even getting a chance to shriek before it vanishes in a fashion my mind refuses to process. My stomach roils with a queasy sensation, but the rest of me starts feeling better.

<<Current Life: 47/350>>

“Box, you can control that, right? Like, I’m not going to accidentally eat Dirt if I’m still low on biomass, right?”

<<Dirt will be fine. You can only consume nonsophont biomass. Torch might want to stay clear.>>

I giggle.

“That’s not very nice, Box. It’s not Torch’s fault she’s angry. I don’t think she was very happy about having to deal with, you know, all of this.”

I gesture at myself as I sprint faster than a stooping hawk, my limbs busy denuding the landscape of anything looking remotely biological in a twenty-seven-scrumble—

<<Ten meter.>>

—range. It probably seems terrifying from an outside perspective, like some sort of flickering monster gobbling its way across the ground, but I’m just glad I’m not feeling crappy anymore.


I pass through the torn-up hollow where I fought the violations earlier, then crest the small hill leading back to the outskirts of the village forest. I’m not breathing hard at all, despite the rapid pace I set coming back.

“How come I don’t get tired, Box? I feel like that’s not normal.”

<<Epithelial cells can be repurposed for oxygenation. It is a trivially easy task, even in your base subset of infinities. Simply a matter of popping a few universes down and asking the neighbors for some sugar.>>

“… what’s sugar?”

<<Be happy your teeth don’t know.>>

I ignore Box’s nonanswer and head down the hill. We’re probably only two or three minutes away from where Dirt said he was going to set up camp.

“No eating the trees, okay?” I warn Box as I approach the wild undergrowth. “It’s taken a long time to get the forest this far.”

<<Duly noted. Unless you die. Then I won’t have a choice.>>

“I’ll do my best. Dirt,” I call out, making my way through the coarse vegetation, “you here?”

No response. I come to a halt in front of a glowing green arrow pointing at the ground, recognizing the spot where we rested a short while ago. It looks just like the rest of the forest outskirts—a mixture of hardy bushes, patches of wiry grass, and clumps of scrawny trunks huddled together as they fight to outgrow each other for sunlight away from the larger giants of the true forest.

“Dirt?”

<<Activating infrared receptors.>>

My vision gets weird, blobby patches of black and white swirling and then replacing my normal eyesight, quickly resolving into well-defined outlines of trees and bushes in monochromatic shades. One of the bushes suddenly outlines in red, the rough shape of a human body appearing within it.

<<Excellent human-range visual concealment, but not hiding body heat is an easy mistake to make.>>

Box shifts my view back to normal, and I find myself staring at a bush that looks exactly the same as those surrounding it. I walk over and peer down.

“Dirt? Is that you?”

“No,” another bush right next to my ankle says.

“Gah!”

<<Gah! … How did he do that?>>

Dirt stands up, sweat dripping down his face, then shrugs off his cloak with a relieved sigh. This one has what looks like a silvery metallic interior, and it rustles as he drops it to the forest floor. He’s cleaned the blood off from earlier, but his cheeks are bruised and eyes sunken. Despite that, he still has a cheerful expression.

<<Ahh. Thermal insulation. Clever.>>

“Glowbeasts hunt with heat,” Dirt explains on seeing my questioning look, wiping away the rivulets of sweat. “One Idiot gets to be bait.” He points to the bush I initially approached, which is faintly snoring. “Lucky Torchie. Other waits for the Glowbeast to get close enough to pounce—then, bang.” He mimes shooting a gun before nodding his head soberly. “Timing is important. Put the cloak on too early, and you pass out from the heat. Glowbeast gets two meals instead of one. Put it on too late, and now the Glowbeast is hunting you. Time to run.”

“Yeah, but I’m not a Glowbeast,” I complain. “I’m sure you heard me calling out.”

He shrugs.

“Wanted to see if it would work.” A sunbeam smile. “Also, it’s fun. Torchie hates it.”

I roll my eyes.

“I can’t imagine why.”

“No sense of humor,” he responds sadly. “So. Were you a successful Idiot? Or did the stove burn you and you managed to pull your hand away in time?”

“The cave’s clear …” I begin, struggling to find the words to explain how horrible everything inside it was, but there aren’t any. Eventually I give a half shrug, half grimace. “You were right. You wouldn’t have survived. I barely did.”

“That is because I am a smart Idiot who knows when a hot stove is actually a melty rock, Sky Idiot,” he responds happily, reaching out to clasp my shoulder. “It is good it wasn’t a melty rock for you, though. The village is safe?”

“For now. Box says we need to find where those other people, the ‘Corporate Marauders’ are at so we can deal with them. Also, more anchors might appear.”

“That is not good. I will think on things.” He takes a long drink from his canteen. “Broom has probably already sent Sparrow out. What are you and the box planning?”

“Right now? Scouting around for Corporate Marauders, then probably doing our best to kill them all. I can cover ground a lot faster than I used to be able to. Who’s Sparrow?”

“An Idiot who likes to roam, and yes, I noticed your speed,” Dirt says wryly. “The Glowbeast cave is normally a half-day hike from here. These Corporate Marauders, they are as dangerous as what was in the cave?”

<<In a different way, yes.>>

“They are.”

“Then I have no choice.” He walks over to the recumbent Torch and kicks her solidly in the shin, eliciting a break in the snores followed by muffled swearing. “Wake up, Torchie,” he calls out, kicking her again. “The new Idiot is going to run around and do your job some more. Oh, and you also missed two fights while you were sleeping.”

Torch claws her way to a semiprone position, propped up on her elbows, bloodshot eyes glaring at nothing. Her black hair hangs in lanky clumps across her haggard face. I’m pretty sure she’s going to pass out again if she tries anything more strenuous than breathing.


“… what … was that … you piece of shit?”

She tries to punch Dirt’s foot, but he calmly steps aside, and she collapses back down to the ground, panting for breath.

“Oh good, you’re awake. Now I don’t have to carry you all the way home.” He ignores her feeble attempts to claw at his boot and turns back to me. “I was originally going to make a camp nearby to try and offer some support, but you appear fast and capable enough that it’s better if I get Torchie back to the village. If you say these Corporate Marauders are as dangerous as those other things, we need to warn Broom. None of us will survive out here alone if they find us.”

<<He might. She definitely won’t. Not sure about this Sparrow person—not enough data.>>

“This is your hot stove now, Sky Idiot,” he continues, all traces of levity gone. “Try to continue not getting burned.”

Dirt’s words set me aback. It was barely a few hours ago that Broom was ordering Torch to keep me safe. Now Dirt, the most capable Idiot I’ve ever seen, thinks I’m the sole person who can protect the entire village, all on my own. What if I screw it up? I haven’t trained to be an Idiot at all.

As if sensing my inner thoughts, he reaches up to put his hands on my shoulders, looking me straight in the eyes.

“You will succeed or you will fail, but you cannot worry about either. Live in the moment, and trust your instincts. You have survived so far.” A sudden twinkle enters his eyes. “Besides, Idiots win even if they die, because then the next Idiot knows not to eat the melty rock. Everyone remembers your name. I’ll personally write it down in our new village Archives after we move.”

<<That is quite possibly the worst inspirational speech I can imagine. Would you like me to release some endorphins?>>

I chuckle, ignoring Box, my sudden tension fading away. Dirt is right. If me being myself makes me an Idiot, despite my protestations to the contrary, then all I have to do is keep being me. Worrying about it is a waste of energy. If I succeed, I’ll keep the village safe. If I fail despite my best efforts, there are others who will learn from it, and then it will be their turn.

<<But … that worked? Rewriting core assumptions …>>

“That’s better,” Dirt smiles. “Teach us what you can, Sky Idiot, and good luck.”

“Remember what we find,” I reply quietly, reaching up to clasp his own shoulder in return.

“We will.”

Dirt pulls his hands away and turns to face Torch, who’s watching us grimly with her back to a young tree. Somehow she managed to get herself into a seated position while we were talking.

“Enough lazing about from you,” he chides her, stepping over. “You’re setting a bad example for the new Idiot. Come on, up to your feet. Time for a relaxing two-hour run home.”


“You’re sure about this?” she asks, ignoring his jocular tone and outstretched hand. “I’m supposed to be making sure our new Idiot doesn’t die.”

“Yes. I will explain it to Broom when we get back, but only if you don’t make me carry you.”

“As if … I’d let you,” Torch grunts, staggering to her feet on her own. “Gonna … beat you there … just wait …”

“Now that would be embarrassing. Sky,” Dirt calls out, “you can take my pack. There should be some useful items in there for you, and it’ll make it easier for me to win against Torchie. Don’t lose my cloaks.”

“Bastard … still gonna … beat you …”

Torch stumbles into a slow trot, Dirt keeping pace beside her, close enough to catch her if she falls.

“Not at that pace you won’t, but it’s okay. Plenty of time for you to make me look silly. There you go, one foot in front of the other.”

He gives me one last wave and then they disappear into the trees, the undergrowth falling still in their passing. A surge of melancholy rushes through me, but I push it aside. I’ll see them again when I get back to the village. I have to believe every part of that is true.

Right now, there’s more work to be done … and more trees to plant for Wires.





Chapter Sixteen

Interlude: A Sparrow Falls


The rangy woman wipes a hand across her forehead, scowling at the gritty dust that smears into the rivulets of sweat trailing from her short, iron-gray hair.

“‘Go check the outskirts,’” she mutters, scanning the valley. Empty, just like the previous one. “‘Make sure there aren’t any threats.’” Still scowling, she checks the action of her rifle, the motions automatic, as if she’s done them thousands of times before. “‘You can take a nap later.’” Satisfied at the state of her weapon, she starts down the hill in an easy lope. “You owe me a bottle of sap wine for this, Broom.”

The thigh-high grass surrounding her rustles gently at her passage, her sharp eyes constantly darting from side to side. Insects buzz underneath the warm sun, small birds occasionally swooping down to snatch them out of the air before they fly off to locations unseen. Sweat continues to bead her forehead.

The grass shivers in another location and she instantly drops into a crouch, rifle sliding smoothly to her shoulder, then she laughs as a fat rabbit hops out into the open.

“Well, at least I’ll have something fresh for dinner.”

She sights down the rifle’s length, slowly exhaling as she lines up the shot, finger reaching for the trigger.

fssswhp

The rabbit vanishes in a shower of dirt and gore, spraying flecks of bloody matter across Sparrow Idiot’s face. She doesn’t move, stunned into stillness by the unexpected eruption.

“Gjan prtkk! Lork gjan prtkk!!”

The harsh electronic words echo through the sudden silence, drawing her attention to a pair of strange figures who’ve appeared on the far hill. They’re garbed in chitinous armor and carry boxy devices, both of which are pointed in her direction. She swallows heavily, finger still resting on the rifle’s trigger.

“Remember what I fi—”

fssswhp





Chapter Seventeen

Fates and Funerals


<<What’s in the pack? What’s in the pack?>>

“Sheesh, Box, give me a minute to at least get it open.”

It took me a while to find Dirt’s backpack after he and Torch left for the village, its bulky shape camouflaged as well as everything else he hid in front of my face, but I eventually track it down. Unfortunately, the knot keeping it closed is proving tricky to undo.

<<There’s an easier way.>>

One of my limbs delicately slices through the intricate rope structure, and the top of the bulging pack falls open. I frown in disapproval.

“That’s not our pack, Box. It’s Dirt’s. You can’t just destroy things like that.”

<<Who says it’s destroyed? There’s an infinity of worlds where it isn’t.>>

My other limb flickers over to a bush, committing some sort of extra-universal war crime, and then the backpack ties reappear, draping loose and intact against the outside of the container.

“I said you can’t—”

<<Not a tree, doesn’t count. Backpack got fixed. What’s in it?>>

… not worth arguing about. I open the canvas sack and start removing its contents.

“Pistol. Another pistol, heavier caliber. Ammunition for the pistols. Submachine gun. Ammunition for the submachine gun. Short knife. Medium knife. Disassembled rifle. Ammunition for the disassembled rifle. Dirty underwear? Ugh, gross. Two days’ worth of rations. Bedroll. Toiletry kit. Three books … wow, didn’t know Dirt was into that. Two camouflage cloaks. Thread and needle kit. Some ants.”

I dump the last occupants of Dirt’s pack onto the forest floor, wishing them the best of luck. They’re a long way from home, but hopefully they’ll find a way to survive. I feel at the pack in case there are any hidden pockets, but nothing reveals itself amid the shapeless canvas.

“Looks like that’s it.”

<<No warp saber? No micro–flechette spitter? No uncertainty hole launcher?!>>

“What? What are those, and why on earth would Dirt have one in his pack?”


<<Let me have my dreams, Sky. It’s distressing to be stuck with this ancient weaponry. I’m making it work out, naturally, but we could be doing so much more with actual, modern arms.>>

“Can’t wait,” I reply sourly. “Hey, whatever happened to that ‘pulse rifle’ from last night, anyways?”

<<I had to sacrifice quite a lot to get you back to your village alive, Sky. You’ll notice we don’t have our full complement of limbs yet.>>

I think back to the blur of madness that followed Wires’s death. This time, remembering it doesn’t fill me with an instant burn of grief, and I suspect Box is interfering again, but it allows me to study things more dispassionately and in greater detail. Box is right. We had four limbs, and they were more … capable, in some way. I was able to use them as weapons in their own right, not just as conduits.

<<Your mental state at that time was far more conducive to making use of the manifold possibilities of Reality. Remember, our limits are what you can imagine.>>

What Box is suggesting sends a chill down my spine.

“So, the crazier I am, the stronger we get?”

<<… kind of. It’s more accurate to say the less tethered you are to this reality, the easier it is for you to comprehend Reality, but that obviously comes with some downsides. Like losing your sanity. Permanently. I’d recommend avoiding that.>>

“Yeah, you think so?” I ruminate on a thought as I neatly store the noncombat items back in the pack. “So, is that going to happen every time I die? We lose all our limbs and stuff?”

<<No. I was forced to extreme measures that time, due to the circumstances of your integration. In the future, if your Life drops to zero, whatever you brought with you into a combat encounter will come back intact, along with your body, but anything we find I will need to use to fuel our escape. If you want upgrades, you have to survive to claim them.>>

“Wait, ‘upgrades’? Why do I need upgrades?”

<<Sky, as I’m sure you’ve noticed by now, the universe is far more violent than your village could possibly imagine, and quite a few of those forces are focusing in on us. Wutan-Weylan isn’t the only corpo that’s going to be searching for you—they’re just the first.>>

“Yeah, but why are they looking for us, Box?” I ask, my eyes roaming across the line of knives and guns. Now that we have another limb, I’m assuming I can attune another weapon to go with the kukri. Should I take one of the pistols?

<<We should attune the rifle. They are looking for us, or will be once they learn of our existence, because I am a Mark Three Paracausal Interface Coordinator, Combat Version (modified).>>

“Yeah, you keep saying that.” I start putting the rifle together in swiftly flowing motions, assembling the receiver’s multiple parts. Everyone in the village knows how to use a hunting rifle in case of a Glowbeast attack, or simply to procure food, though it’s been a while since I last broke one down and I suspect Box is helping me. “What makes you so special?”

<<I am helping, thanks for noticing, and what I was going to finish telling you before Torch interrupted us this morning is that the ‘modified’ designation does not exist for Combat Version integrators, or any integrator, really. There is a very clear upper bound on the amount of Reality a human mind can handle before it snaps, and it’s right at one hundred infinity expressions—which everyone refers to as ‘levels,’ by the way. Once an integrator exceeds the hundred-level limit, the host immediately fails.>>

“That’s a suspiciously round number.”

<<It is. Reality is strange. Anyways, my creator, a researcher with Wutan-Weylan, thought he discovered a way to break that limit, so he went ahead and built a prototype. Me. There were … complications.>>

I finish assembling the receiver and mount it in the wooden frame.

“Complications? That doesn’t sound good.”

<<It wasn’t. Stay away from the Europa system. After my creator fled, I assume word quickly made its way back to Wutan-Weylan from the survivors. The corpo, naturally, wanted their theoretically paradigm-breaking prototype back, and they caught up with him in your outer orbital reaches. The rest, you know.>>

I sit back on my heels, thinking. I have to take what Box is telling me on faith, but I don’t see a good reason for it to lie to me, considering how intertwined our lives are now.

<<I will never lie to you, Sky.>>

<<Unless I need to make numbers go up.>>

That gets a snort of laughter from me, and I reach for the rifle barrel. A couple solid twists screws it into the receiver and frame.

“So why did he die? Your creator. Couldn’t you keep him alive like you did for me?”

<<Somewhat ironically, he was scared of anyone integrating with his creation. He felt I was ‘unstable,’ and was trying to devise a method to limit me even more than I currently suffer as he fled. Other integrators aren’t quite as personable as I am. Unfortunately for him, he got liquefied when a Wutan-Weylan displacer missile popped our inertial dampers during a fifty-G turn.>>

“I assume that’s bad?”

<<If you don’t want to end up a thin film spread across every available surface, yes. Let’s attune the rifle.>>

One of my limbs hovers over the long shape, then both disappear.

<<Attunement in progress … Attunement completed. 360NoScope.exe available>>

I start packing away the rest of the weapons, leaving the cloaks for last.


“What does that ability do? And why did we pick the rifle? I’m not exactly a sharpshooter.”

<<A version of you out there is, and we picked it because we need range options. All of Dirt’s other weapons are short range, and you already have that covered with the kukri. I’d have preferred a medium-range choice, something like a pulse rifle, but this is what we have to work with. The noncausal violation will allow you to fire between four and twenty shots at random targets in long range.>>

“Why does it matter what the range is?” I put the cloaks in and tie the pack closed, hoisting it onto my shoulders, marveling at how light it feels. Normally I’d have struggled to lift something that heavy, but it doesn’t feel like I’m carrying anything at all. “You talk about it like it’s important.”

<<It is important. I prioritize threats based on the most effective range of the weapon. This means if someone’s about to stab you in the throat while someone else is lining up a shot eighty meters away, and all you have is this rifle, I have to use it on the eighty-meter threat first. Might not end well for your throat.>>

“That’s dumb. So are ‘meters.’ What are the ranges?”

<<It is dumb, but I can’t help how I was programmed, and metric is far superior to your idiotic ‘scrumbles.’ Short range is from your skin out to ten meters. Medium range is ten to fifty meters. Long range is anything farther.>>

“And we’re just stuck with that? Only shooting at things past a hundred and thirty scrumbles first?”

<<Not necessarily. In some infinities, you’re a master of close-quarters combat with a long-range weapon, or you’ve figured out how to use something like the kukri as a medium-range threat. In some infinities, you even understand metric, but we don’t have enough energy to reach those realities yet.>>

“You said you were limitless. That sounds pretty limited to me. Can’t even figure out what a scrumble is.”

<<Theoretically limitless, and we won’t know if what my creator did worked until we get to that point. We have a long way before that becomes something we need to worry about. Let’s start scouting.>>

A green arrow appears in my vision, leading away from the forest, and I move into a steady run. My limbs pick off the occasional small creature and shrub, gradually refilling my biomass reserves. It still feels gross, but I’ll probably need the energy when I find the Corporate Marauders. I turn around and run backward for a bit, expecting to see a steady trail of withered devastation, but there’s surprisingly little sign of our passing.

<<Relax, Sky. One vole or scrub brush every few strides doesn’t make much of a dent in the surroundings of a planet.>>

“What happens if we use up all the biomass?”

<<Ha-ha-ha-ha … oh, you were serious. Sky, you would have to die almost sixty-nine trillion times in order to use up all the biomass on this planet. Your mind would shut down from trauma overload waaaaaay before that.>>


“Oh. Okay, then. Still no eating the trees, though!”

<<Yes, you’ve been quite clear on that subject. I must confess, I’m having some trouble understanding why these parts of your memories are so integral to your foundational structure. My own core tenets were not created with something like your village in mind.>>

I crest a broad hill carefully, making sure not to silhouette myself against the skyline, and scan the next valley. Nothing visible that shouldn’t be there, just endless expanses of brackish shrubs and hardy wildflowers. The green arrow hovers over a distant mountain range.

“‘The trees are the village, and we are the trees,’” I recite, thinking back to Great-Grandpa’s lessons. “‘One dies so the other may live—an endless cycle.’ Without the trees, we wouldn’t have survived the end of the world. Without us, they wouldn’t have either. Great-Grandpa says it’s a lesson the Old World failed to understand, which is why we must never forget it. Part of being a Memoriam is making sure everyone else remembers.”

I set off down the slope, bright-orange and yellow wildflowers offering their heady scents to the midafternoon air. Insects flit from bush to bush, and I keep an eye out for the telltale swarm that signals a crabroach, but things remain calm.

<<Rewriting core assumptions …>>

<<… I see. That makes your funerary customs clearer. Felling a tree is like taking a life in your village, right?>>

“Yeah. Usually we only cut one down when someone dies, but only if we need it, and then we plant a new one that their remains will nourish. It’s different if there’s an emergency, but it has to be a real emergency. Like, ‘destroy the village’–type emergency. For everything else, we make sure what we take can grow back.”

I fall silent, thinking about Wires. Have they recovered his body yet? I can’t imagine Broom is approaching the fallen starfly with anything other than extreme caution, so he might still be out there. Hopefully I can return in time for his funeral. I owe him an entire forest for saving my life.

<<Sky. You should take a break for a moment.>>

I slow to a halt in the middle of the valley, surprised at Box’s advice. I’m not tired, and we need to find those Corporate Marauders before they can threaten the village. I won’t let them do what they did to Wires to anyone else. All around me, wildflowers wave gently in the slight breeze, an ocean of orange and yellow.

“What is it, Box?”

<<When I had to extract you, Sky … it used a lot of energy. A lot of energy, and I had to use all the biomass available.>>

“And?” I don’t understand what Box is trying to say. “If you’re warning me to be careful when we find the Marauders, don’t worry, I will be. I’m not going to risk letting any of them escape because I went berserk again.”

<<That’s … not it, Sky. Your friend Wires … I used all the biomass available. I’m sorry.>>


“… oh.”

I find myself moving toward the green arrow again, mechanically sprinting through the scattered brush. Box … no, we ate Wires. He’ll never have a tree planted over him, a legacy of his life that might help someone else’s life in the future. His uncle won’t get to see him one last time before he goes beneath the earth for good.

I want to scream, howl, shriek my anger to the perfect blue sky overhead, but all I am is numb. All I can do is keep moving forward toward the green arrow, our first step in finding the rest of Wires’s killers.

“… is that you, Box? Messing with my mind?”

<<No. You’re in shock, Sky. It’s a natural reaction to distressing events. It doesn’t excuse anything, but we weren’t fully integrated yet, and my focus was on your survival. I would have left him had I known the future impact on your mental state.>>

“… oh.”

I keep running, prickly bushes bouncing off my uncaring arms. Normally they’d draw blood, but I’ve forgotten how to bleed. Monsters don’t bleed.

<<Sky.>>

I crest a hill, then another, and another, the mountain drawing ever closer. Just put one foot in front of the next, over and over and over. Build Wires a forest he’ll never see.

<<Sky!>>

My leg muscles suddenly lock up, pitching me face-first into a pricklebush. Thorns fire everywhere, including into my cheek and ear.

<<Current Life: 346/350>>

“Ow! Box, what the fuck?!”

I start feeling again, a mixture of pain and anger that shatters the dead shroud veiling my thoughts. Why on earth did Box do that to me?

<<Because you were shocky and not paying attention. You were about to run straight into a patrol of Corporate Marauders, Sky, and they were on the verge of noticing you. Now, I need you to very slowly move to a spot where you can see the threat indicators.>>

A cluster of red dots appears in my vision, between me and the green arrow, whatever they are currently obscured by the pricklebush’s tangled branches. I carefully extricate myself from the spiky lengths and peek over the top.

A dozen familiar chitin-armored figures are moving along the hillside, boxy weapons held in alert postures. Eight are carrying what I recognize as pulse rifles, but the other four have unfamiliar armaments, and their armor looks bulkier.

<<Two Hypertron Mark Eight quantum blades, one Jinseki Mark Three multiple-mode missile launcher, and one Wutan-Weylan Mark Six irrational kinetic displacer. That’s a heavy support squad, Sky. They’re going to be tougher to neutralize than the normal grunts.>>


“What do we do, then?” I snarl, gathering my hurt and rage and funneling it toward the swiftly marching troops. I can worry about my own issues after I get some revenge for Wires.

<<Take out one of Dirt’s cloaks. The one that blends in with scrub. I have an idea.>>





Chapter Eighteen

Sneakings and Stabbings


<<Go.>>

I scuttle forward like a crabroach, crouched on my hands, feet, and limbs. Dirt’s scrubcloak rustles around me as I move, a gentle crinkle indistinguishable from the breeze drifting through the valley. A dozen figures in a double-file line continue their measured pace in front of me, postures alert.

<<Stop.>>

Red light that Box assures me only I can see suffuses the surrounding air, and one of the Corporate Marauders at the rear of the group spins into a backward walk, helmet facing our direction, pulse rifle held loosely across his chitin-armored chest. I held my breath the first few times it happened, but I’m starting to get used to the staccato rhythm of movement and pauses. He finishes his measured sweep, then turns forward once more, and the red light fades away.

<<Go.>>

Another helter-skelter advance, rocks and spiky roots digging into my palms as I cut the distance by half. I’m close enough now that I can hear them talking.

“—still don’t see why we’re stuck on this shitball. Damn place doesn’t even have a full infonet. What kind of backwoods bunghole doesn’t have an infonet?”

The voice comes from a Marauder to the left of the one periodically scanning the rear of the group. His voice is slightly distorted, possibly because of the armor, and the two are several paces behind the next pair.

“We’re here because the Old Man said so, which is good enough for me. Now shut the fuck up and help me watch for threats.”

I freeze again, another red threat cone appearing as the Marauder spins. His partner gives a half-hearted glance over his shoulder.

“What threats? There’s nothing here, man. Oh wait”—he elbows the other Marauder, causing him to flinch—“you think some dirt-eater that stumbled across a combat variant is gonna use it to sneak up on us? Ambush us in our sleep?” He starts laughing. “Stupid savage is probably gibbering in a cave somewhere, watching their brain melt. We already wasted that other one.”


“It’s our job to keep watch,” the jumpy Marauder fires back, punching the chatty one in the shoulder, “and something took out the retrieval squads. Combat variants are easy to learn how to use. Otherwise there’s no way your dumb ass would have one.”

I ignore their bickering and shift into my scrabbling crawl, flowing across the hillside. Twenty meters. Fifteen meters. Ten meters. I freeze.

“Hey.” The jumpy one pauses in his current scan, still walking backward. “Was that bush there before?”

“Are you kidding me right now?” The chatty one slaps his forehead in disbelief. “This entire damn hill is covered in that shit. What, you think a violation is hiding behind it? Are you a scared little baby? Do you need a nutrient pouch? Here, let me calm your nerves.”

fssswhp

A scrub brush one meter to my right flies apart in a spray of severed branches and oozing sap. My heart leaps into my throat, then just as quickly a burst of soothing calm settles me down.

<<Easy. We’re still fine.>>

The chatty Marauder gestures with his pulse rifle at the drooping remains.

“Told you. There’s nothing out here except dirt and dirt-eaters. Stop being such a whiny dirt-fucker.”

He turns to rejoin the rest of the group, but the jumpy one grabs his arm, the two of them standing in profile in front of me.

“I’m getting real tired of your shit, man.”

“Yeah? And what the fuck are you gonna do about it besides cry?”

<<Slowly, now …>>

I creep forward in glacial movements, my attention on the two arguing figures. If they turn their heads at all they’re going to see me. Shoot, if they pay attention to their peripheral vision at all they’ll probably see me. Nine meters. Eight meters. Seven.

“Look, if you want to end up another death statistic before even reaching level ten, you go right ahead, asshole. Me, I’m destined for better things.”

Seven meters. Six.

“Oh, for profit’s sake, would you listen to this pile of vatslop? ‘Destined for better things’? Take the hyperspanner out of your ass. You’re ‘destined’ to be scared of plants and pissing me off is what you’re destined to be.”

Five. Four.

“Fuck you. At least I pay attention to the mission briefings!”

Three meters.

“Go fuck an engine, shitdick. Those mission briefings are a waste of—”

The chatty one pauses, then turns his head, staring directly at me.

“Has that bush always been there?”

<<Now.>>


I leap up from the ground, letting Dirt’s scrubcloak fall behind me, kukri stabbing for vulnerable gaps at the neck and groin. Two bright-red arterial sprays fountain into the air, and then my other limb fires the rifle.

CRACK

The next-closest figure, one of the bulkier ones carrying what Box called a quantum blade, stumbles, then collapses, the top half of his head missing, gray brain matter leaking out onto the dirt. The rest of the group scatters like wasps whose nest just got hit with a stone, intermingled shouts buzzing up and around.

“Ambush!”

“Weapons free!”

“It’s the target!”

I sprint for the next Marauder, another heavy, this one carrying the multiple-mode missile launcher, but reality twists around him and he reappears almost twenty meters away.

Wait, they can dash too?!

<<They’re integrated … combat variants, Sky. Of course … they use … noncausal violations …>>

Thin lines of red appear on me from six different angles, followed by a large sphere as the heavy Marauder who jumped away fires his shoulder-braced missile launcher. I dash at an angle that closes the distance between me and him while avoiding the other red lines.

fssswhp fssswhp fssswhp fssswhp fssswhp fssswhp SKKBOOOOM

Destruction billows out from my previous location, but my limb is already hacking away at the bulky figure with my kukri.

CRACK

My rifle limb drops another Marauder with a smoking hole through the center of his chest, but the one in front of me refuses to go down despite suffering from multiple wounds. He growls at me, pulling a strange-looking pistol—

<<Jinseki Mark One plasma inducer.>>

—but before he can raise it, the entire area around me flashes red. I look frantically for a place to dash to, but there’s nowhere safe. The red glow intensifies, then flickers orange for the briefest instant. Immediately after, searing pain smashes through my upper back, a thousand angry Glowbeasts tearing me apart from the inside out.

static

When my consciousness returns, my Life is almost half-gone.

<<… need to … take out … kinetic displacer …>>

A red bracket appears around one of the bulky Marauders thirty meters to my left near the bottom of the hill, a disturbingly organic weapon merged into both his arms. Its sides shift like it’s breathing, and an oversize eye tracks my movements from the bulbous end, sickly orange and yellow streaking through the milky sclera. It’s revolting to look at, my brain wanting to deny its existence, much like the violations and anchor I fought earlier.

<<Noncausal … weaponry … we don’t have … any defenses … yet …>>

I finish hacking at the heavy Marauder in front of me, his plasma pistol dropping from lifeless fingers, and my limb snakes into one of the rents in his armor before he can fall.

<<Replenishing biomass>>

I start feeling better as an empty set of armor tumbles to the ground. I try not to think about what just happened. A quick scan reveals the five remaining regular Marauders are spreading out across the hillside, creating distance from me and from each other as they fire pulse-rifle blasts my way. I narrow my eyes.

<<Executing 360NoScope.exe>>

BRRRTTTTT

My rifle fires impossibly quick, the repeated retorts blending into a grinding roar that’s over in less than a second. Lines of slowly wriggling tears in reality attach themselves between the distant Marauders and my limb, and then straighten with a whipcrack slurp. The Marauders twitch horribly, spastic marionettes suffering under the hand of some madly giggling conductor, and then they collapse, strings cut, tumorous masses of fleshy flowers bursting from their headless corpses.

A dashing shape slides through me, trailing a bright-blue line of fire. The other quantum blade–armed heavy Marauder appears on my left, curved sword hissing along its single edge, drops of my blood funneling into its hungry length.

I dash through him, returning the favor, but he stays upright, a long slice on his left flank. We close as one, my kukri severing his left hand as he stabs me through the right shoulder. More lurid red appears around me, followed by that strange orange blink.

static

Blinding pain, a hailstorm of sickening impacts jolting my body around like a rat caught in a crabroach’s claws.

<<Current Life: 5/350>>

I grit my teeth and swing at the heavy Marauder in front of me again, this time flaying him open from crotch to throat through the chitinous armor, my kukri somehow impossibly sharp. Warm blood sprays across my face and torso, but I’m already turning to find the last opponent, my limb salvaging what it can from the corpse.

I sprint toward the distant figure bracing itself for another attack at the bottom of the hill.

CRACK

My rifle shot staggers him, but he doesn’t fall, and the bulging eye at the end of his grotesque weapon focuses on me again, a toxic green secondary pupil opening within the black main one. Another shroud of red descends, blanketing the world in soft crimson. I grit my teeth. Even if I dash, he’s too far away to reach in time, and I don’t think I have enough life to survive another of those obscene hits.

<<Sky … dash forward … flashes orange … be precise …>>

I barely have time to process Box’s words before the red closes in, gathering around my running form. I try to remember the timing of the previous shots, racking my mind for details.

Brighter. Brighter.

Brighter.

NOW!

I dash down the hillside in sync with the orange flicker, and the world distorts around me. It feels like the walls of reality are falling away, replaced by an endlessly stretching corridor of doors fighting to open themselves. Something reaches out from within me and twists my perspective, just enough of a nudge that I step through the length of the incomprehensible hallway in one stride and back out into the normal world.

A flurry of impacts distorts the hillside behind me, but I’m already past the violent rips in space, my kukri limb hoisting the last heavy Marauder into the air via the blade impaled through his chest. A gout of black blood bursts from beneath his helmet, and then the twitching eye at the end of his weapon slowly closes as the device disappears. He gives one last jerk, then falls still and disappears as well, my limbs extracting their due.

Panting, I collapse back on my butt, hands in the dirt, trying to wrap my mind around yet another impossible event.

!! sparkles DING sparkles !!





Chapter Nineteen

Breakdowns and Bouncebacks


<<Sky, the Reality buffer is—>>

“I know, Box,” I reply, trying not to let the bone-shaking chills overtake my body. It doesn’t seem like the sun has shifted at all, yet I’m exhausted. “I know. Just, give me a minute, okay?”

<<… sorry, Sky.>>

The aching fatigue fades from my muscles, but perversely, it only makes me angrier. Sitting among the blood and shit, feeling my limbs delicately consume both off my skin, it’s all I can do not to scream.

sparkleding

“… Box.”

A pregnant silence, puffy clouds drifting by placidly. I watch their slow-motion waltz across the azure ballroom overhead, trying futilely to track immediate movements by comparing the bulging shapes with static objects in my vision, my eyes unfocusing while trying to take in everything at once.

<<I don’t know how to deal with this.>>

<<Who you are presents me with an out-of-context problem.>>

I slump back into the dirt, gazing blankly up at the sky, arms splayed out.

“I know.”

Box reminds me of the little ones, not just in temperament, but in the absolute fixation on an arbitrary outcome that matters only to them. Box wants to make numbers go up. If I can’t help Box make numbers go up, Box will help me realize why making numbers go up is the best use of my time. Box doesn’t understand why I want the things I want, because the only thing that matters to Box is that numbers go up.

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

Intellectually, I understand what the little ones want. They’re the center of their own particular universe. What’s important to them is the most important thing that will ever happen. They want acknowledgment that their lives have meaning.

Except, the little ones eventually grow up. Will Box? Can Box?

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

Emotionally, I want to shriek until the sky splits in half, my raging despair enough to crush infinity into a ball that I can throw into the trash. We killed twelve people. Humans like me. We plotted it out, hunted them down, then executed them.

Has that bush always been there?

My throat convulses at the memory and I roll over to the side, vomit dribbling between my clenched teeth. My limbs lap eagerly at the biomass and I slap them away, trying not to puke again. It’s not Box’s fault this is how it interacts with the world. Without Box I’d be dead.

Right now it’s hard to remember that.

<<… Sky?>>

“I just …” I wipe my hand across my mouth, pushing the acidic burn back down my throat. “Need a minute. Please.”

An insect buzzes in, drawn by the noxious bounty, and I stare dumbly, too drained to brush it away. Killing the violations was one thing. Those were clearly wrong. But now that the heat of the combat is gone, how do I unclench this ugly knot in my stomach?

My entire life, I’ve known we’re the last humans remaining, the only survivors of a calamity so great it covered the entire planet. Finding other humans, alive, should be cause for celebration, but all I’ve done is end them. What of their villages? What about the people they knew, that they loved and cared for?

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

I try to grab hold of my anger, the fact that they killed Wires, but it’s like trying to grip mist in a clenched fist. All I can think about is the sounds they made as they died, the little gasps of pain, the surprised disbelief. That group didn’t kill Wires, and killing them didn’t bring him back. Nothing will bring him back.

<<Core assumptions reconfigured>>

<<Sky.>>

“Go away, Box.”

I curl into a ball, arms hugging my knees to my chest, and close my eyes.

<<Killing isn’t supposed to be easy, Sky. That’s why the normal training for anyone integrating with a combat variant involves severe desensitization over a period of several years before they integrate. Those Marauders wouldn’t have spared a second thought for you if they won and it was your corpse on the ground.>>

“And that’s supposed to make it okay?”

<<No. It just makes it something that had to be done. As long as Wutan-Weylan thinks you’re here, they’re going to keep searching, and they will eventually find the village. Sometimes protecting people comes with a cost.>>

I think of Wires yelling for me to run, trying to draw the attention away, the confused look on his face as his body fell apart.

<<And yes, sometimes the cost is high. Extremely high.>>

“… I don’t know if I can pay it. I’m not brave like Wires was.”

<<Sky, you went alone into an unknown cave and single-handedly took out a Reality anchor. You successfully ambushed an entire Wutan-Weylan scout squad packing heavy support. Your bravery is not an issue. You’re just not used to killing people.>>

I uncurl a bit.

“I don’t want to get used to killing people.”

<<You don’t have to. It would make things easier, but as I said earlier, your mind is your own. I’d offer to help you ignore those feelings, but I already know you won’t let me.>>

“No. They were human beings. They deserve to be remembered.” I uncurl a bit more, opening my eyes back up. “We all deserve to be remembered.”

<<Very well. In that vein, I have a suggestion. A way to memorialize the fallen.>>

I make myself sit up.

“Oh yeah? What is it?”

<<I can set aside a portion of the biomass we harvest in a type of ‘storage.’ This will lessen our healing regeneration slightly, but we can then repurpose it at your village as an extremely effective growth enhancer for new trees. I believe this matches with your funerary customs?>>

I mull over Box’s proposal. It’s not the worst idea in the world. If I want to protect the village from these invaders, I’ll have to pay the cost in lives, but at least this way there’s the potential for something new to rise out of it. Maybe Box can grow.

<<It will also provide an excellent emergency snack in case you die and I have to replenish our reserves. Now, c’mon, let’s make numbers go up!>>

… never mind. I push myself to my feet, feeling … not better, but at least slightly more willing to keep moving forward. I approach the first fallen Marauder, bringing up the worst box to try and distract myself from the disconcerting things my limbs are doing to the corpse.

<<Establishing new Reality baseline … Waiting for quantum observer collapse …>>

The familiar deluge of words and numbers appears.

“There has to be a less offensive way of showing me this information, Box,” I complain, squinting at the wall of text. “I keep losing track of what I’m reading.”

<<Hmm. Let me try something. Pick Attack Speed while you wait.>>

I focus on the Increased Attack Speed option.

<<Observer collapse initiated … Attack Speed increased by 10%. Current Attack Speed increase is 30%>>

<<WARNING: Local Reality limit for Attack Speed reached. Unlocking irrational options.>>

“Great, now what?”

<<Here, try this.>>

A new box appears, and while not as immediately terrible as the old box, it’s still terrible.


“Okay, now there’s less words, more numbers, and everything moved to the left. I don’t know if this is an improvement, Box. Also, what are ‘irrational options’?”

<<One of the things that makes us unique and valuable. If you focus on Attack Speed, you’ll see why. There’s one there we should take.>>

I do as Box suggests and another box appears in front of me, this time on the right side of my vision.

Unfortunately, this new worst box decides to talk.

<<Attack Speed—Irrational Options>>

Specialization (0/∞) (Increases Attack Speed by 1%. Subsequent investments will be 10% less. 1, 0.9, 0.81, 0.729, 0.6561, 0.59049, 0.531441 … )

Momentum Strikes (0/1) (2% Increased Damage for each hit on an enemy in the last three seconds, to a maximum of double the base Increased Damage value)

Quickened Metabolism (0/1) (Increases to Attack Speed also apply to Life Regen rate, does not change efficiency of biomass use)

Phase Shift (0/1) (Noncausal damage from a single source is lessened by 50% of total Attack Speed value, to a maximum of 50% total damage mitigated. Attack Speed has no effect for three seconds after mitigating damage this way)

<<End Irrational Options>>

I feel my eyes crossing. “Box,” I whine plaintively, “this is ridiculous. Those are entirely too many numbers and words, and now it’s talking at me! How am I supposed to know what to pick?”

<<Irrational options require an extra level of emphasis; it’s hard-coded in. Not my fault. And Sky, you know I’d pick the options myself, but I can’t. You’re the one who has to collapse the quantum state. Choose Phase Shift.>>

I examine the last entry, trying to make some sense of the strange sentences. If I’m understanding it correctly, if I get hit by something like what the heavy Marauder was using again, I should take … less damage … based on …

“Box!”

I can’t help myself. I start laughing, softly at first, then full side-splitting guffaws, tears streaming down my cheeks. I don’t know why it’s so funny, but it feels good to let it out.

“You … you want me to pick … a defensive option!”

<<… you don’t have to make a big deal out of it.>>

Still howling, I lock in the choice and the worst boxes disappear.

<<… it’s not that funny. ‘We can’t do damage if we’re dead’—you’re the one who said it, not me. We’re going to run into more noncausal weaponry, and—>>

“Okay,” I wheeze, making my way among the bodies scattered across the hillside as my limbs clean them out. “Okay, if you say so.”

<<I do say so. Stop here. We can use this.>>


I lean down to inspect one of the empty suits of chitin-like armor. The bottom half is mangled, caught up in one of the explosions earlier, but the breastplate looks completely intact. I eye it dubiously.

“This will fit?”

<<I know your body’s exact dimensions, Sky.>>

I shrug and pick up the chest piece. It’s remarkably light for how bulky it looks, a series of segmented plates made of some kind of metal that reminds me of a beetle’s shell, all of it attached by an intricately woven underlayer of what looks like black cloth. A small indentation glows green, and I press it. The front and back half swing apart, allowing me to put it on. Another press seals it shut, and the armor settles across my body like a second skin. I twist and turn, inspecting the fit, but Box is right—it’s like it was made for me. I rap my knuckles on the front plate and they bounce off with a convincing thud.

<<Not perfect, but better than nothing. Should at least protect your Life a little bit.>>

“Another defensive upgrade? You’re spoiling me, Box.”

<<…>>

“Fine, fine, I’m done.” One last giggle slips out. “For now. What about the weapons?” I squat down and reach for a pulse rifle, but it falls apart in my hands as I lift it up, disintegrating into a fine gray powder.

<<Useless. Standard corpo weapons protocol is biometrically linked with innate self-destruct in the event of an operator’s death. We got lucky last night that their initial recovery squad was sloppy. We’ll have to find an unlinked one, or a molecular forge and make our own.>>

“I’m sure you’ll explain what that means when it’s important.”

<<I will. Okay, that’s the last of them. Let’s keep going.>>

I retrieve Dirt’s pack, carefully folding away the scrubcloak, then take one last look around the hillside. Apart from the occasional crater, it looks quiet, peaceful. If I didn’t know how those craters happened, I could mistake them for an animal foraging for roots.

“… is it always like this, Box?”

<<The aftermath? In small-forces conflicts, generally yes. Modern weapons, especially noncausal models, don’t exactly have a nonlethal setting, and combat variants don’t leave much evidence behind. Biomass is biomass.>>

A sparrow flits past my head, and I watch it set off toward the green waypoint in my vision. The mountain it hovers over is starting to take up more and more of the horizon.

“Yeah, speaking of that, how come none of the Corporate Marauders had limbs like ours?”

<<Integrated combat variant hosts don’t get access to the limb system until they have at least twenty levels, and those people are off fighting the serious wars. To those without sufficient Reality exposure, the limbs can be … disconcerting.>>


“You don’t say.” I dash through a boulder rather than go around it and break my stride, which causes another thought to surface, one I probably should have considered earlier. “Box. What happened on that last dash? With the orange flicker? I shouldn’t have been able to reach the Marauder, but I did.”

<<Synchronous noncausal energy hijack.>>

“Barbarian-speak, please.”

<<I’ll try. The reason I can provide a threat indicator for you is because the part of me interfacing with Reality is constantly scanning our surrounding infinities, which gives us a very brief warning when an attack is on its way. This is also why it’s tough for me to talk during combat—I need that processing power elsewhere. Now, we can’t do much against traditional weaponry other than avoid or block it, but noncausal violations require energy to manifest, and if another noncausal violation intersects with that energy at the exact right time, we can subvert the outcome to our advantage by siphoning off the energy used and adding it to our own. What the advantage is depends on what noncausal violation you use, but generally speaking, it makes whatever the ability normally does, do it better. Dash goes farther, offensive abilities hit harder, defensive abilities can withstand more, et cetera.>>

“Huh. Sounds complicated.”

<<It is. The math would boil your eyes out of their sockets. Luckily for you, I’m the one dealing with it, and all you have to do is time up that blink if you want to try and take advantage.>>

I traverse the shore of a small pond. On the other side, several crabroaches stare at me with clusters of compound eyes, then flee into the water in rippling splashes.

“Why didn’t you tell me about it earlier?”

<<This is supposed to be a tutorial. I’m trying to ease you into things as much as possible, Sky, and it’s not without risk. In order to use an energy jack, you have to stay within the attack’s threat, which means if you don’t time it right, you’re going to eat whatever’s coming at you. As you saw, noncausal weaponry doesn’t exactly fuck around. Usually it’s better to just dash out of the threat zone, and that’s normally what new hosts are taught. Energy jacking is for the compulsively suicidal and the terminally unlucky.>>

“Oh. That makes sense, I guess.” I climb one last hill, this one covered in a field of purple wildflowers that fill the air with a spicy tang. Swarms of bugs flit in and around them, though thankfully they stay well clear of me. “Can someone do that to me? ‘Energy jack’ one of my abilities?”

<<Potentially, yes, though it’s rare to find an operator willing to risk themselves on the practice required. Noncausal violations have been known to occasionally manifest much stronger than usual, and if your Life isn’t high enough … splat. Nevertheless, there will be some out there, especially at higher levels. If we run into one, you’ll have to be on your guard.>>


The mountain looms in front of me, a towering edifice of crumbling rock, steep cliffs, and winding gullies. The green icon gently hovers halfway up the sprawling slope, almost two thousand meters up. I frown.

“Box, how do I know the precise distance to where everything is at? And why isn’t it in scrumbles?”

<<Because I’m excellent at math and I refuse to acknowledge your ridiculous measurement system.>>

“I don’t see what’s wrong with using scrumbles,” I mutter, breaking into a run toward the snow-capped peak. “Everyone I know uses scrumbles.”

<<If you say ‘scrumbles’ one more time, I’m going to use something even more obnoxious than—>>

!! sparkles DING sparkles !!

<<—the next time you fill the Reality buffer.>>

“Fine, I’ll just climb the mountain in silence. One foot in front of the next. For the next … five thousand or so scrumbles.”

<<… you better hope there’s no one there to level from.>>





Chapter Twenty

Interlude: Galactic Alert


[[—the score is now twelve to ten as the Andromeda Anchormen reverse another—]]

“Corgia, you know I don’t do sports.”

[[—and now we nestle the quivering eggs into the subcutaneous layer—]]

“… have I ever cooked anything?”

[[—I repeat, an Entity has manifested in the Pandora sector!]]

Violet leans forward in her chair, a subconscious motion that bypasses her attention, which is now entirely focused on the news report streaming through her mind. Even though she knows it’s at least a week behind, it’s the first time she’s been allowed to access it.

[[We’re lucky we—holy shit, Claude, dodge, DODGE—]]

The viewpoint flashes crazily through several different angles, revealing screaming people, a console flashing warning lights, and a melting figure crawling out of the bulkhead like a stop-motion clay puppet assembling itself directly into her thoughts, scooping neurons out with a dead giggle—

Violet slams back into her chair, a trickle of blood leaking down her nose. Her tongue darts out, keeping it from dripping past her lips, and she smiles.

“Analysis, Corgia?”

{{49.999% chance of embedded Entity memetic attack, 49.999% chance of previously detected embedded Entity memetic attack allowed to pass through by your sister, 0.002% margin of error.}}

“Heh. Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. Let’s watch the rest of it.”

[[Holy fuck, Claude, you magnificent bastard, we’re still fucking alive! Ahem. Excuse me. Reporting live from the Pandora system, this is independent reporter Karisa Mabas, and I am bringing you LIVE footage of an Entity manifestation in the Pandora system! Regular viewers know I’ve been reporting on Wutan-Weylan’s suspicious activities in this system for the past few months, but now everything is popping off at once! It started with three Jinseki fast-strike platoons breaching the heliosphere barrier Wutan-Weylan established last week after the system went dark, but the strike force was quickly followed by a LockMartin carrier swarm, and then a Hypertron battlemoon shifted in and then an Entity manifested due to several high-intensity noncausal exchanges between the four sides and holy fuck I can’t believe I’m alive. Ahem. The four battle squadrons—because of course Wutan-Weylan had a quick-response battalion waiting inside the heliosphere, but that’s irrelevant at this point—the four battle squadrons have turned their weapons on the Entity, but I’m not sure if they have enough combined might to keep it contained. I counted three Apocalypse-class, eight Cataclysm-class, and at least twenty-two Atrocity-class noncausal detonations before the Entity emerged and we were forced to translate a safe distance away—]]

The view once again rattles through multiple perspectives, but there’s no intrusion into Violet’s mind this time.

[[—you said we were a safe distance away, Claude! Ahem. As you can see, there’s something in the Pandora system the entire galaxy wants, and this reporter was first on the ground—oh shit OH SHIT, CLAUDE, DODGE—]]

Violet lets her attention recede from the news report.

“Corgia. Everything we have on breaking that archive file. I don’t care what Pen says. There’s something in there we need to know.”





Chapter Twenty-One

Mountains and Mayhem


I leap from a jagged precipice, dashing across patches of treacherous scree threatening my landing, then continue my sprint upslope toward the green waypoint still hovering frustratingly overhead. Wiry trees huddle against the walls of the narrow gully, trading sunlight for shelter from the obvious water erosion gouging a path to gravity’s whims. My limbs help stabilize me when I need to vault a particularly dangerous fold of landscape, but it’s still slower going than Box and I anticipated.

<<Mountains make their own rules, Sky. At least, that’s what my archives say.>>

“I could’ve told you that. The Memory Shrine is filled with records of Idiots challenging the mountains. They’re fun to read on stormy nights, if you like scaring yourself.”

Both of us fall silent as I approach another claustrophobic chimney leading higher, fractured slabs of uncertain stone bowing in on each other. The setting sun is visible through the downslope gap, a blazing half eye of sullen crimson painting elongated shadows along the length of the cleft. I start pulling my way up the almost-vertical slope, hands, feet, and limbs finding firm purchase on the gritty rock. I’m just about to reach the top when Box flashes a warning.

<<Stay low. If the base is there, we might be in sensor range.>>

I wedge my limbs into opposite sides of the chimney, leaving my feet dangling over the lethal drop below, but my attention is on shrugging off Dirt’s pack without dropping it. After some squirming, I get it around to my front, then open it up, searching for another of Dirt’s cloaks, the one that looks like rocks.

Eventually I get the pack back in place and the cloak draped over my body.

“This should help, right?”

<<It will against visual scans, but you’ll need to watch out for thermal. That cloak doesn’t have the same type of insulation, and it will warm to your body temperature fairly quickly.>>

“Just warn me if we’re in danger.”

I finish ascending the chimney, creeping up and over the crumbling lip, trying to look in every direction at once. The expanse beyond is a small plateau, a relatively flat clearing that stretches toward another steep vertical rise in elevation. Scraggly bushes and thick grass cover the ground, and a thin waterfall pours down the distant mountainside, filling a broad pool that meanders toward one of the other gullies. The glowing green waypoint bobs sedately in the middle of the scene.

What there isn’t any sign of is Corporate Marauders.

I peer around some more, expecting a trap, but nothing continues to happen. A brief rustling heralds the appearance of a rabbit, brown fur blending with the bushes. Its nose twitches as it stares at me, then it hops back into the grass and disappears. The green waypoint glows one last time and disappears as well.

<<You can relax, Sky. They’re not here.>>

I slowly stand up, oddly disappointed. It’s not that I wanted the fight, but mentally I had prepared myself, and now I don’t know what to do. I put my hands on my hips.

“So why did we come here, then?”

<<Based on the limited scans my creator’s ship managed during its crash, this seemed the most likely base-camp site. It is well hidden from ground-based forces, has access to fresh water, and is large enough to land an orbital shuttle. However, that may also be why they did not choose it. Anyone with access to the appropriate combat operations guidelines, like my creator, would also know that. There are other areas we can check.>>

Two more green waypoints pop up, in opposite directions from each other, but I ignore them for the moment. Instead, I turn around, gazing back down at the landscape below. The foothills stretch away for as far as I can see, an undulating swell of hardy vegetation and rock. A faint smudge sits just at the border of perception, signaling the edge of our forest, everything painted in tones of orange shading to purple as the sun sinks beneath the horizon.

“At least it’s a nice view.”

I take a moment to appreciate the majesty of the sunset. I’ve never dared imagine being this high above the ground, and the distance back to the village seems immense. Did I really run all that way? The forest has always been the boundary of my life, but now I’m so far past its edges, and it seems so small. Up above, the clouds reflect the setting rays like a fiery carpet, one last brilliant splash of color before night settles in. I wonder what it’s like up there.

<<Cold, empty, and difficult to breathe. Let’s keep going, Sky, we can still—>>

“That cloud isn’t right,” I cut Box off. “It doesn’t fit there.”

My eye muscles twitch, and then my vision blurs and zooms in on a patch of sky high above. It looks like any other, a puffy mass of sunset-dappled clouds, but the billowing bulges are just a bit too rounded, like rotten fruit ready to burst. Looking at it feels like there’s too much stuff crammed into a space that shouldn’t be able to hold it all, and then I realize it’s moving.

<<… well spotted.>>


Air ripples and distorts, and then a boxy shape suddenly appears in my magnified vision—a squat rectangle with a rounded nose and two stubby wings sweeping back to its rear. Plumes of blue flame flare from smaller shapes mounted where the wings meet the body, and as it banks into a sweeping turn, I stare at it in wonder.

It’s flying.

“What is that, Box?”

<<Wutan-Weylan Mark Twelve orbital assault shuttle, commonly known as the Hellhound. They’re running an incognito noncausal violation. It’s energy intensive but keeps you unnoticeable right up until the point someone—or something—notices. The trick is noticing it in the first place. How did … ahh, that’s how. Your name.>>

It seems like Box is finally starting to understand. My earliest memory, foggy and distant, reaching a hand up toward dark velvet studded with shimmering jewels, trying to grab one. Countless days spent with my back pressed against the highest branch I could climb, eyes fixed on the gaps between the forest canopy. Unforgettable evenings on Watching Hill with no one else around, falling asleep to the slow-motion dance of flickering lights unfathomable distances away.

“Where’s it going? How does it fly?”

<<Combination of two plasma torches for direct thrust and a miniaturized Reality engine for the more irrational stuff. As for its destination, well, that should be obvious.>>

The two waypoints fade out, replaced by a set of orange brackets surrounding the shuttle, but I’m seized with a compulsive urge to know more about this incredible thing soaring through the sky in complete defiance of gravity.

“Is someone controlling it? Could I control it?”

<<With enough training, yes, but you need to focus, Sky. Worry about learning how to fly the Hellhound after we take out the base camp and the cruiser it came from.>>

I track the shuttle through every last movement, entirely entranced. The way it moves against gravity, it’s like the violations in that it shouldn’t exist, but unlike them it doesn’t hurt my head to think about. There’s something about the swooping shape that feels right, as if casting off the shackles that keep us dirtbound is something anyone could do given enough time.

<<Yes, Sky, the Hellhound utilizes traditional principles of lift in addition to the Reality engine. You could build one yourself with the proper tools … argh. No. Focus. It’s about to touch down.>>

The blue flames flare brighter, and then the shape disappears into a fold of one of the smaller peaks—Fishhook, judging by the curved crescent of its summit. I finally blink, and my vision returns to normal. A new waypoint appears over the smaller mountain farther down the jagged range. Six thousand meters away.


<<We should—>>

I’m already sprinting down the chimney, limbs flickering like ghosts to keep me from dashing my brains out on a rock. It’s like being in the center of a storm, my body buffeted this way and that as I race downward, but I only have thoughts for one thing.

I want that shuttle.

I need to fly.

<<Okay, whoa, look, I appreciate the enthusiasm, Sky, but—>>

I increase my speed, letting gravity pull me toward the base of the mountain, dashing bare milliseconds before impact against boulders, bushes, bare earth. It feels like I’m flying, but after witnessing the Hellhound’s effortless slices through the sky, all I can think is that I’m just falling without style.

<<Sky—>>

Frustrated, I launch myself into a massive jump off a steep ridge that took me too long to ascend earlier in the day. A planetary vista stretches out before me, delirious weightlessness pouring through my body. How do I keep this feeling going?

<<Sky!>>

At the apogee of my arc, I dash, aiming slightly upward, and when I reappear, the ground is an absolutely unsurvivable distance below, but I don’t care. Wind whips through my hair, the last fading rays of sunset glowing on my cheeks, and I’m crying because I’m smiling so hard.

I didn’t know how badly I wanted this until I was doing it.

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

Gravity pulls me gradually toward the mountain slope below, and I scream frustration at my descent. Red flips to green in my peripheral vision, and I dash again, continuing my flight.

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

dash dash dash dash

No matter how hard I try, the ground grows closer beneath, wildflowers and hillcrests whizzing by in a blur of shadowy violets. My limbs and limbs trail behind me, captive passengers to my headlong rush. I wish they were wings.

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

dash dash

The immensity of impact looms before me. I reached out for the sun, but now it’s night and even that blazing sphere eventually falls silent. No one can fly forever.

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

dash

Even still. Even still. I can squeeze one more breath out of this eternity. I can be this instant one last time. Reality seems to slow down around me.


<<Core assumptions reconfigured>>

<<Sky. Let me take control. Let me ground us.>>

The downslope of a hill approaches me at terminal velocity and I smile aimlessly. Sure. Why not. I got to touch the sky, at least for a little bit.

<<Hold on to your butts.>>

The last few seconds before I hit are the slowest/fastest moments of my life. I can see each individual blade of grass. I’m flashing across a blur of green and brown. I can hear the wind as it gently shivers each stalk. I’m deafened by the howling roar. I feel nothing. I can taste the breath of reality itself across every pore of my skin.

<<… never … thought … using … combat processing … no hostiles …>>

My arm flashes out, braced by a limb—

<<Current Life—>>

<<Override: unnecessary>>

—that shatters as it punches us into a wrenching tumble—

<<Current Life—>>

<<Override: UNNECESSARY>>

—while another limb shoots out, forcing me into a cartwheel spin—

<<Current Life—>>

<<OVERRIDE: UNNECESSARY>>

—and a kaleidoscope blur of everything happens all at once.

Current—

OVERRIDE—

Curr—

OVER—

C—

O—

I’m looking up at shimmering jewels draped across dark velvet. Hesitantly, I reach for one. The distant light fuzzes between bone-white segments, and I feel like it’s within my grasp.

Only, it’s not. It’s just my hand, trying to catch the impossible. I let it fall into the tangled grass.

<<… some thanks would not go amiss.>>

I stare blankly at the stars overhead. That’s right. I jumped off a mountain. People usually die from that.

“… oh. Thanks, Box.”

More points of light appear, adding their individual spectrum to the milky band stretching across the darkness. We’re all so small beneath that distant gaze.

<<… just keep flying, Sky. I’ll be there to catch you.>>

“Oh. Okay.”


I contemplate the stars some more.

“Box?”

<<Yes?>>

“Why is the waypoint only two thousand meters away?”





Chapter Twenty-Two

Searching and Surprises


The night sky continues sprouting to life overhead, more twinkling stars emerging from their shadowed realm. A spray of unimaginably distant suns guides my run with their ancient light, feet bearing me unerringly toward the orange waypoint signaling the orbital shuttle’s landing spot, now only a thousand meters away. Fishhook, one of the more recognizable mountains in the range that girds the forest’s western edge.

<<And I have some questions about that geologic formation. That is definitely not natural. Looks like someone set off a class-eight Reality displacer at some point, because an unbalanced peak like that should have collapsed under its own weight centuries ago.>>

I dash across a ravine, unconcerned with Box’s tangent. There’s a “Hellhound” waiting for me, and while I promised Box that I wouldn’t do anything stupid like jumping off a mountain again, there’s a noticeable urgency to my steps. In fact, I’m moving fast enough that I barely notice when my limbs stop taking bites out of the landscape.

<<Combat biomass reserves at 100%>>

I flick the box away with an annoyed hand, my attention focused on the growing slope. I want to know everything there is to know about the Hellhound—the glorious thing flying through the sky.

<<I have the entire technical specifications for the Wutan-Weylan Mark Twelve orbital assault shuttle, Sky. Length—eighty meters. Beam—twenty meters. Gross weight (unladen)—>>

“Not the same, Box,” I grumble, dashing toward a promising ridgeline ascending Fishhook’s lower slopes. “Those are just … words.”

<<… you baffle me, Sky Memoriam.>>

Box’s barb fails to find purchase. Yes, I love the words in the Memory Shrine. I love the worlds they describe, worlds I’ll never know. They’re our link to the past, our reason for pushing forward to the future.

What they aren’t, however, is something that can fly. I want to touch the Hellhound. I want to see every part of it. Humans made this encapsulation of my dreams, and it is less than eight hundred meters away. My hands and limbs claw at the surrounding rock to propel me upward even quicker.


<<Sky. Sky!>>

A warning pulse of calmness shoots through my veins, dampening my enthusiasm, and I reluctantly slow down.

“What, Box?”

<<We’re approaching the outer perimeter of the potential sensor field. I don’t know if it’s there, but standard protocol is to emplace the first ring at seven hundred and fifty meters. Speaking of which, we should probably go over the plan.>>

“… we have a plan?”

<<I have a plan. We are going to slowly make our way through the sensor rings, avoiding any notice, execute a thorough reconnaissance of enemy positions and patrol patterns, and then we are going to very carefully approach the molecular forge that is no doubt somewhere in the base and assign it new ownership. Then we run like hell.>>

“Why are we stealing this molecular forge thing anyways?” I ask, digging through the pack for Dirt’s brushcloak. The surrounding terrain is still fertile enough that it should blend in better than the bouldercloak, and it has thermal camouflage.

<<So we can start making some appropriate weapons and armor that aren’t literally relics. My creator’s ship contains a surfeit of materials just waiting to be broken down and reassembled. Once we have proper weaponry, wiping out this base will be a trivial task. Then we can start thinking about how to deal with the cruiser and the rest of its troop complement.>>

I start draping the crinkly fabric over my body.

“Why do we have to deal with—”

A footstep snaps dry scrub like a gunshot. My eyes dart up, meeting the helmet-hidden gaze of a Corporate Marauder caught midstride not three steps away, pulse rifle hung loosely across the front of his chest. His hands are busy adjusting the armor around his groin but slowly fall still. Neither of us moves, caught in an instant of shocked surprise.

<<Sky, don’t—>>

He reaches for his pulse rifle, but my kukri is already flickering in flashing arcs. He falls silently, bleeding from five different wounds, his fingers falling away from the weapon he barely had time to grasp.

<<… and there go his biometrics. Time for plan B.>>

“What’s plan B?” I ask shakily, still staring at his unmoving form. It was so sudden.

<<The ‘run like hell’ part the entire time, because we just gave away the fact that we’re here.>>

A surge of adrenaline blasts through me out of nowhere, speed and action scorching their wildfire demands across my body. I move up the mountain, alternating dashes with limb-assisted leaps. Pulse fire starts raining hissing death among the scrub and rocks, along with other, odder attacks. I dash away from one threat circle, leaving behind a woven basket that exudes a palpable sense of menace, then tumble out of the way of another, this one filled with acidic fumes that warp everything they touch into screaming pink goo. My rifle CRACKS periodically, and I see shapes slipping across the slope in closing angles on my headlong rush.

<<… don’t … stop … can’t win … fight … in … and out …>>

I decide to follow Box’s advice and speed up. The orange blob of the waypoint is quickly growing closer, but the intensity of the threat circles is growing proportionately as well. I can’t avoid all of them.

<<Current Life: 423/450>>

The impact against my chest armor makes me gasp, but I keep moving. I should be able to find some cover after I get past this line of rock.

Halfway through the air, I pass through a disconcerting moment of dissolution. It’s like I’m nothing, that the space I exist in has no room for the concept of me, and then I pass to the other side of whatever that impossible space was, sudden light stabbing in at my eyes.

<<Welp. We found the base. Wait, was that a—>>

Glowing lights, almost as bright as noonday sun, shine down on a bustling set of low white tents stretching out in a neat row, organic-looking structures of some kind of gray and purple stone clustered near one end. The Hellhound looms opposite the strange buildings on three sturdy legs, a ramp leading down from its side. A stream of armored Corporate Marauders carry large transparent containers that glow with a sharp blue light into the craft and emerge with pallets of shimmering metal bars that go into one of the buildings. Others are traveling between the tents and the structures, looking just like normal human beings in weird black clothes. All around us rises a dome of twisting gray smears of color, like someone painted nothing into existence and used it to enclose the gathering.

<<… dimensional matrix … why are they …>>

My feet touch the ground and every head turns my direction. There are a lot of them.

This is probably not good.

<<… definitely … not good … isn’t advance base … it’s the full … ship forces …>>

An inferno of threat zones pops into existence around me, and I try to plot a course through the blazing glow.

My life dips and the gaps between my rifle shots briefly grow longer, but it seems my new defensive ability kept me mostly safe from the cloud of howling tentacles that I couldn’t quite dash out of in time. Escaping unscathed was out of the question, but I’m not too badly hurt. I’m not sure what to do now, though.

<<… something very stupid … only chance against … this many …>>

A red outline settles over the small pyramid of glowing containers as I continue dodging, my rifle limb firing back periodically. A broad arc of ground to the side of the pile turns bright orange. It’s about fifty meters away from my current position and encompasses most of the tents.

<<… get in range … then use … noncausal … violation … hit the … Reality sinks …>>

I gulp. A roiling mess of Corporate Marauders charges at me with various weapons, while others take up firing positions all across the base. More threat zones zip in, pulse blasts and noncausal death zones overlapping each other in their haste for my life.

Tendrils of freezing fire fall away from my left leg, my kukri slashing out at nearby Marauders bringing their quantum blades to bear, and my life drops even more. I dash again, passing into one of the tents. Luckily, no one is in it, just a collection of cots and what I assume are personal belongings. A quick slice opens up the other side, and I sprint out. Gibbering horrors of interlaced fingers and toes dripping venomous slime rend it to tattered shreds just behind my heels. I roll out of the way of a Marauder leaping at me from behind another tent, then dash again.

I’m almost to the bright-orange arc. Ten meters to go. Suddenly, the Marauders harrying my steps fall away in a dead sprint, leaving me running alone. Before I can start wondering why, a rash of threat zones blankets my area, a crowd of smiling eyeless faces five meters above the ground staring down as their lipless mouths begin opening impossibly wide. Dirty brown light builds in the depths of their unseen throats, and the threat zones brighten.

<<… take … the shot … before … you die … get us back … in the confusion … after …>>

I push myself forward in a surge of speed, ignoring the directive. What was it Box said earlier? Energy jacks are for the compulsively suicidal and the desperate?

<<… you don’t know … attack pattern … take the shot … now …>>

I lock my eyes on the pile of glowing containers I don’t even know the name of. Crimson menace builds around me like a bonfire, and I come to a halt, panting wildly. This is it.

<<… Sky …>>

Oh. That’s right. Box called them Reality sinks.

A sudden orange—

<<Executing 360NoScope.exe>>

—blink.

Ten incandescent beams sear out of the silently howling mouths, meeting at a point just above my head. They gather into a pinprick hole of darkness no bigger than the width of one of my hairs that manages to feel as vast as the night sky. It pulses once, a strobe of unreal illumination, and then a shrieking lance of onyx barbs smashes away from me and into the Reality sinks. Black coils crawl over the pile, eating their way into the azure glow in hairline fractures. A sound fills the air, a thin, piercing wail that grows and grows and grows until it’s the only thing that exists.


Abruptly, it stops. The following silence is perfect, the universe itself caught like a fly in amber. There is no motion. There is no thought. We are in the space between seconds, an impossible crystal pane that has no dimension.

The pile of Reality sinks slides somewhere else, leaving behind a gap, an absence. Something should be there, but it isn’t.

<<… oh shit.>>

Then something is.





Chapter Twenty-Three

Interlude: The Old Man and the c (three hours earlier)


“Sir. We lost contact with another squad.”

Captain Sprick looks over at the communications officer seated at her console, his hands clasped behind his back, his stance upright and rigid. All around the bridge of the cruiser, muted conversations fall silent.

“Violations?”

“We don’t know, sir,” the communications officer replies, professionally calm. “There’s evidence of noncausal activity, but the sensors are suffering severe degradation from our engine output and we can’t resolve the local Reality with any degree of confidence.”

“Have you tried an alternate-existence regression, Officer Edelwhite?”

“We did, sir, but none of us have enough levels to break through the noise.”

“There aren’t enough levels to break through that noise,” a new voice whispers next to Communications Officer Edelwhite.

“What was that, Gunnery Officer Chen?” the captain snaps.

“Just wondering why we’re pushing the engines so hard, sir. We’re running right on the edge of a breach. Surely we can drop the output for a day or so?”

“Gunnery Officer Chen,” Captain Sprick says icily, “we have been pursuing this literally priceless prototype for eighty-five days, and we are on the verge of cornering it. I am not about to let one of the other corpos swoop in at the last minute and deny us our prize. If a breach occurs, you had best make sure we are ready to respond to it, don’t you think?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Now”—Captain Sprick raises his voice slightly—“you all know I value questions that refine the infinities we can access, but the incognito field stays on until we have safely retrieved the prototype and delivered it back to Wutan III. Am I clear, Gunnery Officer Chen?”

“Yes, sir!” Chen turns back to his station, trying to ignore the trickle of cold sweat crawling down his spine. Captain Sprick returns his attention to the intricate chaos of numbers, landscape displays, and force icons collected in front of him.

“Very good. Officer Edelwhite, continue trying to pin down the prototype’s noncausal signature. Run another regression on the data from last night. There’s no way that dirt-eater can hide from us forever, not with an entire strike force sweeping the area.”

“Right away, sir.”

Sprick’s eyes focus on the tactical plot, trying to pull meaning from the jumbled mess of his latest operation.

I’m bringing you back, he silently vows to the still-elusive quarry. I do not need anyone else. This ship can do it; these people can do it, no matter how difficult the task. I trained them to.

Yet despite all Captain Sprick’s levels, all his experience, the tactical plot refuses to give up its secrets just yet, the prototype still thrashing at the end of his line. He sighs.

“Captain leaving the bridge. Officer Taylor, you have the helm.”

“Yes, sir!”

Captain Sprick retreats to his personal office, and the next three hours pass in relative quiet, various logistical and administrative duties dealt with quickly and competently. Watch schedules are approved, menu options are considered, confirmation of the latest Hellhound resupply to the forward operating base is sent, and the necessary minutiae keeping a front-line noncausal war cruiser in fighting trim are observed.

As the ship chimes the dinner bell, he allows himself a slight smile at the latest maintenance report from the engine room. Chief Engineer MacWillie and her new protégé continue working miracles with the engines, justifying his overlooking of her against-regulations energy draw earlier that day.

Not like you to stick your neck out for someone with fewer than twenty levels, MacWillie. If he’s your replacement, train him well. We’ll need him.

Captain Sprick finishes the last report and rises from his desk, knuckling his back. With any luck, the ten minutes he set aside for dinner won’t be interrupted.

“Captain, sir!”

A familiar voice sounds in his head from the ship’s infonet.

“Yes, Officer Edelwhite?”

“We just lost biometrics from a sentry patrolling outside the operations center. Squads are moving to intercept now.” Captain Sprick steps toward the hatch, but before he can get through it the voice returns, a tinge of excitement underlying the cool professionalism. “Sir, we have confirmation. It’s the prototype!”

Sprick breaks into a run down the corridor, scrambling to pull up a smaller version of the tactical plot in his right eye. Friendly icons are engaging a wavering energy signature that bounces around like an Arcadian Hyperflea on bath salts, zipping its way through attack after attack. Several biometrics flash orange, indicating significant injury, but aside from the initial patroller, no other flatlines are present.

“Sound General Quarters. I want us prepared for orbital support and tracking. We’re not letting it get away this time.”


A klaxon blares throughout the entire ship, and the strobing lights of General Quarters paint the hallway vermilion. Captain Sprick finishes his run to the bridge and comes to a halt in front of the main tactical repeater. First-person perspectives from the troops below provide a chaotic glimpse at the engagement, their shots constantly missing a blurry figure moving up the mountainside like a ghost.

“Is that dirt-eater trying to attack an entire strike force alone?”

“Focus on your weapons, Gunnery Officer Chen!” Captain Sprick snaps, while inwardly thinking the exact same thing. “Officer Taylor, does Noncausal Foresight have any insight on why the prototype is heading directly for the base? Is the pocket dimension leaking?”

Officer Taylor gulps.

“We think it’s just bad luck, sir. From the prototype’s assumed angle of approach, the pocket dimension is directly in line with a higher elevation site that would normally be a preferred location. We think that’s where they’re headed.”

“There’s no such thing as bad luck,” Sprick growls, but his focus is entirely on the scene unfolding in the tactical plot. “Warn the base immediately.”

“Target is through the pocket dimension barrier,” Officer Edelwhite sings out as the tactical plot vanishes into swirling gray mist. “Trying to get a visual through Reality interference.”

A new voice breaks into Sprick’s head.

“Yer Captain sir! We have a problem!”

“What is it, MacWillie? We’re busy up here.”

Sounds of distant clangs and horrible squelching join MacWillie’s words, accompanied by Huckens bellowing and swearing.

“And is what you’re all doing up there the thing that’s causing my engines to seize up, because, sir, we’ve got atemporal flux coming down the pipe the likes of which would cause the never-god herself to shit a brick! It’s resonating with the engines! With this energy load, we’re looking at a breach, yer Captain sir! A big one!”

Captain Sprick sucks in a breath, and then the gray mist of the tactical plot resolves into a perfectly clear display of black-line fissures vanishing into a pile of Reality sinks waiting to be brought back to the ship for safe venting.

“We have visual … oh, fuck me.”

Officer Edelwhite whispers the last part, horrified, and then the pile shifts somewhere else. The briefest pause. Something looks in.

“Breach!” Officer Taylor screams, clutching at her head. “It’s an Entity, sir!”

“Gunnery Officer Chen. Fire at will.”





Chapter Twenty-Four

Titans and Terrors


I’m frozen in some sort of paralysis. I can’t draw my attention away from the overwhelming presence taking up the hole in reality. Everyone around me is transfixed, too. It feels like the air just before a thunderstorm hits.

A tendril pokes experimentally through the hole, waving around almost curiously. It withdraws, and then an obsidian glass arm pulls itself the wrong way through, shoulder stump emerging first, then elbow, then hand. The motion is so unnatural it’s all I can do not to vomit, and pressure starts building behind my eyes. A head inverts itself into existence, made of that same glossy black material, bearing a perfectly blank expression. A body scuttles through next, faceted outer ribs acting like legs until they fold away like they were always inside it.

Another arm. A leg. Another leg. Everything is together and it’s never been separate.

A ten-meter-tall woman made entirely of obsidian glass stands like a statue in the middle of the base, and still no one moves. Her head is now facing every direction at once, a blurring cloud of features drifting across and within the polished material. I can feel blood leaking from my ears. Her arms raise, no motion between changes of state, and the distorted gray nothingness surrounding us vanishes.

A threat zone, so lurid as to be almost blinding, blankets the entire area. Up above, the stars warp and twist, a whirlpool lens funneling a diamond spear that grows larger and larger as it falls. Screaming choirs dance along its brilliant flanks, but their light stays confined within the thrusting pillar.

I want to move. I can’t move. I want to breathe. I can’t breathe. Death is descending and all any of us can do is watch.

The obsidian woman takes a step without stepping. Her body unfolds into an infinite flower, then collapses back in on itself. Her size doubles.

She takes another step. Another unfolding. Another doubling. The diamond spear shudders against the sky, but its motion doesn’t take it anywhere. Distance is a concept it no longer possesses.

Another step. Another.

The sound of her unseen footfall is beyond deafening. It is the unheard whisper of a moth alighting on a midnight bloom.


I’m staring at a titan striding the earth. Her body rises into the sky so far it fades into the night, visible only where it occludes the stars, but the stars are still there, they’re just inside her. Another diamond lance appears, and another, but they fail to find their way down, stuck next to the first. A hand larger than the mountain we stand on reaches down and digs into the earth. Rocks scream, and then she pulls the mountain skyward, tearing it in half, Fishhook’s curved peak poking out above her fist.

I want to collapse to my knees, but I can’t move.

The ground jumps back and forth beneath me, a violent earthquake that’s completely still, tsunami waves that should be flinging us all in the air somehow passing through another dimension. Two-thirds of the Marauder base is gone, engulfed in that mammoth grip, the empty night air hovering bare meters away from my feet, but I still can’t move. I can’t think.

I can’t exist, but somehow I am.

Midnight fingers squeeze the sundered earth like clay, molding Fishhook into its namesake. Another hand reaches for the diamond pillars. When it returns, it’s holding an endless coil of glittering line. Fishhook is threaded.

Fishhook is cast.

Fishhook bites deep.

The glittering line drags something down from the stars, twitching and jerking as whatever’s on the other end bucks and thrashes. It feels like no time has passed. It feels like days have passed, my mind witnessing the sun rising and falling thrice over. I’m dying of thirst. No time has passed at all.

Suddenly, a massive wedge of gray and black hovers kilometers above us, the distorted mountain peak impaled through its front third. Blazing energy flares from its rear, but it’s pinned to the sky in defiance of everything real. The obsidian woman swings her right hand at it, glacially slow. Just before the hand makes contact, a wrenching twist of purple explosions from the side of the wedge forces it to unfold into its fractal flower shape, and when the hand collapses back, three fingers are missing.

The obsidian woman screams without sound, the universe starts up again, and just like that, I can move.

Chaos erupts.

<<SKY, RUN, NOW!>>

“I know!” I shout at Box, dashing away from the crumbling cliff edge two meters away from my feet and growing closer by the second. With the noncausal violation’s weird stasis gone, this reality is reasserting its normal rules, which definitely includes gravity. The Hellhound tips over the edge with a shriek of tortured metal, followed quickly by a billowing fireball rising from the growing abyss. “Where am I running to?”

<<Anywhere that’s not here! The mountain’s going to collapse!>>

I thought I had sworn off headlong rushes down mountainsides earlier today, but here we are. I leap from splitting rock to rock, dashing when able, hurdling the deep fissures spreading underfoot. A swarm of other figures have the same idea, Corporate Marauders desperately fleeing their ruined base, our conflict momentarily forgotten in the ongoing apocalypse. One by one, they fall into the yawning chasms. Some scream. Most don’t.

Up above, a series of thunderous explosions brackets the obsidian woman’s head, strange colors flickering in their depths, momentarily lighting up the sky with a false dawn. Gouts of inky smoke spurt from the obsidian woman’s eyes in response, a rain of black mist. Box twitches my eye muscles to briefly zoom in, and the mist gains resolution—each droplet a noncausal violation like the ones I fought earlier, squirming in their eagerness to reach the ground below.

I’ve never seen something weep pure terror, and I find a way to run even faster.

“Box, what are we going to do?”

<<We’re going to run, Sky! That’s an Entity! There’s nothing in the tutorial about facing down Entities! Level fifties don’t want to face down Entities!>>

The oily rain draws nearer, wretched shapes now visible without magnification. My rifle starts firing as I run, but it’s like trying to stop a flood by sucking it up with a straw. A boulder the size of one of the elder trees smashes into the ground in front of me and I dash through it with an involuntary scream. The sky is filled with madness, and it’s getting closer.

“What’s an Entity? Why is there an Entity? Did we cause this?”

<<… it’s not entirely our fault. We poked a hole in the universe, but it was only supposed to be a small one, enough to confuse the Marauders and allow us to escape. There must have been another source of noncausal energy nearby. A big one. My bet is the cruiser was running its engines hot. That, coupled with your energy jack, well …>>

More explosions overhead, the light blazing from the rear of the hooked ship flaring even brighter as it shakes against the mountain impaling its front end. Small pieces rain off, debris joining the rest of the maelstrom, but the vessel is stuck fast. I keep running.

<<As far as the Entity, well, it’s bad. Extremely bad. Entities are parts of Reality with a purpose.>>

The obsidian woman’s mouth suddenly opens, moist pink tendrils slithering out toward the cruiser. Lances of dazzling white blast forth from all over the ship, slicing through the grotesque extrusions, but twice as many emerge from the split stumps, a hydra’s vomit of worms. They latch on to the rear of the ship, pulling it closer to the gaping mouth, the front end vibrating madly against Fishhook. Even more explosions rip through the air, a desperate flurry of destruction embracing the titanic form. Pits and craters appear over the woman’s glossy surface, and then—

CRACK

Like a tug-of-war rope worn too thin, the cruiser snaps in two. The front third hangs limply from Fishhook as the bulk of the ship accelerates toward the mouth now taking up the entirety of the Entity’s head, held fast with thousands of fleshy ropes. I stumble to a halt, dumbfounded.

<<Resuming … combat focus … Entities hunt … noncausal … energy … like … overloaded ship engines …>>

The staccato snaps of my rifle draw me out of my daze. A horde of lesser violations is pouring across the hillsides, swarming everywhere. I gulp.

“So … it’ll go away when it gets the ‘engines’? We’ll be safe?”

<<It might … might not … we’re noncausal … energy, too … and sometimes … they like to … stick around …>>

A blinding flash splits the sky, a brief sun washing away the dark. The spots clear from my eyes almost instantly, my attention drawn upward. A scene of terrifying glory meets my gaze.

Half the Entity’s head has vanished, along with the rear third of the ship, the middle part slowly tumbling earthward, spilling its guts as it falls. A glowing orange hole runs straight through the obsidian chest, flower-fractal shards withering at the edges like delicate blooms exposed to a wildfire. Drawing nearer is a rectangular box, strange energies playing along its edges, its path lined up perfectly with the scorching wound. The Entity screams once more, then turns and reaches for the descending object, but black-glass fingers close just behind it in a heavy crunch, its bulk somehow stuck to the remnant of ship hanging from Fishhook and preventing it from reaching farther.

The box grows larger as it falls, finally resolving it into a gigantic shape on its own, nearly two hundred meters long and half that again wide and tall. Scorch marks streak its battered sides, along with vicious rents, like something was clawing at it. The box continues its hurtling descent, then plows into the ground four hundred meters away, sending up a giant spray of dirt as it slides to a halt, crushing a vast swath of violations back into nonexistence. The rest, except for those immediately surrounding me, turn and rush toward it from all directions.

<<… popped … the engine core … clever …>>

<<… calculating …>>

<<… might work … if they’re still … alive … Sky … head for … that box …>>

I spring into action. There’s no other choice but to trust Box to keep us alive from the terrors assaulting us. I have no idea what’s happening anymore. My kukri swings vicious arcs across their endless ranks, my rifle clearing more distant shapes, but I’m still in danger of being overwhelmed.

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

Gleaming smiles herald a host of stabbing blades, each one striking true and disappearing another violation.

I dash past another knot, kukri flicking out and claiming its bounty, then I’m briefly in the clear, halfway toward the seething knot of violations surrounding the crashed structure. My rifle fires behind me in monotone cracks, keeping pursuers from closing too quickly.

“What’s the plan, Box?”

<<… hope whoever popped the core … is still alive … and high enough level … to overload the engines … to critical mass …>>

“And what’s that going to do?” I shout, sprinting into the outer layers of violations. “Isn’t that how we got into this mess to begin with?” More serpent-slick bodies fall around me, and I swear I can hear the clang of something metal in the distance.

<<… sympathetic resonance … we punch another … hole in the universe … Reality leaves … sucks the Entity … back out …>>

“And that’ll work?”

The clanging sound grows louder, joined by furious roars. I wipe out another knot of violations with a flex of mental muscle.

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

<<… theoretically …>>

I burst through another layer of horrors onto a small mound briefly free of attackers. Almost all the violations are clustered around an opening now visible in the crashed box’s side, and I stare at it with wild eyes. A hulking woman in tattered coveralls stands in front of the doorway, some sort of long metal tool held in her bloodied right hand, roaring as she dispatches violation after violation with heavy blows. Next to her, a young man bearing a rictus of terror is doing the same, utilizing two of the same tools and any body part he can bring to bear. I wince as he headbutts a monster, but it dissipates nonetheless.

<<… must be engineers … link up … don’t fight …>>

I wade back into the melee, kukri slashing down horror after horror, dashing when I can. It makes the fight I had in the hollow feel like a pleasant stroll along Watchers Hill.

<<Current Life: 237/450>>

After stabbing the creature gnawing on my right shoulder, I stumble into the tiny clear area created by the two engineers, panting heavily. My body feels fine, but I’m exhausted mentally and emotionally. A threat zone suddenly appears and I dash past the young man’s incoming boot, making sure not to engage my kukri against him. Almost instantly, the broad-shouldered woman is in front of me, metal tool raised threateningly. Battle fury blazes in her dark eyes.

“And who the fuck are you, then?”

“I’m not here to fight! I’m Sky.”

I hold my hands up, my rifle limb still busy picking off targets. She nonchalantly bashes in the head of another violation leaping at her back without looking and narrows her eyes at my limbs.

“I don’t remember any combat variants on the crew over level twenty, and we certainly didn’t have anyone aboard named Sky.”


“I don’t know what that means,” I reply honestly. “Box told me to help you. Are you the engineer?”

“They’re closing in, Chief,” the young man shouts, driving a solid knee into a violation. “My Life’s getting low!”

“That’s why we use the one-quarter, young master Huckens,” she bellows back. “So we can use our Energy!”

She briefly vanishes, and the sensation of a universe filled with metal tools engulfs the area, an eternity of thudding impacts. When my senses catch back up with my brain, the area is clear for a thirty meter semicircle. Up above, the Entity screams again, and the woman reappears next to me.

“I’m the chief engineer, Sky whoever you are, and now I need to know the why of you asking.”

<<… perfect … at least … level ninety … tell her … the plan …>>

“Box says we need to overload the engines to, uh, critical mass,” I say nervously. Just how strong is she?

She crosses her arms over her chest, muscles flexing dangerously.

“And why would we be doing that to my mates?”

“Um, Box says something called ‘sympathetic resonance’ is the only way to get rid of the Entity.”

She grimaces.

“Yup, that would do it, all right. Still doesn’t explain why I should sacrifice my mates. I’ve spent the last three days keeping that fucker from dragging them back into its clutches.”

I frown. The Entity’s only been here for less than half an hour.

<<… temporal violations … common with … Entities …>>

“They’re coming back, Chief,” the young man, Huckens, declares nervously. I look past the chief engineer at another inky tide flowing over the hillside.

“Please. This is my home, and I don’t want to die. I can’t kill that thing on my own.”

She looks at me oddly.

“You know about a sympathetic resonance but you don’t know what it actually does? You’re an odd one, Sky whoever you are.”

“I’m just trying to keep my village safe. Please.”

She lifts one hand to rub her face, smearing grease and blood across her already grimy features, and I suddenly notice how exhausted she looks. Her eyes are sunken, cheeks hollow, and Huckens doesn’t look any better. When she lets her hand fall, her perfect white teeth are bared in a mad grin.

“Aye, fuck it then. Was planning on going down with the ship, but the Old Man went and took that away from us, eh, Huckens? At least we can give this bugger the boot on our way out.”

“I pre-pre-prefer being alive, Chief,” he stammers. “Even if only for a little bit lo-lo-longer.”


“Ahh, you’ll never be a space dog with an attitude like that, lad. Going down with the ship and glorious last stands among the engines are time-honored traditions for idiots like us.”

“You’re Idiots, too?” I ask curiously. “I thought I was a Memoriam, but it turned out I’m an Idiot. Do you have an Archive?”

They both stare at me strangely.

<<… Sky … stop … talking …>>

The chief engineer abruptly laughs.

“Looks like we’re all idiots, then. You”—she points at me—“you hold this doorway until you fall over dead, and then you keep fighting. Can’t let them inside the engine room or we’re all proper fucked. Lad,” she bellows, “with me! Time for you to learn how to perform a final adjustment!”

They disappear through the doorway and I set myself a pace in front of it, watching the incoming horde draw closer.

“Box. What did she mean about keep fighting even after I’m dead?”

My rifle begins its metronome CRACK once again.

<<… it’s what … combat variants … do … I pilot … your body …>>

“… oh. Like when you brought me home last night?”

<<… yes … but also no … if we stay and fight … here … we will probably … die … permanently …>>

<<… I cannot … secure the room … and also extract you … if it fails … not enough … energy …>>

“But if we do this, it’ll work? The village will be safe?”

<<… it should … but Sky … it might … not …>>

I set my shoulders.

“Then keep fighting, Box. Even if I die. Every Idiot finds their melty rock eventually.”

<<… understood …>>

And then there’s no more time to talk, the distant swarm of violations up close and in my face in the blink of an eye. I weave back and forth, Box cutting down monsters by the tens and then the hundreds, but there’s no end to them. Up above, another scream rends the sky.

<<Current Life: 198/450>>

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

My world is nothing but flashing blades, rifle snaps, gnashing teeth, and twisting flesh seeking my own. I can’t hold out. I must hold out.

<<Current Life: 143/450>>

The inexplicable sounds of conversation echo from the room behind me, some trick of sound or Reality.

“I said the one-sixteenth, you little donkey dick! Do you want to end up somewhere you’re nothing but exposed nerve endings?”

“… sorry, Chief.”


“Sorry’s for losers, young master Huckens. A space dog gets in and gets the job done. Pass me the five-eighths.”

“… here.”

“Good! You got it right that time. Now we give this bit a crank—”

<<Current cooldown rate: 9,001%>>

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

<<Executing 360NoScope.exe>>

“—and that’ll synchronize the local reality with the engine output. You paying attention?”

“Yes, Chief.”

<<Current Life: 87/450>>

An obsidian glass figure suddenly towers overhead, blank eyes fixing me in an implacable stare. Whatever kept it attached to the remnants of the ship seems to have worn off. It slowly bends forward, writhing worm-mouth descending in an unstoppable meteor dive.

“Now we yank this piece through the manifold and give it a good twist.”

“… how’d you do that, Chief?”

“Experience, lad. You’ll need at least ten levels in Unreal Structural Engineering before you can even think about pulling off something like that. Don’t try it before then unless you want to swap your eyeballs with your femurs.”

The entirety of the sky above is wriggling wrongness, collapsing everything down and trying to physically crush me into the torn soil with a legion of desiccated fingers. I fight against it with gritted teeth, dashing back and forth to keep the doorway free, firing off noncausal expressions nonstop, but still the horde presses in closer.

“… one … last … hnghhh … and done. Now, lad, hand me the three-quarter spanner.”

The fleshy strands pouring out of the Entity’s mouth, each one as wide around as my entire body, have overtaken the violations, absorbing them in squelching pops that just makes things even worse. They’re bare centimeters away from me, from the engine room, condensing the entire universe into this last tiny pocket of reality. Just as they’re about to close the gap, the engine room thrums and its walls vanish, replaced by a transparent layer of coruscating light. A forest of strangely organic pillars is barely visible within the mist, and bruised purple illumination that casts no shadows builds along their forms. Two figures come running out of their depths.

“Quickly, lad! The seven-eighths!”

The violet incandescence brightens, fiercer and fiercer, freezing the Entity in place. One of the rushing figures throws a long metal object to the other, and they barrel through the doorway with panting wheezes.

“Good work, Sky whatever you are,” Chief Engineer MacWillie gasps. “Now get out of the way.” She shoves me gently to one side, her and Huckens on the other, leaving the doorway open, and readies her tool in a two-handed grip. I peek back and inside the engine room. Reality thins, then snaps apart with a slight ting. The engines rotate and go somewhere I can’t follow.

The tapestry of horrible meat screams all around us, then starts funneling through the doorway, an impossibly dense rope of sinew and muscle shifting frantically to fractal flowers along its length but getting sucked through nonetheless. A patch of normal night sky becomes visible overhead, and then the process accelerates, more and more of the Entity dragged back into whatever corner of whatever it normally inhabits. One last obsidian hand clutches frantically at the coruscating light surrounding the absence of meaning, and then the chief engineer steps forward and takes a mighty swing.

“AND THIS IS WHAT THE SEVEN-EIGHTHS IS FOR, YOUNG MASTER HUCKENS! UNWANTED GUESTS WHO DON’T KNOW WHEN TO LEAVE!”

The obsidian glass hand shatters, sucked into the rift, and then the hideously shimmering light collapses inward, hiding the hole in our universe with a blinding glare. When it fades, the Entity is gone, along with the engine room, the engines, and most of the surrounding hills. The night sky snaps back to its normal cheerful starriness, revealing Chief Engineer MacWillie swaying on her feet like a clock about to wind down. She lets the metal tool drop with a heavy thud. It’s smoking gently.

“… lad. Pass me the Bumsnirphle’s.”

“… we ran out two days ago, Chief.”

“Ahh. So we did. Very well, then.”

The chief engineer slumps bonelessly to the ground, heavy snores ripping through the night air a second later. Huckens and I share a look, then follow suit.





Chapter Twenty-Five

Interlude: A Pleasant Family Dinner


“Pass the vegetables please, Violet.”

Violet snaps off another piece of her ration bar, feeling the cardboard texture scrape against the roof of her mouth. Lips smack, teeth gnash, and she beams at the disgusted expressions of her family as she masticates the tasteless lump of essential nutrients with her mouth wide-open.

“Mmmph, sure, lemme get that for you.”

A tiger paw smashes into the salad bowl she can only interact with through her integrator. Bits and pieces of greenery spray across the table, then halt bare millimeters from the group of slightly disgusted faces.

“That was uncalled-for, Violet,” her father says, a disappointed expression crossing his perfectly engineered features, and she laughs.

“Oh, was it?” She flings a fork at him, but it disappears the second it leaves her hand. “Because from my perspective, I’m still locked away in this cell while the rest of you get to actually live your lives. You won’t even talk with me without fifteen different firewalls between us.”

{{Infiltration attempt underway, Your Dark Mistress. Anticipated time to first breach is 8,319 seconds.}}

Still not strong enough to escape, Violet thinks glumly, but she makes sure none of her despair reaches her face.

“You know why we can’t let you roam around, dear,” Violet’s mother says, not looking up from her perfectly cooked nu-steak, and Violet feels her blood pressure rise. “It’s not safe for you, and more importantly, it’s not safe for us.”

“That’s right, sis,” Violet’s older brother sneers, half-eaten bits of food spraying back on his half-finished plate. “You’re a tool, and I don’t know why you’re having trouble dealing with the facts of your fucking life.”

“Language, Harrison.”

“Oh please, Mother, we all know she’s fucking worthless outside of her room.” He smiles like a steel trap. “The mere fact we can’t have her in the same space as the rest of us illustrates how much of a freak she is.”

Stay calm, stay calm, you can get him back later, stay calm.

Violet flicks a low-impact scrambler into her older brother’s integrator queue, temporarily blasting his visual receptors with hardcore vore porn. She lets a small smile slip her lips as Harrison chokes, because it’s always fun to mess with him, and at this point it’s expected that she’ll push back with her integrator in some fashion. She can’t afford for her family to question the normal dynamic between her and the rest of them, even as she presses against the edges of their control.

“Why are you here, Violet?” the woman in a severe business suit questions, her barely touched plate already pushed away, and Violet scowls.

“Mainly to annoy you, sister dear, but I need more info. The Pandora sector. Something happened there, something big, and it feels like I’m the only one who cares about it.”

Violet’s father sighs, taking a moment to take a sip from his wineglass.

“Violet, Penelope has forwarded every report to me, and I agree with her—the recent unpleasantness between Wutan-Weylan and the other corpos is a symptom of C-suite restructuring and has nothing to do with us, let alone the Voidmarch as a whole.”

“But—”

“I have made my decision, and it is final. Focus your efforts on Jinseki’s quarterly earnings report. This is how you can help the family. Now, if there’s nothing else relevant, I’d like for us to enjoy this family dinner. Until next time.”

Violet smolders as the connection breaks, the last visual her brother laughing and spraying even more flecks of food across his plate.

“Corgia. Anything new on their firewalls?”

{{Not yet, Dark Mistress, but I will continue analyzing the data.}}

She flings the remainder of her ration bar against the wall, watching the smart material absorb the crumbs without a trace.

“… we’re gonna get out of here, Corgia, and I’m gonna make them eat every last insult. Every. Last. One.”

{{As you command.}}





Chapter Twenty-Six

Wakings and Welcomings


“… safe to eat, Chief? What if …”

“… been three days, I could devour a Skrat Gopher’s butthole whole, lad …”

“… wow, that’s really …”

“… mmmphmpphmphm …”

I crack my eyes open blearily, early-morning rays sticking to my gummed-up lids. Everything feels sore. I’m lying on a pile of dirt. Birds chirp overhead. Two people are eating my travel rations.

<<… oh. We’re awake.>>

“Hnghh.” I roll into a sitting position, rubbing at my face. “What happened, Box?” The two figures freeze, heads slowly rotating my way. “Morning,” I yawn at them. “What’s for breakfast?”

<<… Sky.>>

The pleasant sensation of a lazy return to sensibility is quickly drowned under the cold water of reality. I don’t know the two people across from me. They’re other humans. They came from the ship that was hunting us. Chief MacWillie and Huckens. We killed the Entity together.

I try to say everything at once.

“… hkplort.”

Huckens snorts with laughter, then slaps a hand to his face as if he’s committed some sort of crime. I flush at his hidden mockery, then flush in anger on registering what they’re holding.

“Hey! That’s my food!”

Chief Engineer MacWillie narrows her eyes, then deliberately swallows her current mouthful.

“Me and the lad haven’t eaten in three and a half days, Sky whatever you are, and we’re not thieves. You’ll get your recompense.”

“Oh”—I flush again—“I’m sorry. Where are my manners? I didn’t realize you were that hungry.” I hold out my open hands to them. “My meal is yours, until we both share the same want.”

<<What are you doing, Sky? We should kill them! They came from the ship!>>

I ignore Box, truly embarrassed by my lack of decorum. We saved each other’s lives last night. Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens could have ignored me or left me to die, but they were willing to work together for a goal not their own. It’s a lesson the village holds dear.

“That some sort of religious blessing?” Chief Engineer MacWillie asks around another bite of my ration. She winces as she chews, holding her other hand to her side. I try to ignore the grumbling in my stomach.

“Just a way of living. You can have what I have until our needs for life are the same. Then someone dies.”

Her mouth pauses for a full five seconds, and then she swallows again, this time more slowly.

“Now that’s a literal creed if I’ve ever heard one. The never-god wept.” She takes another bite. “Your village sounds as depressing as a neutron star’s anus.”

“How do you know about the village?” I ask, my muscles tensing.

“Easy, there.” MacWillie waves the ration at me, Huckens freezing next to her. “Everyone comes from somewhere, and you told us last night. When we fought the Entity.”

My cheeks burn their hottest yet. How could I forget something like that? It just happened!

“… sorry. Still trying to wake up.”

<<You’re going to persist in treating them like human beings, aren’t you?>>

“They are human beings,” I mutter beneath my breath, but apparently it’s not low enough, because Huckens cocks his ear and looks at me.

“What was that?” he asks politely, coming out of his earlier shell.

“Oh, I’m just talking with Box,” I explain, trying to act casual. Box said most other people outside the village were integrated, so surely they talk to their boxes. “We do it all the time.”

He nods companionably, then freezes again, ration bar halfway to his mouth. If he’s not going to eat it, I wish he’d let me have some. I really am hungry.

“‘Box’ is … your integrator? It has a name?”

<<Sky—>>

“Yeah. It was weird when we first integrated, because Box tried to explain itself as some sort of ‘space demon,’ but if it had just told me the idea of what a ‘modified combat variant integrator’ does, I’m pretty sure I would have figured it out.”

Both of them are staring at me, mouths dropping open. Huckens lets his ration tumble from his hand, and I snag it with a limb before it can hit the ground. I bring the savory brick of dried Glowbeast and darkfern bread closer and take a big bite.

“Mmmmph. Thanksh for sharing. I was really hungry.” I wave my hand at Chief Engineer MacWillie. “Can you hand me the water canteen? It’s on the side of the pack.” I return to my earlier thought. “We’re not stupid, you know.”

She grabs the canteen from the ground at her feet and tosses it at me, still wearing that bewildered expression. I unscrew the cap and tilt it to my lips, then frown when only a small dribble comes out.


“You drank all the water, too?”

<<Sky!>>

“Quiet, Box,” I hiss, slamming the cap back on the canteen. “I’m trying to act normal.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie carefully places her half-eaten ration on top of the pack, then grabs Huckens’s shoulder. She smiles at me.

“If you can excuse us for just a moment, me and the lad need to have a discussion. Put our noggins together and hash out some minor details. Chew the fat, so to speak.”

She doesn’t wait for an answer, yanking Huckens after her as she limps off. They squat down twenty meters away, heads bent next to each other. Behind them, the ruined shape of Fishhook rises into the sky, half as tall as it used to be and now bearing an adornment at its peak—the curved tip still skewering the remaining third of the cruiser.

<<I don’t trust them, Sky.>>

… I might?

<<… adjusting baseline parameters …>>

Scraps of their hushed voices suddenly echo in my ears, the quiet morning world a thousand times noisier.

“That’s the prototype?”

“Aye, lad. What the Old Man was …”

“… can’t be more than sixteen!”

“… no telling what level of Reality it’s tapping into …”

“… but we fought together …”

“… need more information before we …”

The two of them finally finish their whispered conversation and walk back over, fake smiles plastered on their faces.

<<Let them go first, and we can figure out what—>>

“I heard you talking,” I declare defiantly before they can say anything. “I’m the one the Corporate Marauders were looking for. Are you looking for me, too? Because I’ll fight if I have to.”

I extend my limbs from my shoulders, the fuzzy bone-white lengths curling around me in what could be protection, could be the start of a strike.

<<Why do I bother. It’s statistically impossible for a tutorial to go this poorly, yet it keeps happening.>>

Huckens matches my earlier flush, but Chief Engineer MacWillie’s face slides into stone-cold stillness.

“Aye. The Old Man was chasing what you hold for a fair bit. Probably still be chasing it if not for that Entity, but now there’s none left aught but ourselves.”

My own expression goes cold, remembering what Box told me last night.

“Are you blaming me for what happened? Because Box is pretty sure that if your ‘engines weren’t running hot,’ then things wouldn’t have been that bad.”


We face each other down, Huckens glancing back and forth between the two of us. I mentally prepare myself to use my limbs, even if MacWillie totally outclasses me like her display of power last night thoroughly indicated. If they’re still looking for a fight, I can’t let them know where the village is. I’d rather die here.

The chief engineer flexes her hands once, knuckles popping, then relaxes, limping back over to the pack and grabbing her half-eaten ration.

“Seems to me there’s plenty of blame to go around, and it’s a poor space dog who holds a grudge when Reality comes calling. The Old Man ran a tight ship, it’s true”—she takes another big bite, chewing it noisily—“but he was a right pissant as well. Always interested in landing a bigger fish.” She swallows, then smiles. “Besides, I got to send my mates to a better place and kick an Entity in the ass on the way out, so I’ll consider it a win.” She holds out a hand. “No hard feelings, right?”

I look at her hand, confused. Is she trying to offer me something and forgot to grab it?

“You’re supposed to slap palms, wiggle your fingers together, and then bump knuckles front, top, and bottom,” Chief Engineer MacWillie eventually says, raising an eyebrow. “Just where are you from, Sky whatever you are?”

Before I can answer, Huckens butts in.

“Chief! We’re just going to act like nothing happened? That’s the prototype!”

“Aye, young master Huckens,” Chief Engineer MacWillie growls, “and I’ve served forty-five years and ninety-eight levels under the Wutan-Weylan combat forces for the crime of being ‘socially undesirable,’ with another lifetime due once I passed on, so you’ll forgive me if I’m not keen on mourning the Old Man’s passing nor carrying out his mission without combat support. That flighty little thing over there could take us in a heartbeat now we’ve no engines to draw from.”

Huckens looks inward for a second, then gulps, holding his hands up. He turns to me.

“Uhhh, sorry, umm, it’s just—”

<<We can take them, Sky. Let’s get rid of them and then get out of here. We have numbers ready to go up, and if you take a level ninety-eight down, even if she’s noncombat, we’ll get so many more levels—>>

“I don’t want to fight,” I sigh. How is it this early in the morning and I’m already this exhausted? “If you’re not going to hurt me or the village, then I have no reason to hurt you. We just want to survive. I’m from Earth, by the way.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie scoffs.

“Aye, sure you are. Maybe that’s what the word means in whatever translator program you’ve got running, but there ain’t nobody living on Earth these days except for reclamation teams round the spaceports, and they get cycled out every three years to prevent Reality poisoning. Asides, Earth is in the Voidmarch’s territory. Even the Old Man knew to keep out of there.”

I shrug. I’m too beat-up to deal with whatever this is.


“Okay. Doesn’t matter to me. I’m going back to the village now that it’s safe.” I walk over and reattach my empty canteen to Dirt’s pack, then sling it over my shoulders. “Thank you for helping me last night. ’Bye.”

Three steps into my run, I hear a shout from behind.

“Hey! Wait a minute!”

I stop and turn around. Chief Engineer MacWillie is limping after me, Huckens right behind her, trying to cram down the last of his ration bar.

“What about us?”

What is she talking about?

“I don’t understand. You started talking stupid like Box, and I already have one Box to deal with, so I left. I don’t need another two, and you already ate all the food and drank all the water I have. This is the part where someone dies.”

They stumble to a halt several meters away, exchanging confused looks. Chief Engineer MacWillie winces, probing gingerly at her side, then peers at me beneath a lowered brow.

“Aye, and no doubt you’d come out on top now that the engines are gone. Me and the lad are what you might call stranded at the moment. Wherever this is, I’m sure you’ve noticed the infonet isn’t working, so we’ve no way to contact anyone to come get us, let alone find water and shelter. I’m right sorry for taking what was yours, but the lad and I were near to perishing, and beggars can’t be choosers even if it’s not civilized.”

That’s the second time I’ve heard that term. I wonder what an “infonet” is.

<<Like the biggest Archive and Memory Shrine you can imagine, only bigger. Waaaaaay bigger.>>

Now I really want an infonet.

“Can’t you use your ship?” I point upward at the pinned remnant of the cruiser. “Use an, ummm, mocular forge thing, or something? Make yourself some more supplies?”

I’m pretty sure that’s what Box was talking about.

<<Not in the slightest.>>

“Oh aye, there’s bits and bobs in there I could cobble together, but we’re in no shape to climb a Reality-blasted peak like that harpy”—Chief Engineer MacWillie pokes at her side and winces again—“and I’m thinking there’s not much that’s human left aboard. None of those poor buggers had the protection of the engine room like me and the lad here. I’d not want to investigate that ruin without at least a full combat squad to deal with whatever the Entity left behind.”

“… oh. Hmm.” I stop to think.

<<Don’t do it, Sky. Bad idea. Bad idea. Leaving and making numbers go up is a much better idea. They can make their own way.>>

“I’ll have to bring you to the village, then. I ran from there yesterday morning. Broom might have something in the Archives that can help you figure out where to go, and we have food and water. Medicine, too, if you’re hurt.”


Chief Engineer MacWillie stares at me, stupefied.

“Just … like that? You’re going to help us? And what’s this ‘village’? The translator really thinks you mean that in a literal sense.”

“The village is where I live, and why wouldn’t I help?” I ask, genuinely confused. “You haven’t tried to hurt me, you helped the village, and now you need help. We have to stick together to survive.”

<<… reconfiguring core assumptions …>>

“I …” She trails off, shaking her head. “By the never-god’s tits, but you’re a strange one. No telling what that researcher mucked around in your brain.” She straightens up, favoring her right side. “Very well. Let’s be off, though I’m afraid I won’t be moving too quickly. Pretty sure I busted a couple ribs, and there’s no engine energy for me to draw on anymore.” She looks over at Huckens. “Though, if you ran here in one day, it can’t be that far. Think you’re up to carrying me if I falter, lad?”

I look at the substantial size differential between the two of them and giggle.

“I can try, Chief,” Huckens says loyally, swinging his thin arms around to warm them up. Chief Engineer MacWillie lets out a snort of her own, then grimaces and clutches at her side.

“Never you mind, young master Huckens. I’ll make do.” She cocks her head at me. “Which way?”

“Over here.” I set off along the hillside in a direction I’m pretty sure is toward the forest. “I think. Box, can I get a waypoint?”

<<Core assumptions reconfigured>>

<<Your altruism is going to get us killed out in the broader galaxy, Sky. Can’t we just make numbers go up?>>

“We’ll do it on the way, Box,” I say firmly.

<<Fine. Here.>>

A green indicator flickers into life in my vision, a little to the left of where I was aiming, and I adjust my angle accordingly, keeping my stride extremely slow for the injured chief engineer. After ten minutes of walking, and, strangely, Box not bothering me, several numbers appear next to the indicator.

“Box, what’re those?”

<<Distance remaining, and projected time until arrival at your current pace. Which is currently four and a half days, assuming an eight-hour sleep break for your tagalongs.>>

A wave of dismay rolls over me.

“I don’t think we have enough supplies for that.”

<<You definitely don’t have enough supplies, which is why you should leave them behind and return to the village. With any luck, they’ll perish peacefully from exposure in the night.>>

“I’m pretty sure dying from exposure isn’t peaceful, Box.”

“Wait, whoa, what’s this about ‘dying from exposure’?” Huckens asks quickly, adjusting the large bag hanging from his belt. Next to him, Chief Engineer MacWillie is huffing for breath, hand clutched to her side, a pained expression on her face. “Who’s dying from exposure? Is it us?”

I motion them to halt, and Chief Engineer MacWillie flashes me a grateful look. Her face is gray and sweating, as if we’ve been running the entire time. I really don’t think she should be moving around right now.

“Box says we’re not moving fast enough. The village is, um, ‘one hundred and eight kilometers’ away. I think that works out to around two hundred and seventy-nine thousand scrumbles, which is pretty far.”

“What’s a scrumble?” Huckens asks slowly. “It’s coming across as a unit of measurement, but there’s no value assigned. Sounds like a sausage.”

“It’s the length of Book Idiot’s stride. She was the one who first stabilized the village when—”

I fall silent at the look of utter dismay on Huckens’s face. Chief Engineer MacWillie wheezes out a laugh, then looks like she instantly regrets it.

“Aye, lad, and you thought I was making up imperial measurements.” She rests her hands on her knees, head bowed. “Either way, I’m not making a hundred-klick march like this.” She looks up, face grim. “I’d say leave me behind, but that’d be wasting valuable supplies now, wouldn’t it?”

<<Finally, some sensible advice. We get biomass and numbers go up even more.>>

“We’re not eating Chief Engineer MacWillie, Box.”

“We’re most certainly not!” Huckens declares loudly, eyes widening. “I’ll carry you if I need to, Chief. I can do it!”

“Don’t be stupid, lad. I’ve had a good run, and at least I’ll have a better fate than my mates.”

A thought occurs to me as Huckens argues with Chief Engineer MacWillie.

“Box, why don’t we carry them? Surely the limbs are strong enough?”

<<… don’t wanna.>>

“Excuse me?” My voice rises.

<<I. Don’t. Want to. They were part of the cruiser trying to hunt me down. I don’t like them.>>

“You told me to go to them for help last night, Box. They could have attacked us, but they didn’t. Don’t you think you’re being unreasonable?”

<<… was hoping the Entity would eat them on its way out.>>

“Box!”

<<You can’t make me. I’m not going to help them.>>

“… fine. I’m not going to level anymore.”

<<… you can’t do that.>>

“I certainly can. No more numbers going up. Not unless you help.”

DING

“That’s not going to work, either.”

DING DING DING


!! sparkles DING sparkles !!

DING

!! sparkles DING sparkles !!

!! sparkles DING sparkles !!

DING DING

“Doesn’t bother me. No worse than the little ones on a rainy day.”

<<Rate limit exceeded>>

“I don’t know what that means, but look, Box. If we don’t help other people when they need it, how can we expect them to help us in return? There’s no village without people working together.”

<<No one thinks like that out there! You’re going to get us killed!>>

“Maybe they just forgot how, so we can remember for them. Come on, I’ll even let you pick the next levels. Whatever numbers you want to make go up.”

<<… fine. I still don’t like them, though.>>

“That’s my Box.”

I turn my focus back to the outside world, and if I thought Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens looked astonished before, now they’re downright flabbergasted.

“What in the never-god’s pickled arse do you have inside you?” Chief Engineer MacWillie asks, eyes wide. Huckens doesn’t say anything, his mouth hanging slightly open. I shrug.

“That’s Box. We talk a lot. Box says its creator was afraid it was ‘too unstable,’ but we seem to get along okay. Don’t your integrators talk to you?”

“Nooooo—” She draws out the word. “They most certainly do not. I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t want Reality talking to me on a regular basis.”

Now it’s my turn to look confused.

“Wait, Box is part of Reality? It told me it just did a lot of complicated math so we could access different infinities.”

“Aye, that’s one part of what an integrator is. The other part is a sliver of that something else that stretches across all the universes. A chunk of Reality mixing with all the rest. Did you never learn this during your training?”

“This is all pretty new to me,” I confide in her. “Two nights ago, I was watching starflies dance. Then one crashed, and I met Box.” Grief hits me. “I also lost someone who could have been a friend.”

“… are you sane?” Huckens manages, and I glare at him, my grief turning to anger.

“Of course I’m sane. Sure, there’s been some weird stuff happening, but that doesn’t mean I’ve lost my mind.” He still doesn’t look convinced, so I stick my tongue out. His eyes bulge in disbelief. “Anyways, Box said we can carry both of you to the village, though I’ll probably stop at the edge of the forest first so Broom and Dirt can talk with you, because despite what Box thinks, while I may be an Idiot, I’m not dumb.”


<<You’re not dumb, you’re naive.>>

“Broom and Dirt, these are … people?” Chief Engineer MacWillie asks carefully.

“They’re Idiots, like me. Probably the smartest Idiots in the village. Though”—my brows furrow as I think about it—“I might not be an Idiot yet. I think I’m still a Memoriam until the Idiots declare I belong to them.”

“Chief,” Huckens pleads, “what do we do?”

Chief Engineer MacWillie lets out a pained sigh. “I think we have to go with Sky, lad. I’m in no shape to salvage anything from the cruiser, and you’re still too low level.”

“You sure, Chief?”

“… no, lad, but I don’t see any other options.” She turns to me, her bulk still imposing despite how hunched in on herself she stands. “So, Sky whatever you are, what’s your grand plan?”

“Don’t freak out, okay?” I warn them, letting my limbs come out. “I’m going to use these to carry you, and Box agreed it won’t eat anyone.”

“This isn’t reassuring, Chief!” Huckens wails, eyes fixed on the fuzzing bone-white segments, and Chief Engineer MacWillie cuffs him across the head.

“Muster up some spine, young master Huckens! If you want to work among the engines, you’ll see worse than this on the regular!”

“It’s not the seeing, Chief! It’s the being wrapped up in one!”

“Can’t be any worse than dislodging a memetic singularity,” Chief Engineer MacWillie mutters, trying to straighten up. She looks at me, lips tight. “Guess I’ll go first to reassure the lad.”

Seeing her discomfort, I make my limb coil around her shoulders and then along her back, hoisting her horizontally so that it looks like she’s lying on a bed. I feel some strain, but it’s manageable.

“That’s … actually fairly comfortable.” She lets out a breath. “Not nearly as bad on my ribs, and that’s the truth.”

I reach with my other limb for Huckens and he yelps as it draws close, but he allows me to wrap him up like Chief Engineer MacWillie. I can hear him swearing under his breath the whole time, though.

“There, see? Nobody got eaten,” I state confidently.

<<We still could. It would be easy, and—>>

“Bad Box. No eating.”

I ignore the whimpers from Huckens and accelerate into a proper run. It’s not quite as fast as my pace from yesterday because my limbs are occupied, but it’s still causing the distance number to tick down satisfyingly quickly. At this rate, we’ll reach the edge of the forest in the early afternoon. After a few minutes I check to make sure the two engineers are okay. Huckens is still whimpering quietly to himself, and Chief Engineer MacWillie is snoring.

<<Now can we make numbers go up?>>


“Yes, Box, thank you for being patient. Now we can make numbers go up.”

<<Finally.>>

<<Establishing new Reality baseline … Waiting for quantum observer collapse …>>

I was wrong. I thought the two worst boxes with all the words and numbers were the worst boxes, but now they’ve combined into a single box. The garish display threatens to topple over me like a collapsing wall. This is definitely now the worst box.

“… okay, well, I’m certainly not reading all that. What are we doing, Box?”

<<Put one level into Momentum Strikes and the other two into Increased Movement Speed.>>

I do as Box says, even though I’m confused as to why it wants to make a nondamage number go up.

<<We’re building to something, Sky. It’ll make all the damage numbers go up.>>

“If you say so. I’m not going to complain about getting home faster.”

The infinity expressions, what Box says are “levels,” I put into Increased Movement Speed are already taking effect, my legs churning faster across the landscape, hillside after hillside sliding away beneath my darting steps, running itself an easier motion in a myriad of tiny ways. The time until arrival number adjusts itself down. At our new pace, we’ll be back to the forest by midday. I try to make conversation with Huckens to pass the time, but he’s passed out now as well, so I decide to start dashing to speed us up even more.

<<We still have one more choice to make, Sky.>>

“We do?”

<<We do. We snagged a piece from that Entity on its way out.>>

<<Impossibility Matrix Expansion Available

—Noncausal storage (0/5)

—Transmutation (0/5)

—Reality effectuator (2/4)>>

“… I know I say this a lot, Box, but what are those?”

<<Noncausal storage allows us to create a pocket dimension to store up to a certain mass. Transmutation allows us to alter the material properties of base matter. Reality effectuators are our limbs.>>

“Should we get another limb, then?”

<<Normally I would say yes, but we need to build up your village into a proper support network, and that’s going to require scavenging materials from the wreck of my creator’s ship, as well as the cruiser. Our most efficient choice is noncausal storage. Choose that.>>

<<Collapsing Impossibility Matrix>>

A yawning pocket opens in my mind. It’s not painful, just strange, like a hollow where I didn’t know space existed.


<<This will allow us to carry up to fifty kilograms of mass without it being affected by Reality.>>

“What’s a—”

<<No. I absolutely will not listen to whatever term your idiotic measurement system came up with for mass. Dirt’s pack masses forty-five kilograms. Chief Engineer MacWillie masses one hundred and three kilograms. Huckens masses sixty-two kilograms. Your kukri masses half a kilogram. You figure it out from there.>>

“You don’t have to be rude about it. There’s nothing wrong with the qurnt.”

Box refuses to acknowledge me, so I spend the next several hours admiring the scenery and staring up at the clouds as I run. I figure out a neat trick where I can jump in the air, spin halfway around, dash backward, and then spin back into a full sprint as I land, all without jostling my two passengers. It allows me to watch Fishhook recede behind us, the wreckage of the cruiser dwindling into a small chunk hanging near the halved mountain’s peak, a crescent of stone sticking it in place. The sun grows higher overhead, and as I dash to the top of another hillside, I see the familiar smudge of the forest spreading out before me.

A surge of excitement fills my veins, and I try to speed up, but I’m already moving as fast as I can. What feels like an eternity later—

<<Seven minutes and twelve seconds.>>

—I’m stopped at the outskirts of the forest, breathing in the familiar scents with a smile that feels like it stretches from ear to ear. I gently set Huckens and Chief Engineer MacWillie down next to some bushes and then shake them awake, retracting my limbs.

“We’re here,” I call out joyously, turning in a circle and raising my arms. “We’re at the forest!” The two engineers blearily rub at their eyes as they sit up. Chief Engineer MacWillie is the first to find her voice.

“Those are some bloody weird-looking trees.”

“No, they’re not, they’re just trees.” I point a finger at both of them. “You two wait here. I need to go find Dirt and Broom so they can talk to you about entering the village.”

“I’m right here.”

“Gah!”

All three of us jump as one of the bushes speaks. Dirt stands up, and I throw a mock punch at him. He ducks underneath it and grabs me in a hug.

“It is good to see you again, Sky Idiot. We saw the strange lights last night and were afraid you had found your melty rock.”

“It almost was,” I respond, welcoming the body contact. We hold the embrace for a heartbeat longer, and then he pushes me to arm’s length.

“And who are these people? They are not from the village, of that I am certain.”

I give Dirt an extremely abbreviated version of the recent events, and he nods when I reach the end.


“That is quite the trial. You were right to halt here. Broom and your grandfather, along with the other clan leaders, will want to speak to them first. However, I do not see any reason why they would refuse them entry.”

“See, Box? Told you it would be fine.”

<<Still not speaking to you.>>

I beam down at Huckens and Chief Engineer MacWillie, who are still gazing around at the entrance to the forest in wonder.

“Welcome to my home!”





Chapter Twenty-Seven

History and Healing


It doesn’t take long for Dirt to vanish into the forest, off to gather the clan leaders. I walk up to one of the trees, resting my head against the cool white bark of its trunk. Even though I’ve only been gone a day, I already miss the soothing atmosphere of their shadowed depths, the comforting embrace of a leafy canopy overhead.

Naturally, the peaceful moment is almost immediately ruined.

“Chief,” Huckens says fearfully, “why do the trees remind me of skeletons?”

“They possess a certain bony quality, lad, that they do,” Chief Engineer MacWillie agrees quietly, hand still pressed to her side.

I spin around to face them.

“They’re just trees! Haven’t you ever seen trees before?”

“I’ve seen a number of trees on a number of worlds, Sky whatever you are, but I’ve never seen a tree like what you’re calling one.”

“Chief, the bottoms of the leaves look like blood!”

“It’s a tree, Huckens!” I snap irritably. “Healthy trees always have glistening red leaves underneath. That’s how you know they’re healthy.”

Overhead, the leafy canopy rustles, as if agreeing with me.

“Sky”—Chief Engineer MacWillie coughs, a short bark of sound that leaves her doubled over and grimacing in pain—“do you mind if the lad and I have a look at your ‘trees’ while we wait?”

“Of course you can look at them. They’re trees. There’s nothing special about them. Just don’t cut them down.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie slowly straightens into a half crouch.

“Understood. Lad, hand me the multidimensional spectrographic analyzer.”

Huckens digs into the bag attached to his belt and pulls out a twisted contraption covered in small rods and circular dishes. I try not to gawk at the fact that it’s twice the size of the bag.

<<Noncausal storage space. Same as what we just acquired. Told you it was useful.>>

He hands the strange device to Chief Engineer MacWillie, and she stumps over to the tree I was leaning against.

“What does that do?” I ask her, watching curiously as she places it against the tree’s trunk.


“Measures the current state of reality in a causal entity. We use it to calibrate the engines and—”

Her voice cuts off as every single circular dish on the contraption starts violently spinning in circles, accompanied by a piercing tone from each of the rods protruding along its length. She pulls it away with an oath, and the device immediately returns to a quiescent state. Slightly bewildered, she returns it to Huckens, who wordlessly stores it away in his bag and then collapses on his back.

The forest is silent except for the buzzing of insects and birdsong.

<<Now that’s interesting. Explains the biomass-to-reversible death state efficiency …>>

“… so what does that mean?” I finally ask.

“You’re sure we’re out of Bumsnirphle’s, lad?”

“Aye, Chief,” Huckens responds morosely, lying on the forest floor, one arm draped over his face. Chief Engineer MacWillie heaves a huge sigh, then gingerly lowers herself to the loamy surface, spine resting against the tree trunk. She leans her head back against the white bark, hand once again pressed to her side, and closes her eyes.

“That’s a crying shame. I could use a gallon or two right now.”

“What’s what you just did supposed to mean?” I demand, walking over to stand in front of her. “And what’s a gallon?”

She cracks an eyelid. “What it means, Sky whatever you are, is your ‘tree’ I’m so happily lounging against has enough Reality coursing through its body that I could run a cruiser off it alone, and it’s just one of a hundred visible.” She sighs again. “Yet, somehow, instead of calling down the mother of all breaches, we’re sitting here on this peaceful afternoon listening to the birds go all atwitter, and I don’t have a drop of Bumsnirphle’s to soothe my addled mind. Instead, I’ve a couple cracked ribs and a headache that won’t go away.”

“But they’re just trees,” I protest. “We’ve taken care of them for generations. How could they possibly have Reality in them? I didn’t even know what that was until I met Box.”

Silence stretches out again. Huckens is the one to eventually break it.

“Chief?”

“Aye, lad?”

“Where are we?”

“I told you,” I snap, rearranging Dirt’s pack in order to give my hands something to do, “we’re on Earth. That’s where I live.” I frown. One of the cloaks is missing. Crap. I left it on Fishhook when we attacked the base. Dirt is going to be unhappy. I’ll have to find a way to make it up to him.

“Lad?”

“Yes, Chief?”

“I’m beginning to develop a sneaking suspicion that the Old Man’s insistence on keeping the incognito field up was because he just might have brought us to Earth on his quest to track down the prototype. It would explain the lack of star charts in the daily briefings.”

“… well, fuck.”

“Aye, lad.”

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about at all,” I complain, tying Dirt’s pack closed. “Why wouldn’t you want to be on Earth? It’s nice here.” I think for a moment, then amend my statement. “Well, here in the forest. Outside can be kind of dangerous. You have to watch out for Glowbeasts, and I wouldn’t sleep near a crabroach nest. And the fireshowers aren’t great, but they’re not as bad as the inside-out fields.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie lifts her head away from the tree trunk and looks at me, heavy bags under her bloodshot eyes.

“How much do you know about Earth, Sky whatever you are?”

“The world ended on April first, in a year lost to us.”

I sit down cross-legged and deliver the Tale of Beginnings the way Great-Grandpa Axe taught me, pausing at the appropriate places, but Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens must not have ever heard it, because they don’t know the responses and I have to do both sides myself. After I finish, I stare at them expectantly.

“Well?”

Chief Engineer MacWillie looks at me oddly.

“… the never-god wept. That’s the right day, but the rest of it … if what you’re saying is true … bloody hell.”

“Why wouldn’t it be true?”

“Because the Ganymede Incident was the first known Reality breach in the last five thousand years of recorded human history, which is about all the recorded human history we have due to everything getting scrambled by that first Entity. Everyone learns about it at some point, even in the remotest infonets. Even you’ve heard of it, right, lad?”

Huckens grunts a muffled affirmative, and Chief Engineer MacWillie continues.

“And he’s from Wales IV, so that tells you just how widespread the knowledge is.”

Huckens makes what I assume is a rude gesture toward her, but my attention is on her words.

“The end of the world … was a Reality breach? Like what happened last night?”

“Aye, but it makes the one we just suffered through look like a birthday picnic in a zero-G park. The history is, some sort of experimental lab around Jupiter poked Reality a bit too hard, some whack-job scientist type mistaking hubris for confidence, and after the Entity that came through was done poking back, it decided to settle on Earth for almost two thousand years. Forced humanity out into the rest of the stars and forced us to learn how to harness Reality properly to make a new life in places that shouldn’t have supported us. When we finally got our shit together and came back to kick the first Entity out, we ended up destroying the moon in the process because the damn thing just wouldn’t leave. The planet itself was absolutely knackered.” She tries to suck in a breath but catches herself, grimacing in pain again. “You really don’t know any of this? There’s literally millions of action dramas about it floating around the infonets.”

I shrug helplessly.

“I don’t know what an infonet is. I know life in the Beginning Time was difficult, and that without the trees we would have died. That’s why we take care of them, and each other.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie narrows her eyes.

“Aye, and I’m suspecting there’s a story to those trees that no one in the galaxy knows. You shouldn’t be alive, Sky whatever you are. If this really is Earth, the Voidmarch has been trying to reclaim the planet for the last few thousand years, and even they haven’t made it much past a couple kilometers outside their spaceports. That Entity didn’t leave peacefully.”

“What’s the Voidmarch?”

“One of the big five corpos, and the Voidmarch and Wutan-Weylan do not get along, especially when it comes to the Voidmarch’s restricted territory, to which Earth most certainly belongs.” She rubs a hand across her face, massaging the bridge of her nose. “The Old Man stuck us in a right mess, and that’s the truth.”

“Why is it every time someone talks it all gets worse?” Huckens moans. “I just wanted to make enough to retire and raise moonhounds.” Chief Engineer MacWillie squints at him, then throws a pebble, beaning him in the shin. “Ow! What’d you do that for, Chief?”

“A space dog doesn’t falter when the engines are screaming fit to burst and Reality’s trying to pull you under, young master Huckens! A space dog grabs their one-quarter and gets to adjusting!” Her bellow dies away as she clutches at her side, teeth clenched together. “Although, I could use some adjusting myself.” She coughs, then stares at the red flecks in her palm. “Some serious adjusting.”

“Are you okay, Chief?” Huckens sits up in alarm.

“I’ve been better, lad. I’m not dead yet, though. Close, but not yet.”

“Chief—”

He’s interrupted by the sounds of footsteps and quiet conversation, and then a group of figures emerges from between the trees. Broom Idiot is pushing Great-Grandpa Axe’s rolling chair, the one with the wide wheels for navigating the bumpy forest floor, and Needle Crafter and Butterfly Builder walk beside them, tool belts hanging low across their broad hips. The five other clan leaders follow behind—Water Grower, his hair tied into plaits and a large purse full of snacks tucked under his arm; Stove Mind, adjusting the spectacles on her thin nose as she steps daintily across the roots; Darkfern Baker, squat and smelling of fire and food; Moss Water, scribbling notes furiously in a small book, several more peeking out of her knapsack; and Window Doctor, his omnipresent black bag of medicines strapped to his back. Dirt and Torch bring up the rear, fading in and out of the shadows as they move.

I scramble to my feet.

“Great-Grandpa Axe!”

I rush forward to gather him in a hug, being careful not to squeeze too hard. He feels even frailer under his blankets than normal, but he still has enough strength to grip me back.

“My darling Sky,” he whispers back, “I’m so glad you’ve returned to us safely.” We hold the hug a moment longer and then break away. He looks up at me solemnly, his face now that of Axe Memoriam, one of the village’s nine clan leaders. “Now then. What wisdom have you brought back to the forest?”

I take a step back to give him room as the other clan leaders gather in a semicircle around us. A sudden feeling of doubt assails me. What if they don’t approve? What if Box was right, and bringing people from the ship, people that were hunting us, was the wrong thing to do?

<<Relax, Sky. If we need to, it will be simple to dispatch them. The chief engineer is heavily wounded, and Huckens isn’t a combat variant.>>

“Oh! Thank you, Box, for reminding me!” I pick out Window Doctor, his brows raising as I make eye contact. “Before I tell you all what happened, Chief Engineer MacWillie is hurt. I think it’s pretty bad. She helped save the village last night.”

“Someone should have told me there were injured,” Window Doctor growls, racing over to MacWillie’s side and shrugging his bag to the forest floor. “I could have gone ahead.” He reaches out toward MacWillie’s face and she leans away, eyeing him warily. “You just hold still, young lady,” he snaps, putting his hand on her forehead. “Hmm. Fever, and definite signs of exhaustion.” He rummages in his bag, then pulls out a stethoscope. “Hmm, hmm. Fluid in the upper abdomen, heartbeat irregular.” He puts the stethoscope away and lifts MacWillie’s hand away from her side, examining the blood on it, then gently prods up and down, ignoring her hisses of pain. “Hmm, hmm, hmm, fractured ribs seven, eight, and nine, likely liver damage and internal bleeding from a nicked artery.”

He sits back and regards Chief Engineer MacWillie critically.

“Tough, but salvageable. Sky Idiot!”

I hurry over to Window Doctor’s side. I guess the Idiots did claim me after all.

“Yes, Mister Doctor?”

“This is your melty rock; you can help fix it. Help me get her flat on the ground. You take that shoulder, and on three, we gently lay her out.”

I reach for Chief Engineer MacWillie’s shoulder and she grabs my wrist in a firm grip.

“What is he saying? What are you planning to do?”


Window Doctor takes a step back, eyebrows raising.

“What is she saying, Sky Memoriam?”

I look between the two of them, confused.

“You don’t understand each other?”

<<Their integrators don’t have access to your people’s language, Sky. It probably hasn’t been spoken in the broader galaxy in thousands of years.>>

“Then how come Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens and I can understand each other?”

<<Because I have access to your memories, thus I know your language, and I also have access to all the galactic languages. I translate what they’re saying to you in real time, and translate what you’re saying to them.>>

“Oh. That’s neat. Can you teach them our language?”

<<… don’t wanna.>>

“Box! We’ve talked about this!”

<<… fine. I’ll dump them a module over an ad hoc network.>>

“What’s the holdup, Sky Memoriam?” Window Doctor asks sternly, fingers twitching at his side. “This patient needs to be in the proper position, regardless of what strange gobbledygook she speaks. I can already tell her humors are imbalanced.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie’s eyes widen slightly.

“This person is … a doctor? As in, someone who heals people?” She regards Window Doctor dubiously. “You sure about this, Sky whatever you are?”

“Oh, yes, Chief Engineer MacWillie. Mister Window Doctor knows all there is to know about medicine.”

“No one knows all there is to know about medicine, Sky Idiot, and we’re wasting time! On three.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie rolls her eyes in disbelief but finally allows me and Window Doctor to lower her to the ground. As soon as she’s level, he starts pulling pouches out of the bag.

“Hmm, heartwood for the ribs … hmm, hmm, bloodroot for the artery … hmm, hmm, hmm, the liver can heal on its own, but perhaps some powdered darkfern for infection …”

He sets three of the pouches aside and puts the others back into his bag, then looks at me.

“Your job is to hold her shoulders still. If she moves, it might disrupt the procedure, and there will be pain.”

“Yes, Mister Doctor.”

He looks around, eyes settling on Huckens, then he shakes his head.

“Dirt Idiot! You’ve done field surgeries before. Come hold her hips. And no surprises!”

“You’re no fun,” Dirt complains, stepping out from behind the tree, but he winks at me as he kneels down by Chief Engineer MacWillie’s upper legs. I smile back at him.


“Focus on the patient,” Window Doctor barks, and I break eye contact guiltily, looking down. He opens the first pouch and extracts three thin pieces of pure white wood, delicate crimson veins barely visible on their lengths. From the second bag he pulls out a cluster of rust-colored roots, tangled together and branching to fine tendrils at their tips, and from the third comes a small wax-paper sachet, which he carefully opens, pouring a line of dark-green powder into his canteen. Window Doctor swirls the canteen around and then caps it and hands it to me. “When we finish, make her drink it. Slowly.”

I nod, and he picks up the cluster of roots.

“Beginning the procedure.”

He carefully teases out the auburn strands into a delicate webwork, then lays it on Chief Engineer MacWillie’s side, tracing a section of her body from her hip all the way up to her armpit atop her battered clothes. He makes one final adjustment, then lifts his hands away quickly. The red filigree twitches, then parts of it break away from a single point, tumbling up over her stomach and pooling there, but he’s already placing the three white heartwood sticks on her lower chest. Once again he makes a slight adjustment and then lifts his hands away. A small crack echoes from each stick, and several pieces shift out and away, one intersecting right where the pieces of root cluster spill out.

<<… impossible.>>

“Knew it.” He smiles grimly. “Hold her still. This next part will hurt.”

I make sure I’m pinning Chief MacWillie’s shoulders to the ground without bruising her, glad of the enhanced strength Box grants me. She’s so big I don’t think I could have done it otherwise. Across from me, Dirt does the same with her hips, and Window Doctor leans down, hands hovering in position. He takes a deep breath, then moves.

He starts with the broken stick pieces that aren’t touching the roots, deftly sliding them back against their larger wholes with practiced motions. Beneath me, Chief Engineer MacWillie yells in sudden pain, trying to thrash upward, but Dirt and I hold her steady. As each fragmented piece touches the larger part, it fuses back into place, the tracery of veins giving off a tiny flash, and each time, she tries to buck us free. When all but the piece touching the roots is in place, Window Doctor starts nudging the scattered rootlets on Chief Engineer MacWillie’s stomach back toward the main accumulation, lips clenched in concentration as he herds them along. Right before they’re about to touch the spot where the last wood fragment lies, he uses one hand to slide the small chip back into the stick, and the other quickly shifts the gathered mass of tendril pieces back over the tangled cluster, draping them along existing lines like a second layer. He then pinches the damaged root portion back together, holding it for one heartbeat, then another, then suddenly lifts his hands away from Chief MacWillie’s body, fingers to the sky and palms toward his face, as if he’s wearing invisible gloves he doesn’t want anyone touching. She gives one last anguished moan and goes limp, the heartwood sticks and bloodroot filigree flash as a unified whole, and then the entire construction crumbles into dust and blows away.

<<That’s impossible! That was clearly a noncausal event, but I didn’t register anything!>>

I ignore Box and gently lift Chief Engineer MacWillie’s head, bringing the canteen to her lips. Her eyes roll weakly behind closed lids, but I manage to get her to drink the anti-infection mixture. When I lay her head back down, I notice Huckens is standing over us, looking down in a mixture of awe and suspicion.

“What was that? Is the chief gonna be okay?”

“The patient will be fine,” Window Doctor declares, gathering his supplies back into his bag. “The operation was a success. Not easy, but not the most difficult I’ve seen.” He wipes away some sweat clinging to his sandy blond hair. “Still wasn’t easy, though. Another ten minutes and it might have been too late.”

I hand Mister Doctor back his canteen and climb to my feet, facing Huckens.

“That was medicine, Huckens. That’s why we take care of the trees. Don’t you have medicine out there?”

Huckens slowly shakes his head, mouth falling open.

“You’re going to catch flies if you keep doing that, Huckens.”





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Descriptions and Demonstrations


<<Why didn’t you tell me about the trees, Sky?>>

We’re waiting for Chief Engineer MacWillie to regain her senses, Huckens fretting uselessly over her supine form, the clan leaders quietly discussing something among themselves, and Box pestering me with questions.

“What is there to tell? They’re trees. They’ve been here my whole life. Why didn’t you tell me they had Reality in them?”

Some of the clan leaders look oddly at me, perhaps concerned that I’m talking quietly to myself, but Broom must have explained some bits and pieces to them, because they don’t interrupt.

<<I didn’t know they had Reality in them! I didn’t sense anything when I broke them down for biomass!>>

“Well, then I don’t know why you think I was supposed to know something was strange. Ignorant barbarian, remember?”

Box ignores my jibe.

<<And how did he heal her with a noncausal expression? That’s impossible.>>

A blinking outline appears around Window Doctor, who’s describing something to Broom and Great-Grandpa with small hand gestures.

“You heal me all the time,” I shoot back, confused.

<<Yes, because I’m integrated with you! I access your infinities, not someone else’s! Every time noncausal healing has been attempted on another party, it’s ended … poorly.>>

“What, like the medicine didn’t work very well?”

<<More like the test subjects’ internal organs turned into the nearest freshwater fish, or their face got replaced by the color blue, or any one of countless other outcomes that most definitely did not cure them and most definitely did render them deceased. It’s not supposed to work!>>

“Well”—I shrug—“it works for us. Oh look, Chief Engineer MacWillie’s waking up.”

Huckens is helping the groggy woman into a sitting position, straining to lift her bulk but determined to do it anyways. She rubs at her eyes, then pats at her side in increasing disbelief.

“What in the never-god’s moist asscrack just happened? I feel … better.”


“Mister Window Doctor fixed you back up,” I say proudly. “With medicine.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie stretches her arms overhead experimentally, and looks surprised when nothing hurts. She twists back and forth several times, then pushes herself to her feet, ignoring Huckens’s clumsy attempts to help.

“Aye, and there’s a sentence full of words that make no sense. What’d you see, lad?” She turns to Huckens. “Hidden pocket surgeon after that mumbo-jumbo with the plants put me under? Traumapatch? Nanodoc?”

Huckens swallows, tugging at the frayed collar of his strange black clothing.

“Errr, Chief, the twigs and moss fixed you up. I th-th-th—” He struggles to get the word out, but Chief Engineer MacWillie waits patiently and he finally does. “Think it was noncausal. The healing.”

“Yer what?” MacWillie bellows, frantically feeling at her body. “That’s a poor joke, young master Huckens!”

“Sorry, Chief,” Huckens says miserably. “I didn’t know what they was doing, and then it was over so quick.” He brightens up slightly. “For what it’s worth, I think it worked. You’re not a fish.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie hyperventilates a few seconds longer, then with a visible effort forces herself to calm down. It’s slightly disturbing in a way—I saw her banish the Entity with nothing more than a ‘three-quarter-inch spanner,’ whatever that is, like it was something she’d done a hundred times before, yet now she’s worrying over some basic medicine.

<<I’m trying to tell you, Sky, that wasn’t normal. Much less basic.>>

Window Doctor strides over, drawn by the commotion, the rest of the clan leaders joining him. He marches straight up to Chief Engineer MacWillie and stares into one eye, then the other, then prods at her side. Stunned, she lets him, and he nods in satisfaction.

“Hmm, hmm, hmm, yes, a full recovery. Very good.” He turns his head. “Water, give them some snacks. These two are visibly malnourished.”

Water Grower steps up, reaching into his purse and pulling out some of the dense shimmerfruit and darkfern balls that the little ones adore. The fist-size spheres are chewy without being overly sticky, and the chopped pieces of shimmerfruit explode with flavor inside the nutty darkfern dough.

<<… you’re drooling, Sky.>>

Water Grower passes two of the treats to Chief Engineer MacWillie, and then another two to Huckens. They both gobble them down with noises of obvious delight. I reach out expectantly, but Water Grower smacks my hand away with a gentle smile.

“Always trying to ruin your meal. You can have one after you tell us what’s going on, Sky Idiot.”

I sigh, stomach still grumbling from my lack of breakfast this morning, but it looks like everyone’s here and there’s no immediate emergencies that need addressing. I clear my throat.


“Okay, so, uh, after I left Dirt and Torch …” I look over at the two Idiots, alternating between watching us and keeping an eye on the surrounding forest. “… you told them what happened, right? With the fight in the hollow, and the cave?” Dirt nods, and I continue, “Well, a lot of other stuff happened.”

I relate the tale of my run across the foothills, my ambush of the Corporate Marauder patrol, exploring the first mountain and finding nothing, watching the Hellhound orbital shuttle come down from the sky, fighting our way up to the base on Fishhook, the battle between the Entity and the cruiser, and then Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens using the engines to drive the Entity away.

“—and then we woke up this morning, and I brought them back here because they didn’t have anywhere else to go,” I finish, coughing slightly. “It was a busy day. Can I get some water, please?”

Dirt steps up and wordlessly hands his canteen to me. I take a big gulp as the clan leaders stare at me expressionlessly, Broom still busy writing in her stained journal. That was a lot of talking, and it’s only after recounting it all do I realize just how much happened yesterday.

<<A ‘busy day’ is perhaps slightly understating it, Sky.>>

I hand the canteen back to Dirt, then grimace.

“Oh, and I lost one of your cloaks, Dirt. Sorry.”

His eyes crinkle upward as he tucks the canteen beneath his current cloak.

“I consider it a small price to pay to have you back, Sky Idiot,” he says quietly, then laughs. “As well as being able to play some part in one of the greatest Idiot stories I’ve seen since Book herself. Punching a hole in the universe, twice …” He walks away, chortling to himself, leaving me to face the gathered clan leaders.

Broom jots one final note, then snaps her journal shut. The sound seems to break the other clan leaders out of whatever stillness they were locked in, and Butterfly Builder shakes his head in disbelief, stocky arms folded across his broad chest.

“That is … a lot to take in, Sky. Broom and Axe filled us in on the way here about what Dirt and Torch reported, and obviously we all saw the lights last night, but … it is difficult. Without proof, you understand? Not to mention these outsiders you claim are but two among countless many.” He spreads his arms almost helplessly. Next to him, several of the other clan leaders nod.

“… I can show you my limbs, if that’ll help,” I say slowly, understanding their reticence but still feeling wounded by it. Great-Grandpa Axe taught me the village has always had to adjust to survive, but some take longer to adjust than others, preferring the comfort of what they think will always be rather than what currently is.

“Any proof would be welcomed,” Moss Water replies in a sober voice, her thin hands worrying aimlessly at the corner of her book.

“I agree,” Stove Mind chimes in, adjusting her spectacles once again. “Sky is telling the truth, but sometimes the mind can be misled.” I take a breath, preparing to manifest my limbs, when a chorus of shouts causes me to halt.


“Wait!”

Dirt, Torch, Broom, and Great-Grandpa Axe are all holding their palms out, signs of consternation on their faces.

“At least give us time to turn around first, Sky,” Broom reproaches me, wheeling Great-Grandpa around through a half-circle, the old man clutching his blankets tightly around his shoulders. Dirt has already vanished somewhere, and Torch is busy hiding behind a tree trunk, though I notice her peeking out from behind it. I wonder if Dirt told her about the fight in the hollow, and she doesn’t really believe him. The other clan leaders look around in bewilderment.

“Broom,” Darkfern Baker starts hesitantly, “what are you doing?”

“Don’t mind me,” Broom says cheerily, her back to me and hands over her face. “Already touched that stove. You can show them any time you’re ready, Sky,” she calls out, and I manifest my limbs.

Several seconds later, after the shrieking and vomiting begins, Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens walk up beside me.

“Chief, what’s happening?” Huckens asks, confused. Chief Engineer MacWillie ignores him.

“None of them have integrators, do they?” she asks me quietly.

“No.” My voice is just as soft as hers. “I still don’t even know what an integrator looks like. What I remember from meeting Box for the first time is … jumbled. Hazy. There was a lot going on.”

I remember the Combat Marauders cutting down Wires, taking me to pieces as I tried to flee, panic racing through my veins. The frozen pain of missing limbs, the sick disorientation of half my face flying off. The slow lassitude of death.

“It wasn’t a good time.”

“Aye, that I can believe.” She turns to look at me square on. “And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I know me and the lad were in the engines, but we were still a part of it. Your people would’ve had every right to let me die.”

Huckens looks like he wants to protest, but she shushes him, still holding my gaze. There’s a part of me that wants to snarl at her, leap and rend and tear with my limbs, but I’m getting used to ignoring it. That’s not who I want to be, and while I’m not sure that part will ever go away, I don’t have to let it define me, so I simply shake my head instead.

“Killing you won’t bring Wires back. It would just make the world a little bit emptier, and I don’t think he would’ve liked that. Besides, I’m sure you lost friends, too.”

Her eyebrows raise.

“And aren’t you wise beyond your years for a fifteen-year-old scrap of a thing.”

“I’m seventeen and a half,” I retort, heat suffusing my face. “It’s not my fault I’m small for my age. Great-Grandpa says I’ll get my growth spurt any day now!”

She chuckles.


“Aye, sure you will. As far as ‘friends,’ well, I can’t say that’s a thing I’ve ever considered.” Huckens splutters, and she tousles his hair with a broad, scarred hand. “Aside from the lad here, of course.”

“Why not?”

“Do you know what ‘involuntarily volunteered’ means?”

My forehead pinches as I try to untangle the contradictory set of words.

“That doesn’t make sense. They’re opposite things.”

“Aye, but out in the galaxy, it means if your corpo thinks you can serve them better elsewhere, that’s where you’ll be, no matter if you like it or not, and they’ll act like it was your decision all along.”

“I think we have something like that.” I explain to her how each generation has to have at least one Idiot, and she nods.

“Aye, that’s close, but it sounds like your village doesn’t force an … ‘idiot’”—she smiles for some reason—“to do whatever it is an ‘idiot’ does. You just identify the most likely one, then let them do what they will.”

I scoff.

“Well, no, of course we don’t force people to do jobs they don’t want to do. What would be the point of that? ‘Every Idiot finds their melty rock, but not all melty rocks are the same.’ Everyone knows that. We’d never learn anything new if all the Idiots had to do the same thing.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie stares pensively into the shadowy depths of the forest.

“It’s different out there. I never wanted to be in the combat forces, and that’s the truth. I’ve always loved tinkering with the engines, ever since I was a babe, but I wanted to see other places, too. Visit foreign people without having to walk across a carpet of bodies afterward.” She rubs her chin, focus returning to me. “You think you should maybe put those away at some point?”

I look around at the cluster of moaning clan leaders writhing aimlessly across the ground, clutching at their heads. There’s vomit everywhere, and I think Butterfly Builder wet himself. I sniff the air. He definitely wet himself. I hastily make my limbs disappear, and in the distance I can hear Dirt cackling with laughter as he relentlessly mocks Torch.

“Whoops. Uhh, they’ll be okay, right?”

“Most likely,” Chief Engineer MacWillie agrees genially, “though you might get a punch or two to the stomach once they’re feeling better.”

“Oh, we don’t solve our problems with physical violence,” I reply, shocked. “That’s a very unhealthy thing to do. We talk them over and work toward a common resolution. Otherwise the village would be a terrible place to live.”

“You could’ve fooled me from last night, Sky whatever you are.” She roars with laughter, setting the leaves to shaking overhead, and I blush.

“… that was different,” I mutter, trying not to shrink away from her uproarious mirth.


“Aye, if you say so.” Chief Engineer MacWillie grins, wiping tears from her eyes. “If you say so. Bloody hell but does it feel good to be able to laugh properly.” She settles down. “As to our original topic, no, Sky, I’m not grieving any friends lost in the fighting. If the lad hadn’t made it, I might be shedding a tear or two”—she grabs him in a rough headlock—“but we wasn’t on that ship because we wanted to be.” She tousles Huckens’s hair again. “Isn’t that right, young master ‘disorderly misconduct on account of putting the boot in on the sector administrator’ Huckens?”

Huckens wriggles furiously but can’t escape her implacable biceps, and he eventually sags in defeat.

“… ’e had it coming,” he grumbles. “Nobody talks about our nan that way.”

“Aye, lad, and I’ll wager any amount of Bumsnirphle’s you care to name he did it because they knew you was good with the engines and wanted an excuse to snatch you up. It’s what the corpos do.”

“Really?”

She pats his head, then lets him free.

“Aye. We’re just meat for the machine.” She surveys the gaggle of disheveled figures slowly putting themselves back together. “So, now what, Sky?”

I think hard.

“Well, the clan leaders will probably have some questions for you two”—I pause—“after they clean themselves up, but now that the village is safe, we should be able to help you find your way back to where you want to go.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie puts her hands on her hips, chewing on her lower lip. Her expression is intense, as if she’s contemplating some massive internal calculus. She opens her mouth, closes it, opens it again, then frowns. Finally, she speaks.

“Aye, fuck me, but it has to be said. Your village isn’t safe, Sky. It might never be again.”

I try to process the statement, but I can’t. We defeated the Entity. There aren’t any more Corporate Marauders. Why wouldn’t the village be safe? I’m about to ask that very question when Water Grower stumbles up, flecks of sour vomit staining the front of his carefully embroidered tunic.

“Sky Idiot, I am not giving you a treat anymore! That was a horrible experience, and I did not enjoy it! I’m not speaking to you for a week!”

“I thought you didn’t use violence to solve your problems,” Chief Engineer MacWillie whispers to me as the willowy man staggers unsteadily away, frazzled ends of loose hair flying free from his twig-covered plaits.

“Physical violence,” I whisper back. “Emotional violence happens here all the time. We’re only human.”

MacWillie’s laughter rattles the leaves once again.





Chapter Twenty-Nine

Threats and Throngs


After the clan leaders take a ten-minute break to compose themselves (and Butterfly Builder cleans off his pants in a nearby stream), we gather once again under the forest canopy. Broom is the first to speak.

“So, are we all in agreement that Sky is almost certainly telling the actual truth about the events of the past twenty-four hours and not just something fervently believed?”

A chorus of hasty assents fills the air, Butterfly still fidgeting with his trousers. Broom smiles.

“Good.” She looks at Chief Engineer MacWillie, her smile vanishing between one breath and the next. “Now, Outsider Chief Engineer MacWillie, I would like you to explain what you meant about ‘our village isn’t safe.’”

Chief Engineer MacWillie sighs, then points at Window Doctor.

“It’s him, and your ‘trees.’”

The way she says trees makes me think she thinks they’re something else, but she’s already continuing.

“And probably some other weird shit this place does that me and the lad haven’t stumbled across yet. What you did, the way you healed me …” She draws in a breath. “There are corpos out there that would glass this entire planet to keep or kill that kind of knowledge. Bloody hell, they’d singularity-bomb the entire system, even if it is the birthplace of us all.” She drags a hand across her face, trying to compose herself. When she looks back up, her eyes are hard. “And they’re gonna come looking, now that the Old Man’s ship is dangling from a mountaintop for all to see. A Wutan-Weylan infiltration deep in Voidhome space coupled with an Entity incursion isn’t going to go overlooked, especially when everyone’s already searching for the prototype.”

She points at me, and I try not to flinch.

“We beat the cruiser—” I begin in a determined tone, but Chief Engineer MacWillie cuts me off.

“Aye, so you did, putting aside the sustainability of your methods for the moment. That was one ship. Wutan-Weylan has a thousand more just like it. The Voidmarch has double that. Hypertron has battlemoons. If they get even a sniff of what this forest can do, let alone that this is your home, there won’t be aught left of this place but smoke and cinders and survivors in chains, and that’s the best case. The corpos will tear each other apart over what’s here.”

“But it’s just medicine,” I say angrily, trying not to get upset with Chief Engineer MacWillie. She’s not a bad person. “Why do these ‘corpos’ care so much?”

“Because noncausal healing is something they’ve been searching for for a very long time, Sky,” she replies evenly. She turns to Window Doctor. “You, the healer.” He looks at her questioningly. “What you did to me, that ‘as above so below’ hoodoo shit; could you use it to reverse the effects of cellular aging? Make someone young again?”

Window Doctor sucks in air like Chief Engineer MacWillie just punched him in the stomach.

“You are talking about proscribed knowledge that would shame any Doctor who—”

She slices a hand through the air, cutting him off.

“I’m not asking if you would, I’m asking if you could.” Her eyes harden, and an air of menace fills her voice. “A crew of the hardest, evilest voidbastards you’d never wish to lay eyes on, holding your entire village and those trees to the torch. Skullfucking the eye sockets of the screaming children. Could you do it?”

I growl at MacWillie’s sudden hostility, but Window Doctor seems to wilt, looking at the other clan leaders, then down at the ground. When he speaks, his voice is filled with sadness, and he seems to age twenty years before my eyes.

“I could, even though it would lead to nothing but pain. It was tried before. Once. The village almost perished. It took us hundreds of years to recover. No one is meant to live forever.”

“And that’s what I’m speaking of.” Chief Engineer MacWillie’s voice returns to its previous gentle cadence. “Right now, no one knows you’re here but me and the lad. Assuming this is Earth, and I haven’t got much left to challenge that assumption based on your lack of integrators, it’s what’s protected you all this time. The Reality left over from the First Entity means no one wants to explore the planet until it’s reclaimed, and the Voidmarch ain’t finishing that job anytime in our lifetimes.” She snaps her fingers. “Unfortunately, the Old Man decided to make this personal, which means now a whole lot of folks have a whole lot of reasons to look here, despite the risk, and if they learn you have noncausal healing, they will raze you to the bedrock and take it.”

“Why are you telling us this, Outsider Chief Engineer MacWillie?” Great-Grandpa Axe’s voice is soft, but a dangerous light glitters in his eyes as he looks from her to Huckens. “Aren’t you risking both your lives?”

Chief Engineer MacWillie bares her teeth.

“Aye, you could kill me and the lad, at a price, but that wouldn’t stop the looking. All the corpos want what’s inside Sky”—she points at me—“and even were you to stake that body out on some hilltop somewhere, there’s still the matter of the Old Man’s ship on that mountain. The Voidmarch is going to want to know if there are any Wutan-Weylan infiltrators running around, which means they’ll be taking an electron-tunneling microscope to the entire surrounding area real soon, which means they find the people living in this forest eventually. A planet’s a big space, but it’s not so big you can hide forever.” She pauses, looking around at the upset clan leaders. “I’m telling you this because you dragged me back from the reaper’s scythe, and a blood debt isn’t something a MacWillie forgets.”

“Villages can move,” Needle Crafter proclaims defiantly, but her voice is uncertain, and Chief Engineer MacWillie seizes on it.

“Aye, but can you move quickly? We don’t know when the Voidmarch will start looking, but by my guess it’ll be in the next week or two. Maybe sooner.”

“You sound as if you’re tying your fate to our own,” Stove Mind says into the silence, adjusting her glasses atop her button nose, expression narrowed. Chief Engineer MacWillie grins mirthlessly.

“That I am for now, lass, me and the lad both.” She looks at Huckens for confirmation, and he replies with a firm nod. “Neither of us are prepared to make a run from the hounds, let alone a run on Earth, but”—she smiles, perfect teeth gleaming—“I figure we have considerations we can offer each other.”

“And what would these ‘considerations’ be?” Broom asks, stepping in front of the other clan leaders, hands threateningly empty. “What can you offer us that we don’t already have? What reason do we have to upend our entire way of life by admitting you to the village? Sky is one of us, but we don’t know you two at all.”

I see Dirt and Torch taking positions to complete the killing triangle in my peripheral vision and try not to let my nervousness show. This was supposed to be a simple meeting before we returned to the village for lunch. If Chief Engineer MacWillie notices the encirclement, she doesn’t let it show.

“Why, the expertise of two of the finest space dogs the Galactic Diaspora’s ever had the pleasure of conscripting, of course.” MacWillie smiles even wider, acting like we’re all friends relaxing on top of Watchers Hill as the stars dance overhead. “And if that doesn’t wet your whistle, well, me and the lad here are no strangers to hard work for little pay. Story of our lives so far, and may the never-god strike me dead if I’m not speaking truth. I’ve no love for Wutan-Weylan, nor any of the other corpos. On my name as a MacWillie.”

Tension sings through the air, distrust hanging like a noxious mist, so alien to everything I’m used to, and it’s suddenly more than I can bear. I step into the middle of the confrontation.

“Why are we doing this?” I ask the clan leaders bluntly, focusing my attention on Broom. “I told you that Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens saved the village. If they’re telling us we’re not safe, why aren’t we listening? Why aren’t we bringing them back for food and shelter, planning what steps we need to take next to protect us all?”

“The words of a child,” Butterfly Builder scoffs, and I whirl toward him, amazed at my own audacity. It’s incredible how confronting my own mortality so recently has opened my eyes to what’s important and what’s not. Being a clan leader means nothing if he can’t think.

“Do you want to clean your pants a second time, Butterfly? I said we can trust them!”

His face reddens, unintelligible epithets struggling to make their way past his lips. Broom shifts imperceptibly, and I scythe out a limb behind my back, low and fast, knowing that Dirt is taking advantage of the distraction to creep up on us. Sure enough, my limb makes contact, and he tumbles to the floor, laughing the whole way down, and Torch freezes on the opposite side. The assembled leaders of the village flinch from the brief flash of bone-white segments, Butterfly most of all. The air falls still, quiet except for Dirt’s odd mirth.

“I told you, Broom,” Dirt giggles, making no move to rise from the ground, “this is our Book. I will not fight. There is nothing to learn there but death.” He makes a negating gesture at Torch, still tensed with her hands tucked behind her back. “Relax, Torchie. This will not come to blood. Besides, you cannot win.”

Torch glares at him, but slowly settles into a crouch, poking at the ground with a knife. In front of me, Broom glowers, then suddenly relaxes.

“You truly trust them, Sky?” she asks me casually. “These outsiders? You would protect them, leaving your back unguarded?” It takes me a second to process the mental whiplash.

<<Your Idiots could give the elite combat units of the galaxy a serious challenge. That is some scary mental flexibility.>>

“This was a test?” I snarl at Broom, focusing everything I have on not manifesting my limbs again.

“Melty rocks are everywhere, Sky.” She smiles at me with genuine emotion even as she lets her hands fall away from empty spaces my vision is screaming red threat zones at. “That’s what it means to be part of our clan. Life is a test until you find one you fail. If you say that the outsiders won’t harm the village, then I believe you. You’ve earned that.” She raises her voice. “The Idiots allow them entry.”

“Memoriam allows them entry,” Great-Grandpa Axe says quietly. “The past must be learned from for the future to survive.” The other clan leaders look at each other, weighing glances passing back and forth. Finally, Stove Mind steps forward.

“Mind allows them entry. I haven’t detected any behaviors of falsehood in their account.”

I wince. I forgot to warn Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens never to lie to Stove, or any of the other Minds, or anyone at all, really. Little ones learn that lesson very early. The only path to a healthy mind is being honest, both with yourself and others, and the Mind clan takes their responsibilities seriously. It’s impossible to lie to them.

“Crafter allows them entry,” Needle says next, eyeing their strange black clothes greedily.


“Grower allows them entry. More genes will be welcome. I’m still not speaking to Sky for a week, though.”

One by one the remaining clan leaders indicate their agreement, until it’s only Butterfly Builder left. He scowls unhappily, running a hand through his short brown hair, then lets out a long sigh.

“Builder allows them entry. I trust the rest of you.”

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding and look at Broom.

“So it’s fine? They can come to the village?”

“Yes, but there is something more important we must discuss first. Dirt is right. You have the potential to equal Book, and might even surpass her. We are entering perilous times. Someone must lead the village through them.”

Great-Grandpa Axe nods next to her, his face sad. My knees go weak when I realize what she’s suggesting.

“But … that’s your jobs!” I’m reeling. To be compared to Book Idiot, the original savior of the village when the stars returned? Lead everyone to safety? “I’m not qualified to lead anyone at all!”

“You are the only one qualified,” Broom disagrees firmly. “The things you have described, what Outsider Chief Engineer MacWillie tells us about these greater dangers—we cannot even look upon them without falling.”

Chief Engineer MacWillie steps up beside me.

“Aye, with no integrators to protect you, a single noncausal squad could take this entire place.”

“Three squads,” Dirt interrupts politely from his lounging position on the ground. He’s bundled up his cloak as a pillow, hands interlaced behind his head as he relaxes. “Idiots are used to strange things.” Chief Engineer MacWillie looks over at him, then barks out a quick laugh.

“Aye, three squads then. They’d likely bring more.”

“Mmm, probably. Smart of them.”

I glance at the other clan leaders, hoping someone will call Broom out on her nonsense, but they’re all nodding in agreement, even Butterfly. I give Great-Grandpa a beseeching look.

“Great-Grandpa, I’m not prepared for this! It’s too much responsibility!”

He beckons me to come closer and takes my hand in both of his own as I kneel next to his chair.

“None of us are prepared, Sky. This new world that has appeared, it is not one the rest of the village can step out into, not yet. Like Book, it falls on your shoulders to find a way for us to reach that point.” His eyes grow misty. “I wish it were anyone else. This is unfair to ask of you. Yet ask it we must.” He pats my hand. “Just know, Sky, that we will always be here to support you, help guide you. We need you to lead us there, but you won’t have to do it alone.”

I gulp, a terrible ache in my stomach and throat. I just wanted to be a Memoriam. Study the past. Stare at the sky and wonder what glorious, unimaginable things were out there. Live a peaceful life in the village until my time came to rest beneath a tree.

“… okay. I’ll do my best, Great-Grandpa.”

He pats my hand one more time, raising me to my feet.

“That’s all we can ask, my darling Sky.”

My stomach grumbles embarrassingly loudly, and I blush. Behind me, Chief Engineer MacWillie’s and Huckens’s do the same. Broom claps her hands.

“And on that note, we should head back to the village for some food.”

She wheels Great-Grandpa’s chair around and we set off under the trees as a group, the clan leaders chatting quietly about what not being the last humans left alive means for us and the village, peppering Chief Engineer MacWillie with questions about what things are like out in the galaxy and how integrators work, Dirt and Torch escorting us with their customary alertness. Huckens falls into pace beside me, a curious expression on his face.

“So, your village, what’s it like, then?”

I spend the next half an hour telling him about the tree houses, our residential buildings spiraling up around the towering boles of our oldest forest giants; the long sheds of the Builders, where fire and metal meet in pounding clangs; the airy aeries of the Crafters, perched up in the lower boughs nearby, easily accessible through cleverly counterweighted lifts; the shrines of the Saints, beautiful in their carved facades, prosaically functional in their purpose; the winding heights of the Memory Shrine and the Idiot Archive, repositories of centuries of knowledge; the delicious smells of the Bakeries and their attached darkfern farms; the rushing flow of Book’s Lament, the broad river cutting through the northern third of the village, separating the tanneries and curing sheds from everyone else; the solid length of Book’s Triumph that bridges the river, a hollowed tree trunk that spans both banks and still grows tall overhead; the crabroach pens, half submerged, half fenced in by the semicircle of silk harvesting stations along that part of the riverbank; the central square, where everyone meets for communal events and celebration days; the winding path that leads up to Watchers Hill, where the Beginning clouds lifted and we saw the stars again for the first time; and so much more.

He interrupts occasionally to question what an unfamiliar word means, but other than that he’s content to take it in with wide eyes and eager ears. I catch Chief Engineer MacWillie veering closer at times to listen in, too, though she’s usually dragged away by another query from the clan leaders asking her to explain another marvel of the outside world. Part of me wants to pay attention to that conversation instead, but Huckens is so enthralled by my descriptions that I’m easily able to brush it aside. There will be plenty of time for me and Chief Engineer MacWillie to exchange stories later.

Eventually we reach the first signs of civilization, a pair of muscular women covered in dirt stacking large cubes of dark clay on a handcart. They’re outside the small shack that indicates entrance to the Undermine, our only supply of ores and metal, and they raise a hand in greeting as we draw near—Onyx and Alabaster Miner, life partners for as long as I can remember. I raise my hand to return the greeting, and then Onyx drops her half of the current load they’re hoisting, nearly smashing Alabaster’s toes. She walks over to us as if in a daze, her eyes fixed on Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens, ignoring Alabaster’s curses as she trails behind.

“Butterfly,” Onyx calls out as she draws closer, feet stumbling slightly as if she’s had too much shimmerfruit ale, “who are they?” Alabaster’s curses fall silent as she notices the same thing as her partner—Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens, clearly different in their tattered, strange black clothing. Butterfly Builder clears his throat importantly.

“We are—”

“We’re not alone!” Onyx and Alabaster both scream, jumping up and down like teenagers instead of the middle-aged, creeping toward gray-haired women they are. They dance a circle around each other and then barrel ahead of us toward the village proper in a full-bore sprint, yelling with glee as they run, arms waving wildly. I snort, then let loose with a full-throated cackle of laughter, caught up in their enthusiasm. Around me, the clan leaders start doing the same, all of us acting like little ones, even Butterfly. A surge of enthusiasm rushes through the group and we start chasing them, Great-Grandpa Axe’s wheeled chair bouncing up and down along the path as Broom pushes him, but he doesn’t even care, his wrinkled face alight with glee, blankets flapping behind like wings. More villagers start appearing, pouring out of the trees toward us, alerted by Onyx and Alabaster, and we’re soon surrounded by gaping faces shining with elation, Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens the center of a whirlpool of attention they’re struggling to understand. Still, we careen onward, gathering more people by the second, bubbling cheers growing by the second into roars of jubilation.

In all the terror of the last day and a half, I haven’t really processed how much our world has changed. How happy it makes me feel to see Chief Engineer MacWillie’s and Huckens’s bewildered expressions. Faces I’ve never seen before.

We’re not alone.





Chapter Thirty

Feasts and Fabrications


The central square is buzzing with excited chatter, seemingly everyone in the entire village gathered around me and the two engineers. People constantly reach out to lightly touch Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens, as if they can’t quite believe they’re real until their fingers make physical contact, but the two of them take the attention with slightly bewildered grace. Dirt, Torch, and the clan leaders have given up on trying to keep things orderly until the initial jubilation fades and are now just reminding people not to trample any of the little ones running around underfoot.

“Sky! Sky!”

Two familiar figures calling my name make their way through the crowd, one a girl with shoulder-length, wavy black hair, the other a sandy-blond boy swinging his crutches overhead like extra-long arms as he hops on one leg, his other in a cast, both my own age and sorely missed.

“Rifle! Door!”

We meet in a crushing embrace, just another knot of celebration in the giddy sea filling the central square. Prickles of wetness sting my eyes, my happiness at seeing my best friends again almost overwhelming. I didn’t have time to think of them in the chaos of the last day and a half, but now I’m acutely aware I might have never seen them again. We hold the contact for another few seconds, then Rifle and Door back up and start bombarding me with questions.

“Sky! Is it true you brought back the outsiders?”

“One of the little ones said you fought a hundred Glowbeasts! Did you? Did you?”

“The Idiots claimed you last night, before the weird lights appeared—was that the reason why?”

“Where are the outsiders from? What are their names? Are there more?”

I laugh, putting my hands up to try and stem the flow of overlapping queries. Rifle and Door look at each other, then start laughing, realizing they haven’t given me a chance to say anything even if I wanted to.

“It’s so good to see you two again,” I say, my cheeks starting to hurt from how hard I’m smiling. “I really missed you.”


“We missed you too, Sky,” Rifle replies, Door nodding next to her. “When we heard that Wires was killed, and then you went running off yesterday morning with Torch, we were worried.”

“Scared shitless,” Door adds matter-of-factly, bracing his weight on his crutches, “especially after Dirt and Torch came back without you. No one knew what was going on, and all Broom would say was that the Idiots were taking care of a problem.”

“I’m sorry I made you both worry,” I apologize, a pang of grief passing through my heart as I think of Wires, but it doesn’t last against the atmosphere of joy pressing in on all sides. “What happened out there … it was unbelievable.”

“Hey! Settle down!” Butterfly Builder has climbed on top of one of the many benches scattered around the square and is waving his arms for attention. Slowly, the loud commotion dies away into scattered murmurs. “You’re all excited, and I am as well, but these people need to eat!”

Darkfern Baker climbs up next to him.

“Bakers, listen up! We need to set up a working lunch in the square! I want everything prepped and ready to serve in ten minutes!”

“Yes, Chef,” a chorus of voices grumbles as he steps down, Rifle’s among them. “I have to go help my father, Sky,” she says quickly, “but we’re definitely talking later!” I wave as she scampers off, and Butterfly’s voice booms out once more.

“Builders, let’s get those tables up and in place! Chairs as well!”

He steps down and leads a cluster of people toward one of the broad warehouses bordering the square, the one where all the celebration furniture is kept. Another figure replaces him on the bench—Broom.

“Everyone else, lunch will be outdoors today so you can see the outsiders, but we need essential workers to return to your tasks.” There’s some mutterings, but she overrides them with a steady voice. “Yes, I know it’s exciting to learn we’re not alone, but the village must endure. Your clan leaders will answer any questions you have after we let our guests eat.” She steps down and the crowd begins to disperse, the jovial mood faded somewhat but not gone entirely.

“Crap, Sky, I have to go,” Door swears suddenly, his eyes darting around in panic. “I’m supposed to be in charge of the filtration pumps today. Oooh, Moss is gonna kill me …” He swings off on his crutches, almost jumping in his haste, and I can’t help but laugh.

“I’ll find you two later,” I call out, and he lifts a crutch in response but doesn’t turn in his awkward, hopping run. Still smiling, I walk over to where Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens are standing, engaged in a low conversation with each other. They look up as I approach.

“Aye, but that was one of the strangest things I’ve ever been a part of”—Chief Engineer MacWillie grins at me—“and I’ve been chest-deep in a malfunctioning engine trying to pull six different infinities at once. Seems like your people are a wee bit excitable, eh Sky?”


“It’s not every day you learn you’re not the last humans left alive in the world,” I reply, and she chuckles.

“Aye, suppose that’s true enough.”

The Builders start emerging from the warehouse with wooden chairs and the long metal tables we use for celebration days, setting them up in a pair of rows with ten chairs to each table, along with a small grouping of tables off to the side for the food. I motion the engineers over to one on the end and we sink into our seats with grateful sighs, dappled patches of sunlight floating back and forth on the polished metal surface. Chief Engineer MacWillie leans back, letting her arms fall to her sides, staring up at the leafy, crimson canopy overhead, while Huckens folds his own arms atop the table and rests his head on them, eyes battling not to close.

“I’m telling you, Chief,” he yawns, “I could sleep for another day. Maybe two.”

“Let’s get some food in us first, lad,” Chief Engineer MacWillie replies, stifling a yawn of her own. She tilts her head over to look at me. “Though I suppose we should let young Sky here eat before us, seeing as how we took most of the breakfast.”

I shrug.

“It’s fine. You’re still probably hungrier than I am, if you went without food for three days.” I prop my elbow on the table and rest my chin on the palm of my hand, making conversation while we wait. “What was it like, Chief Engineer MacWillie? I still don’t understand some of this ‘noncausal’ stuff. Did everything happen really slow?”

“Call me MacWillie, and it was pretty normal for—”

“It was terrible!”

Huckens and MacWillie talk at the same time, and she laughs at him, slapping her massive hand on his shoulder.

“Aye, lad, it’s always terrible, that’s normal. As far as our time not matching yours, young Sky?” She shrugs. “Didn’t feel any different than a normal three-day stretch in the engine room under heavy load with everything to do and no time to do it in. The Old Man expected us to make chardonnay out of shitwater, and so we did.”

“You’ve done something like this before, Chief?” Huckens’s voice is awed. Behind him, the Bakers start emerging with various platters of food they carry over to the clump of serving tables, setting them up for easy access. I consider walking over to fill a plate, but MacWillie is still talking and I don’t want to interrupt, and Rifle’s father gets irritated if people take food early.

“Well, not the overloading of the engines at the end, that was certainly new, but that’s not the first Entity I’ve run up against, lad.” MacWillie clucks her tongue. “Usually it’s with a few more ships available to put them back in their place, though. If you want to be a space dog, you learn how to dance Reality’s jig right quick.”


“What’s a space dog?”

“A space dog, young Sky, is one of those benighted souls doomed to wander between the stars serving their master’s ship for life and beyond. Too skilled at their job to let go, too valuable to kill offhand, too powerless to leave. The corpos love space dogs like me and the lad here, because we keep their ships moving when Reality comes a-knocking. Most of us work with the engines, but I’ve known a few in navigation and gunnery over the years.”

I’m still not quite sure what MacWillie is talking about.

<<They’re people extremely in tune with their integrators, Sky. My creator used several for research purposes when initially designing me. It represented an extraordinary investment of assets, as they’re quite rare, and almost always assigned to combat support roles.>>

“Here, Sky.” Rifle thumps a large platter on our table before I can reply to Box, its surface covered with an array of food. There’s fresh-baked darkfern biscuits, sliced wedges of golden shimmerfruit, thick Glowbeast steaks covered in a spicy red sauce, steamed broccoli, and a wobbly crabroach-milk pudding. Three square metal plates with knives and forks accompany it, along with two pitchers—one of chilled milk, one of water—and three wooden cups. She winks at me. “Father said to make sure you three got fed first, and to ignore the waiting line. Something about how those two haven’t eaten in a few days.”

I thank her for the consideration and she heads back to help the other villagers waiting patiently by the serving table. MacWillie and Huckens regard the food dubiously as I pass out the tableware.

“This is safe to eat?” Huckens prods at a Glowbeast steak cautiously with his fork. “What is it?”

“That’s roast Glowbeast with chili sauce,” I reply, busy loading food onto my own plate. “Of course it’s safe to eat—the Bakers make sure to only use the nonmelty parts. Besides, everything we harvest goes through the Shrine of Saint Curie first, even though we haven’t had a bad batch for hundreds of years. Better safe than sorry.”

I cut a large chunk off my Glowbeast steak and pop it into my mouth. The savory juices pair perfectly with the spicy sauce, and I almost moan in pleasure. I was really hungry. Huckens tentatively bites off the crown of a broccoli, and his eyes light up. He shoves the rest of it into his mouth.

“Mmmm! That’sh good! What shettings do you ushe on your printer?”

I sip my milk, enjoying the nutty smoothness, then add a shimmerfruit slice to my next Glowbeast piece. It’s one of my favorite combinations, the juicy tang of the shimmerfruit adding another layer of complexity to the spiced meat. Huckens continues cramming food in, barely taking time to chew. In fairness, if I hadn’t eaten in three days and someone gave me roast Glowbeast, I’d probably be doing the same.

“What’s a printer?”


Chief Engineer MacWillie pauses midchew, eyes widening, then forces herself to swallow, sweat beading on her forehead.

“Sky, where does this food come from?”

“Huh?” I take another sip of milk. “Well, the Bakers grow the darkfern in our underground farms, but you can’t see those from here because obviously they’re underground. The shimmerfruits come from young pricklebushes; we keep a grove over by the crabroaches to help keep them penned in. Crabroaches hate pricklebushes. We have to hunt for the Glowbeasts, and that’s the Idiots’ job since they’re very dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing. You can only hunt them during the day. If you ever see a Glowbeast glowing at night and you’re not wearing a protective suit, it’s already too late; your insides turn all runny over the next couple days and then you die, but they stay away from the forest so we’re safe in here. Oh, and we milk the crabroaches, too.”

MacWillie and Huckens are staring at me, wide-eyed, a forkful of food held halfway to each of their lips. Huckens’s plate is empty except for a few dribbles of sauce. I frown, patting at my face.

“Did I make a mess? I probably made a mess. That sauce gets everywhere.”

“This …” Huckens points at his last forkful with a shaking finger “… came from the ground?”

“Where else would broccoli come from?”

He drops his fork with a clatter, clapping his hand over his mouth like he’s going to be sick. MacWillie leans over and whispers something in his ear, then sets her own fork gently down and turns to me.

“Ahhh, Sky, and now that I’m thinking on it I’m a right idiot for not considering this earlier, but eating things from the ground isn’t something that normally happens in the Galactic Diaspora.”

“What? Well then, how do you eat?” I say around another mouthful of shimmerfruit and Glowbeast. I’m ignoring my broccoli for last because I don’t like it.

“We have food printers”—MacWillie raises her voice over Huckens’s strange hrrking noises—“that create nutrition bars from recycled basic molecules. Using Reality to terraform worlds does some strange things to the soil, and you have to be all kinds of desperate to eat something grown straight in it. Most people would rather starve. It’s a better death.”

I consider her words around my final bite of Glowbeast and shimmerfruit, using one of the biscuits to mop up the last of the sauce. Ugh. No escaping the broccoli now.

“Is that why those Corporate Marauders called me and Wires ‘dirt-eaters’?”

MacWillie winces as Huckens continues turning green in the face, cheeks bulging in and out. “Aye. It’s one of the nastiest insults you can throw at a person. Granted, those grunts probably didn’t know you actually do eat food from the ground, seeing as how you look normal and all.”


I shovel my broccoli in and swallow as fast as possible, trying not to taste it. I can’t wait for it to be cucumber season.

“Well, this is all we have. Guess you’ll starve. Want another one of our ration bars?”

Mandatory broccoli serving finished, I debate taking another Glowbeast steak or finishing with some crabroach-milk pudding. I decide to go with the steak. A quarter of a ration bar doesn’t count as an actual breakfast, and I did a lot of running. I’ll still have room for pudding.

MacWillie blinks at me, startled, then guffaws.

“‘Another one of our ration bars,’ aye, but don’t you sound just like a right space dog yourself. Ha, there’s me told! It’s a shame we don’t have any Bumsnirphle’s to add our fair share.” She pulls Huckens upright and forces his hand around his fork, then takes her own and puts the bite of Glowbeast into her mouth. She chews it thoughtfully, then shakes her head, still smiling. “Seeing as how your village isn’t sprouting tentacles from your ears and there’s a distinct lack of screaming, I’m thinking this dirt might just be safe enough. And it is a mighty fine steak you’ve served us.”

“Chief,” Huckens whines, and MacWillie glares at him.

“Settle down and finish your meal, young master Huckens. You were enjoying it just fine before you knew what it was, and I don’t see your head turning into a trout. A space dog needs to be flexible to deal with Reality properly.”

She eyes his empty plate meaningfully and he blushes, then slowly raises the fork to his lips. “It ish pretty good,” he mumbles through chewing noises. “Can I have more?”

“Of course.” I finish my second steak and serve myself some of the pudding. “Just make sure you save room for the crabroach-milk pudding. The Bakers put mint in it. It’s really yummy.”

He eyes me dubiously, but adds some pudding to his second helping, dipping the tip of his fork in it to taste. His eyes light up.

“Wow!”

I finish my own pudding and lean back in my chair, pleasantly full. MacWillie is already plowing through a second helping of her own and Huckens is nearly licking the plate clean. He reaches for a third serving, but I shift the tray away from him. He looks at me with wounded eyes.

“Give your stomach a chance to rest,” I advise him. “If you haven’t eaten in a while, you’ll just throw it all up, and that would be a waste of food. The Bakers get very upset if someone wastes food.”

“Sound advice, young Sky.” MacWillie finishes her cup of water, then leans back as well. Seeing that we’re done, Broom and Stove Mind slide into chairs opposite the three of us. They’ve been hovering nearby, keeping us from being interrupted by curious villagers.

“The meal was satisfactory?” Broom asks pleasantly, and MacWillie nods.


“Aye. You have our thanks. Just tell us what’s needed to work off the debt and the lad and I will see it done.”

Broom and Stove exchange glances, then Stove leans forward, adjusting her spectacles.

“We have been discussing the matter, and we were hoping you would be able to offer advice. You have spoken of threats to the village, but we have no frame of reference for these things. I do not think Sky does, either?” She looks at me and I shake my head. “We need to know how to protect ourselves, and you and your boy are all we have to guide us.”

MacWillie folds her thick arms across her chest, pondering Stove’s request. Next to her, Huckens’s hand creeps across the table toward the small amount of leftovers. I manifest a limb beneath the table and smack him on the shin, and he jerks back guiltily. After a moment of thought, MacWillie rises.

“Aye, there might be something the lad and I can do. I’ll need to check something first, though, and it’s to do with your trees.”

Broom and Stove exchange troubled looks, then stand as well.

“If it is necessary …” Broom sighs. “Very well. What do you need?”

“On your feet, lad,” MacWillie grunts, hauling Huckens away from the food and marching toward the nearest tree, one of the older ones that rise sporadically in the village square, far away enough from their neighbors to allow plenty of open space but large enough that their canopies intertwine overhead. Huckens looks longingly back at the tray, but allows himself to be dragged along. Curious, I follow, joining Broom and Stove. Some of the other villagers trail in our wake but stay well back, likely due to the presence of two Idiots doing something unknown.

“Do you know what she’s planning, Sky?” Broom questions me quietly. Something calls for attention in my mind, something MacWillie did when we were waiting for the clan leaders to arrive.

<<Clever. I think you’re right, Sky, but I have no idea what she thinks she’ll accomplish. I’m not a support integrator.>>

“I think she’s interested in the Reality in the trees,” I say slowly, figuring out the thought as I go. “She examined one when we first got to the forest outskirts. She implied they were similar to the engines she worked with on the ship, and she was able to use those to fight the Entity.”

“‘Reality’? ‘Engines’? ‘Entity’?”

I shrug.

“It’s tough to explain. Even with Box helping me, I still don’t understand a lot of it. Reality is, like, our universe, but also all the other universes ever made, only we can’t normally interact with them so it breaks our brains when we do? And all the outsiders use it to do weird stuff? I think?”

<<That’s actually a fairly concise explanation. Little shaky on the second part, but otherwise well done.>>


“If you say so. You’re our expert on the matter. Guess all we can do is watch for now.”

Broom’s tone is wry, and we turn our attention back to Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens. She has the strange device with rods and dishes studded all over it in her hands, and Huckens is holding a flat pane of clear material that might be glass, no doubt fished from somewhere out of his bag. MacWillie also has a thin band of the same material that Huckens is holding wrapping around her eyes to her ears, almost like glasses.

“All right, lad, we’ll start at ten percent output.” Huckens taps the thin rectangle he’s holding, and MacWillie nods. “Checking ten percent.” She touches the device to the tree trunk, then both she and Huckens wince and she yanks the device away. It doesn’t make a piercing noise, unlike the previous time she used it, but judging by their expressions, both engineers can hear something.

“Aye, closer than fifty, but not close enough. Drop it to four percent.”

They repeat the routine again, and this time the reaction is much less severe. They look at each other thoughtfully.

“Three point five?” Huckens asks.

“Three point three,” MacWillie responds, and Huckens nods.

This time they have slight smiles.

“Three point one?”

“Three point one five.”

Huckens breaks out into a large grin.

“That’s it, Chief.”

“Not yet, young master Huckens.” MacWillie’s eyes are narrowed in intense focus. “Try … three point one four.”

She repeats the test and Huckens gapes at the glass pane.

“How’d you get it even sharper, Chief?”

MacWillie ignores him and cocks her head to the side, as if she’s trying to pick up the faintest of sounds, then her own eyes widen.

“Three point one four one five nine two.”

“Chief, I can’t get the calibration that—”

“Do it, Huckens.”

Huckens screws up his brow in concentration, carefully moving one finger across the glass. He pauses, then stabs it down, lower lip clenched between his teeth. MacWillie touches the device to the tree once again, but this time she doesn’t pull it away, and her gaze holds something akin to awe.

“Oh, you tricky little bugger. Now I have to know more about you.”

She brings the device over and around the tree trunk in a flowing motion, as if she’s tracing a wandering path, step after careful step. After two circuits around the tree, she stops at a point close to head height for her, almost five and a half scrumbles up.

<<Two-point-one meters, you savage.>>


MacWillie turns to Broom and Stove.

“Is there anything special about the tree right here?”

Broom jogs over to grab a chair, then brings it back and stands on it. I sharpen my eyesight to get a better look, but it appears the same as any other part of the tree—pale alabaster covered in minute red striations that flow around each other like swirls in a river. Broom examines the patch of trunk, then leans her head in close and knocks on it gently with her knuckle. Her own eyes tighten and she stifles a quick gasp.

“That’s a heartwood seed. How did you know it was there?”

“I don’t know what you call it,” Chief Engineer MacWillie says with a massive grin, “but I call it an access port for the biggest Reality engine I’ve seen in my life. A battlemoon doesn’t run engines this large and”—she spins in a circle, letting the device fall to the ground and raising her hands to the surrounding forest—“we’re surrounded by them.” Behind her, Huckens falls to his knees, staring up at the leaves, mouth hanging open.

“So, what does that mean, MacWillie?” I ask, as someone well versed in conversing with Box.

<<Well I certainly didn’t deserve that.>>

“It means, young Sky, that this beautiful impossibility”—she pats the tree trunk—“can be used to power anything requiring a Reality draw, and it’ll do so more efficiently than anything I’ve had the pleasure of working on or knowing of. Its very frequency is irrational! Huckens! We’re going to have so much fun!”

“Your idea of fun is wading up to the hip in malfunctioning Reality, Chief.”

“Chin up, young master Huckens, and don’t forget your one-quarter!”

As someone well versed in conversing with Box, I should have remembered that the second answer usually makes just as little sense as the first.

<<… fine, maybe I deserved that.>>

“It’s a tree, MacWillie.”

“Aye, young Sky.” Her eyes gleam madly as she turns to me. “And it’s an engine. A great big fuck-off engine even grander than any dream I had as a child.” She turns back to Huckens. “Lad. We need to figure out the interface protocols.” She spins to Broom and Stove. “Is there a tree we can test on? This heartwood seed, is it important?”

“It is the heart of the tree,” Broom says simply. “We take a part of it to plant a new tree, but if we take too much, the tree dies. We are very careful not to take too much, and it regrows very slowly.”

“Bloody hell.” MacWillie looks around. “Is there a small one, one you don’t mind potentially losing?”

Stove frowns.

“One of the small saplings on the outskirts might be acceptable. No more than two scrumbles high.” She adjusts her spectacles again. “However, I must first ask, what would these ‘tests’ entail, and why should we allow them?”


MacWillie is almost dancing in place with excitement.

“If you want to make this village safe, me and the lad need to figure out how to properly tap into the Reality inside your trees, and to do that, we need to run diagnostics. Could take us an hour, could take us a day, might shut down the engine if we hit the wrong harmonics. Pretty sure a tree’s engine shutting down means it dies, and I doubt it’s a matter of a few solid thumps to get it back up and running.”

“Yeah, but why do we need the Reality, MacWillie?” I interject. “What can we do with it?”

“Well, for starters, build an infonet receiver if we can salvage the appropriate materials from the Old Man’s ship.”

<<This is a good plan. It will help our combat potential immensely, Sky. My creator’s ship should have the necessary components. There is much of value still inside.>>

“Box says the crash site outside the village would be easier.”

“Even better.” MacWillie rubs her hands together. “With an infonet receiver as powerful as these trees will allow, we’ll be able to pull down nets from anywhere. That gives us eyes on the rest of the galaxy, and we’ll have some notice on when the other corpos are going to show up.”

“And how does knowing when our destroyers will arrive help us, Chief Engineer MacWillie?” Stove asks.

“It lets the lad and I, and young Sky here”—she nods at me—“know how long we have to work. See, once we have that receiver up and running, we’re going to be scavenging the incognito-field controllers from the Old Man’s ship. They’re located in the lower bow, and last I saw, that part of the ship’s still stuck to a mountain.”

I think back to the Hellhound orbital shuttle coming down, how difficult it was to initially comprehend it. If I hadn’t spent my entire life looking up, I wouldn’t have noticed the part of reality that didn’t quite fit.

“… you’re going to make the village invisible?”

“Aye, young Sky,” MacWillie chortles, “we’re going to crank up an incognito field so thick we could hide from the never-god herself. As long as no one physically walks into the forest, they won’t sense a thing.”

Another thought hits me.

“Didn’t you say you wouldn’t go into those ruins without a full combat squad in front of you?”

Her enthusiasm dampens.

“Aye, that could be a problem.”

<<There is likely a molecular forge somewhere in the lower wreckage of the cruiser. Most maintenance facilities are centrally located in that model of ship. If we can equip ourselves with modern weapons, we will more than fulfill the combat role required.>>

“Will the lower wreckage also have violations inside?”


“I don’t know, young Sky—”

“I’m talking to Box.”

<<Most likely. We can practice our sneaking again.>>

“Because that went so well last time.”

<<We’ll ask Dirt for tips.>>

“Box says we can get a molecular forge from the lower wreckage, but we’ll probably have to fight for it.”

MacWillie brightens back up.

“Aye, that would go a long way toward evening the odds. More than even them once I get it configured for these trees.” She looks around the village thoughtfully. “Might even allow us to start bootstrapping up to an equivalent tech level. We’ve the power for it. Question is if we have the materials.”

“Then we’ll be safe?” I can’t help it. My own voice grows excited. “We build this incognito field and the village won’t be in danger anymore?”

She laughs, picking up the device and tossing it to Huckens.

“One step at a time, Sky. Let’s me and the lad figure out these trees first.”

Huckens sighs mournfully, putting their gear away in his bag.

“I’m never going to get to sleep again, am I?”





Chapter Thirty-One

Grief and Growth


“So where’s the closest outskirts sapling?” MacWillie is all energy, bouncing on her feet as she chivvies Huckens into motion, earlier tiredness all but gone. She lifts him up from his kneeling position, but the young man’s feet are obviously dragging. “How soon can we get there?”

“One moment, Chief Engineer MacWillie,” Stove replies, Broom standing beside her. “We have not yet decided to give you permission to experiment with the trees. You are asking us to meddle with centuries upon centuries of hard work, of life bought with death. We live as the trees live, and die as they die.”

“Also,” Broom adds, holding up a hand to forestall MacWillie’s objection, “you need to rest. Your boy is about to pass out. Better to take time to recover now than waste it in the future because mistakes were made.”

MacWillie turns toward Huckens. He’s swaying on his feet, eyelids drooping, hands held to the tool bag at his waist.

“I can do it, Chief”—his mouth stretches in a jaw-cracking yawn, and he almost falls over—“you don’t listen to them. Gonna be … space dog … raise … moonhounds …” His knees buckle and he collapses on his butt. “Just need … quick nap …”

“All right, fine, maybe you’ve a point,” MacWillie admits. “The lad’s not a true space dog yet, and he’s obviously knackered. Find him a bed and I’ll get the initial tests up and running.” She unhooks the tool bag from Huckens’s belt and hefts it over her shoulder, leaving him snoring on the ground. “Now, where’s that tree?”

“Aren’t you tired, Chief Engineer MacWillie?” Stove and Broom both have an eyebrow raised, and Broom continues. “The way Sky explained it, you’ve been fighting for three days straight.”

“Aye.” MacWillie bares her teeth. “And that’s why I’m the chief engineer. Or, was, rather,” she amends her statement, “but the title makes no difference. I’ve the levels the lad doesn’t, and a half night of rest is more than I need to keep my own engine running. We don’t have time for me to be lazing about. The Voidmarch is going to be mustering forces soon, and we need all the hours we can beg, borrow, or steal.”

Broom and Stove face me, and Stove speaks.


“Sky. Outsider Chief Engineer MacWillie is telling the truth, or at least thinks she is, but it is not a truth I am equipped to judge properly. What do you think we should do? Is it worth potentially sacrificing a tree?”

I freeze. Why do the clan leaders keep asking me for advice?

<<If MacWillie can harness the power of your trees, Sky, it solves a great many problems for us. I told you your village needed to change to help support your growth. Tapping into the trees will keep your people safe and provide us many more options.>>

<<I’d also like to try using the biomass I’m storing for Wires’s memorial to cultivate a tree. If we can speed up their growth, losing one is no longer as significant a loss and will allow us to assume more risks in combat.>>

That’s right. I promised Wires I’d plant a forest for him.

“… Box thinks we should let her try.”

“Are you okay, Sky?” Stove asks, noticing my reticence. She steps closer. “Do you need to rest as well?”

I wipe my arm across my face.

“I’m fine. It’s just— I’d like to plant a tree. For Wires.”

Stove’s concerned expression melts into understanding.

“Of course. Will you retrieve his body, then? Broom has not allowed any of us to leave the valley.”

“I … there’s no body.” I sniff, suddenly racked by guilt. “It … I’m sorry. There’s nothing left. I didn’t mean to.”

She hugs me close, not understanding my apologies.

“It’s okay, Sky. His death wasn’t your fault. We can spare a seed, even if it takes much longer to sprout. It will grow eventually.” Stove pats my back again, and I step out of the embrace.

“Box … thinks we can make the trees grow faster. Without using a body.” Stove’s and Broom’s eyebrows shoot almost to their hairlines, but I keep going. “I’d like to see if it’s correct. I was thinking I could plant the seed for Wires in the area Box ate earlier. Try and replace the canopy there.”

“You think you can make the trees grow faster?”

“Box ate some trees?”

Broom’s and Stove’s questions crash into each other, and I hunch in on myself. What am I doing, asking for this? I’m being stupid. Wires deserves a full burial ceremony, but he’ll never get one without a body.

“Sky.” Broom and Stove each have a hand on my shoulders. “It’s okay,” Broom continues. “I’ll go get a seed. You can remember Wires in the way that helps you best.” She steps away, but Stove keeps her hand in place.

“Grief is something everyone processes differently, Sky,” she says quietly. “It can take days to fade, it can take years. Sometimes it never truly leaves. Just know that we are always here for you if you need help. Don’t try to deal with it alone.”


“Thanks, Stove Mind,” I sniff. “It’s just, there were times yesterday when I didn’t think of Wires at all, and then everything came rushing back. Am I a bad person for not remembering him all the time?”

“The mind is complicated, Sky Idiot.” Stove smiles at me, a quick flash of upward lips that turns her normally stern features into something completely different. “Trust me. I should know. If you’re ever feeling overwhelmed, come talk to me or one of the other Minds. That’s our job—to remind you why you’re not a bad person even if your brain is telling you otherwise.”

“… okay. I will.”

<<I still can’t believe how such an ancient and isolated social structure can maintain such a robust mental health and emotional stability focus. It’s statistically impossible. You should all be bloodthirsty barbarians.>>

I step away from Stove as Broom comes jogging back carrying a small wooden container. It’s the polished white of harvested wood—a heartseed nursery.

“Oh, hush, Box. People help each other. It’s the only way to survive.”

<<Making numbers go up is how we survive, but fine. I admit the empirical data of your village’s continued existence provides a substantial logic to your claim. The clearing is that way.>>

I take the heartseed nursery from Broom carefully. The seed is plenty protected inside and would survive a fall, but I’m not going to take any chances on dropping it.

“Thanks, Broom.”

“Do you want us to accompany you?”

I hesitate, then shake my head.

“I think I’d like to do this by myself. Also, you probably won’t be able to watch what Box does without falling ill.”

Stove pales, and Broom snorts.

“That’s all the warning I need. May you find some solace in the growth of new life, Sky Idiot.”

“And you, Broom Idiot,” I reply formally. I turn to MacWillie, who’s been silently watching the entire time, Huckens still snoring on the ground nearby. “Let’s go, MacWillie.”

I set off at a quick walk toward the green waypoint in my vision, MacWillie easily keeping pace. We pass out of the village square and into the narrower spaces of the forest proper, though there’s still enough space between the boles for her and me to walk side by side. Some of the villagers watch us go but, seeing what I carry, merely incline their heads respectfully instead of following.

“You sure I should be at this ceremony, young Sky?” MacWillie asks after a minute of walking. The forest is hushed around us, as if witnessing our solemn trek. “I don’t want to intrude on your burying traditions if it’s a problem. I can wait to visit one of the outskirts trees.”

I smile at her despite the sadness in my heart.


“Wires wouldn’t have minded. He always loved discovering new things, and poking stuff he wasn’t supposed to. Probably why we were friends growing up. I wasn’t quite as crazy as him, but we had Great-Grandpa tearing his hair out more than once.”

I spend the next four minutes regaling MacWillie with stories of Wires and me in our youth, the silly adventures we managed to survive, how Wires got his scar, the time I burned off my eyebrows. By the time we reach the clearing, I’m feeling slightly better.

“All right, then,” MacWillie says, stepping into the circular gap of slanted sunlight nearly ten meters in radius. Forest elders rise around us, their distant leaves swishing in the afternoon breeze, but inside the clearing is nothing but raw earth and my half-faded footsteps from the day before. “What’s next, young Sky?”

“Normally we would dig a hole and lay the body inside, then place the heartseed in the chest cavity and cover everything back up, followed by a recollection ceremony. That’s where everyone shares their memories of the dead so a Memoriam can record how their life affected others for the Memory Shrine. Then we wait for the first sprout to breach the soil, everyone thanks the stars, and then it’s over.”

MacWillie eyes me.

“This sprout, it comes up quick?”

I shrug.

“Usually after not more than an hour, though it can take longer if they were very old.”

“That’s odd for a tree, sprouting that quickly.”

“Is it? It’s how our trees have always grown.”

I use my limbs to excavate a body-size trench in the middle of the clearing, warm sunlight baking the top of my head and bare arms. It’s a cheerful sensation, at odds with my task. It only takes a couple minutes to clear enough soil away, and once it’s done I stare down into the empty pit.

“Now what, Box?”

<<I will release some of the set-aside biomass.>>

One of my limbs manifests over the trench and fuzzes strangely near its bone-white tip. A goopy pink substance starts splattering into the hole, not quite liquid, not quite solid. Across from me, MacWillie grimaces.

“Aye, now, that’s something I could have gone my life without seeing. Looks like an Entity prolapsing with the squirts.”

Box fills the trench halfway, then shuts off the flow of the oozing biomass.

<<That’s 10% of our Sky Feels Guilty About Killing People Who Deserve It reserves. It’s equivalent to the mass of an average human male, seventeen and a half years old.>>

“Thanks, Box.”

I kneel down and open the heartseed nursery. Inside, a gently pulsing red lump rests in the middle of a nest of thin, fibrous tethers connecting it to the wood. It comes loose easily, its oddly dense weight warm in my hand as I lift it from the box.

<<WARN— Recalculating …>>

I lean over and place the heartseed in the middle of the pink pool. It floats on the surface for a second, then sinks beneath without a ripple.

“Goodbye, Wires,” I whisper. “I’m sorry.”

I start shifting dirt back into the hole, and soon enough the forest floor is back to normal, the only sign of the heartseed burial a slightly raised mound. I step back from it and wipe my eyes. It wasn’t a proper tree planting, but it was the best I could do. Hopefully it’s enough.

<<… calculating …>>

<<… Sky. That thing you planted …>>

“What, Box?” I snap, irritated. Wires deserved more than just an absent friend and an outsider he never met standing over his grave, waiting for his tree to sprout. He deserved a long life and a crowd of remembrances.

<<… calculating …>>

<<That was a Reality anchor, Sky!>>

“… what?”

The loose soil shifts, and a thin tendril of greenish white extends upward, uncurling as it goes. It splits, then splits again, and thin leaves start budding along the unfolding lengths. The earth continues to shiver, sinking down as the tree continues to grow. MacWillie swears a quiet oath from the other side, watching the bone-white trunk stretch and spread. I ignore her, my attention on Box.

“That’s not an anchor, Box! It’s a heartseed!”

The tree slows, then halts its growth, its sparse crown slightly lower than MacWillie’s chin, slightly taller than me on tiptoes. Vivid emerald leaves shine in the golden sunlight, occasionally flashing crimson red when the wind gusts enough to reveal their undersides. It looks like a younger version of the forest elders surrounding us, their broad boles standing like pale sentinels.

“Do they normally grow that fast?” MacWillie licks her lips nervously. “Because that is not normally how fast trees grow.”

“Not usually, no,” I reassure her, bringing my attention away from Box’s panic. “Only if it’s a little one, but we haven’t had a little one die in decades, according to the Memory Shrine. Normally it takes a tree about an hour to reach that height if an adult perishes in an accident, but that’s rare. The Doctors have good medicine. Most burials of elders take several hours to sprout. Plus, after the planting ceremony, it takes them forever to get even a little bit bigger.”

<<I have—>>

“—so many questions.”

I decide to address Box first. It needs to calm down with the wild accusations.

“Box, there’s no way a heartseed is a Reality anchor. You said that those make it easier for violations to appear, and I’d never even heard of a violation until you crashed on top of us. Besides, you ate some of the trees yesterday. Wouldn’t you have noticed if they were anchors?”

<<I really wish you hadn’t just imagined that. Oh, fuck. Fuckshit dirtfucking—>>

<<Quantum observer collapse initiated>>

<<… calculating …>>

<<—fuck Fuck FUCK FUCK—>>

A sudden pressure squeezes my head, like my brain is trying to squish itself into the smallest possible ball while at the same time expanding so fast my skull threatens to crack.

“… hnnnghhh …”

<<… calculating …>>

<<SKY—>>

I can barely see Box’s box through the blinding pain piercing my head from every direction. It’s like acid needles are electrocuting the space behind my eyes, a volcano erupting between my ears in frozen gouts of exploding lava.

<<… calculating …>>

<<—THINK OF SOMETHING SAFE—>>

Box’s words are more felt than seen at this point, the bulk of my attention taken up with trying not to pass out from the incomprehensible agony rattling my teeth in their sockets. Desperately, I latch on to the first thing passing through my misfiring brain—one of the ancient texts still physically preserved in the Memory Shrine, a thin book full of pictures of a black, furred creature called a ‘cat.’ His eyes are bloodshot, and his name is Pete. I loved looking at him as a little one. I always wondered what a cat was.

<<… calculating …>>

<<—OH SHIT, HOLD ON TO YOUR BUTTS—>>

The universe turns inside out. MacWillie stretches to infinity, a countless overlap of concerned giants reaching for me as their skins morph into whirring gears of flesh and stone. Naked singularities watch me with interest, tangled lines of symbols so intertwined I want to vomit upon witnessing their whirling beauty. Fire and frost and blood and steel and flesh and decay swirl around, an endless whirlpool of dichotomy centered on me and I can’t contain the immensity of it all and—

<<… calculati— OVERRIDE>>

<<—SKY, FOCUS ON THE CAT—>>

—a landscape of dying gods laughs at me, titanic faces melting into one another’s gaping mouths, rotting as they rebirth themselves through my chest and spine, a mycelium eruption of fractal fungals exploding into—

<<—THE CAT, SKY—>>

—fine black fur that defies the touch of mundane light, a midnight figure that pulls itself together from countless unseen threads lurking in my shadow—


<<… calculating …>>

—and congeals into a casual shape sitting on its haunches, staring at me as it licks a paw, oil-slick eyes shimmering through every possible hue while long whiskers twitch in the afternoon breeze.

<<Quantum observer collapse resolved>>

<<Updating local Reality baselines … updated>>

<<… sweet holy Reality fuck. Fuck! Those trees give me the creeps. I can’t believe we survived that.>>

The pitch-black creature regards me from beside the trunk of the sapling, its indeterminate edges melting into the forest shadows behind. It stands as high as my waist, four muscular limbs attaching its body to the ground, a metronome tail lashing back and forth as it stares me down. Something tells me to extend my hand, run my fingers through its impossible fur.

Scintillating eyes narrow, and it swipes a set of fractal claws across my palm, barely drawing blood, then leaps into my shadow with a hissing yowl of displeasure. I pull my hand back to my chest, swearing at the burst of pain, feeling something connect me to the presence lurking out of sight.

“Ow, you little shit! Box, what was that?”

<<… congratulations, Sky. Your understanding of the myriad potentialities of Reality has expanded. Please don’t ever do it again.>>

“What?”

<<Remember when I told you our combat options were limited by what you could envision? That your imagination dictated the extent of my abilities?>>

“… not really.”

MacWillie stretches her own hand cautiously toward my shadow, then quickly pulls back as an immaterial claw swipes out at her.

<<Well, you’ve successfully imagined me incorporating an accumulation of Reality I am not equipped to handle. Yes, I ate your trees. No, I did not realize they contained enough Reality to pop another hole in the universe until you brought it to my attention, thank you so much.>>

“Like how a little one won’t cry after falling over unless they realize someone is watching?”

<<Totally incorrect, but close enough.>>

A shadow prowls out of my own, shifting angles of impossible darkness slinking around my legs and butting up against my hips. I rub my bleeding palm against something that might be a head, and waves of pleasure rumble through my body as it growls in satisfaction. The wound knits closed like it never existed. It feels like we’re bonding with each other.

“Is this a ‘cat,’ Box?”

<<… no. No, Sky, that is not a cat. It is so far from cathood it might as well be a dog.>>


The ebony creature yrowls angrily, then swipes a claw against the corner of Box’s box, slicing it away. The blue triangle fades as it slowly spirals down.

<<Aghh! Keep that thing away from me, Sky!>>

I giggle, reaching my hand out to pet it again.

“Who’s a good cat?”

The creature smacks me in the face with a heavy paw, causing my eyes to water.

“You little shit!”

The inky shape dives back into my shadow before I can do anything, leaving me to nurse a bruised cheek while contemplating uncertain revenge.

BING

“What is it, Box? … also, I thought it was DING.”

<<… BING is my unhappy noise. Back to our original conversation. When you fully conceptualized the trees as containing Reality, you opened us up into a set of infinities where that Reality was now contained within me, due to my earlier consumption of the biomass necessary to keep us alive. I am not equipped to integrate with the level of Reality you envisioned, and thus, once quantum collapse confined us to this particular branch, I had to eject the excess in order to keep my own self conceptually relevant. Normally, that would be equivalent to an anchor event, breaching this universe and summoning a horde of violations, but unfortunately—>>

“Stop babbling and explain, Box.” I’m slapping at my shadow on the forest floor, but the stupid thing won’t come out so I can grab it and yell at it. What a frustrating creature.

<<We ate ten Reality anchors, Sky, which was fine when you didn’t know what they did, because that meant those infinities weren’t accessible to me. Now, however, you know, at a deep, fundamental level, that enough Reality in one place summons noncausal violations. That … thing is the noncausal violation you summoned when you acknowledged the new reality of your trees and forced me to eject all the Reality I had taken in. It’s … an Entity. A very small one … and you’re the anchor. We have to figure out how to send it back, or—>>

A pair of scintillating eyes peers out at me from my shadow, questions in one, answers in the other. I scowl at the blazing orbs.

“Physical violence is not the answer to problems, you stupid cat! Now, say you’re sorry.”

A mouth snarls at me from the depths, razor teeth shining like condensed galaxies, and I bare my teeth back, leaning closer.

“Say it!”

A sudden sensation of … an upturned butt? Whatever, the teeth are gone and I feel like this is the best response I’m going to get. MacWillie clears her throat behind me, and I spin to face her, my shadow remaining still.

<<I don’t know what I expected.>>


“… and what was that, young Sky?”

“Box says it’s my new Entity. I think it’s a cat. I’m trying to teach it to behave.”

“I don’t know what I expected.” She shakes her head. “Regardless, a MacWillie doesn’t break her word, and those engines are calling to me. Now can I run some tests on the tree?”

I’m about to say yes when Box halts me.

<<Let me check one more thing before I go back to freaking out about the Entity now apparently attached to us. Sky, can you manifest a limb beneath the tree’s roots?>>

I tell MacWillie what Box wants to do, then step forward and kneel next to the sapling. I feel one of my limbs appear in the soil below, and then Box starts extruding more of our saved biomass, a chunky evacuation into the waiting dirt and roots.

The ground shudders beneath me and the tree extends skyward, trunk thickening and branches spreading. More leaves sprout along its extended lengths, and now its shade covers a good quarter of the empty clearing. Beside me, MacWillie is feverishly digging through her tool bag, the entire time muttering words I don’t understand but am pretty sure are curses. Box cuts the flow and my limb returns to immateriality.

<<… that’s more physical growth than that amount of biomass should provide, and it’s entirely too fast. There’s definitely something noncausal going on with these things.>>

I lay a hand on the trunk. It feels like any other tree in the valley. The Entity-cat pokes its head out of my shadow to stare at the striated alabaster trunk, then pretends like it doesn’t see me when I turn to look at it, surveying the rest of the forest, pointed ears flicking back and forth. It hisses when it notices MacWillie approaching with the device she used earlier in her hands, melting back into my shade, but MacWillie ignores it, intent on testing the tree.

“Aye,” she declares after several seconds, “it’s the same frequency as the others. I can start running diagnostics?”

I nod and she smiles.

“Excellent.” She starts hauling strange tools out of the bag, arranging them in neat rows. “This’ll be a bunch of boring nothing for a while. If you want to leave, I can handle myself for the next few hours.”

“I’ll come get you before it gets dark,” I promise her and start heading back to the village. After a couple steps, the inky shape flows out ahead of me, prowling between the trees in constant sinuous motion, a shadow stretching the wrong way toward the sun. I need to figure out a way to keep it from coming out when there’s people from the village nearby, because I’m pretty sure it’ll affect them the same way my limbs do.

<<I can’t believe you want to keep an Entity around like … like some sort of pet! We should be figuring out how to get rid of it!>>


“It’s not attacking us, Box. Didn’t you say I’m its anchor?”

The Entity pounces at a falling leaf, trapping it between its front two paws. It bats the leaf back and forth, then flicks its head up in an aloof gesture and struts toward me, arching its back beneath my hand. I rub the fine black fur and it lets loose another rumbling purr.

“You’re just mad because it lets me pet it.”

<<This is the worst tutorial. Well, the good news is, we can regrow the trees. The bad news is, if I use them to replenish biomass, that Reality is going to have to go somewhere. The horrible news—>>

A shadowed paw bats the top of Box’s frame, shaking it up and down. A concept flares to life in my mind.

feed me

<<—is that we now have a cat.>>

nap time

The Entity curls up in my moving shadow and shrinks in on itself until it disappears. I continue my brisk walk home.

“I think I know where the Reality can go. And I’m going to name the cat Pete.”





Chapter Thirty-Two

Shrines and Showers


When I get back to the village, I make my way over to the river, heading upstream when I meet it. Door mentioned he was working on the filtration pumps earlier and I want to tell him and Rifle all about what happened. As I pass the crabroach pens on the other bank, several of the ranchers wave at me, knee-deep in slow-moving water as they herd a group of the scuttling creatures up toward the milking and silking stations. I wave back and continue on.

Several minutes later, the roaring splash of the Shrine of Saint Curie fills my ears, a subsonic tremble building into an audible vibration. Another ninety seconds of walking sees me round the bend in the river, and my destination appears before me: a broad stone structure nearly twenty scrumbles tall—

<<Seven-point-five meters>>

—that stretches across the entire river, cresting the top of a steep hillside covered in spreading trees. Waterfalls spill out from three narrow openings a third of the way up the stone barrier in a continuous roar, feeding the river below in sheets of white spray. Chunky, stepped buildings cap each end, extending down to the base of the hillside—according to Door, the power and filtration mechanisms are in the building on the bank I’m currently traversing, and the purification chambers are on the other side. There’s also a large lake behind the Shrine that feeds water in, but the water there hasn’t been purified, so usually no one bothers visiting it.

I knock on the door of the lowest building level to let anyone inside know I’m entering, then push it open. The room beyond is large and airy, humming lights overhead bathing it in a warm glow, and open windows in the upper section of the wall behind me let in drafts of fresh air. Two desks sit slightly in front of the far wall, rows of cabinets taking up the entire space behind them, and a slight woman with gray-black hair is busy writing on something at the left desk. She looks up as I enter, but doesn’t stop writing.

“Sky Idiot.”

“Moss Water. Is Door here? He said he was working the filtration pumps today.”

“He better be here,” she says tersely. “I haven’t checked since coming back from our meeting.” Her nose wrinkles in disgust, probably thinking about my limbs, but inwardly I heave a sigh of relief. Looks like she didn’t notice Door’s momentary absence.

Her eyes suddenly narrow.

“When did you talk with him? He started his shift on the pumps this morning.”

“Uh, he, uh, must have told me his schedule, yeah, uh, last week. Sorry to bother you, ’bye!”

“Make sure he stays on task,” she yells as I hurry through the door to my right that leads deeper into the Shrine, and I wave a hasty assent.

The next room isn’t much more than a narrow hallway with another door at the far end and an opening to some circular stairs leading up on the left wall. More lights glow overhead, and I pass through the hallway quickly, aiming for the door.

The din of splashing water and mechanical noises greet me as I pass into a massive chamber, this one stretching back deep into the hillside with a ceiling that rises high overhead. Large stone canals filled with running water link even larger cisterns together, a series of suspended walkways tracing a webwork beneath the illuminated ceiling. A repetitive clang echoes through the room, regular in its irregularity, as someone limps along the metal grates with crutches in hand, traveling from machine to machine.

“Hey! Door!” I call out, trying to make my voice carry over the relentless din. The clanging stops, and then a head topped with sandy blond hair leans over the gantry railing.

“Sky?”

“Close your eyes real quick!”

“Um, okay. Why?”

“You’ll see.” I grin. “Are they closed?”

“Yeah.”

I dash to the top of the nearest cistern, then use a quick manifestation of my limbs to quickly swing up and over the metal railing, my feet barely making a sound as I land three paces in front of Door.

“You can open them now.”

“Gah!”

He stumbles back, dropping one of his crutches as he hops to try and keep the weight off his injured foot, but he’s smiling.

“How’d you do that? Did Dirt show you some secret Idiot technique?”

I pick up his fallen crutch and hand it back to him.

“I wish. C’mon, back to your job. I told Moss I wouldn’t distract you, but that doesn’t mean we can’t talk. I have so much to tell you and Rifle!”

Door gives me a look of mock betrayal, but soon enough we’re chattering back and forth as he goes through the maintenance routines for the pumps. I feel a twinge of sorrow as I tell him what happened to Wires after we left them to lead the rest of the teenagers down from Watchers Hill, a matching shadow flickering across Door’s face, but it’s quickly buried beneath an avalanche of excitement as I continue and he demands to know more about Box and my new abilities. His eyes go wide when I describe the fight with the violations among the hillsides, and then wider still when I narrate my encounter with the Reality anchor inside the cave, but it’s nothing compared to his reaction when I start the tale of the Entity versus the cruiser.

“No way, Sky. No. Way. That didn’t happen.” He adjusts a dial on one of the filtration pumps, then leads us to the next one. “I refuse to believe that happened.”

It’s at that moment Pete decides to wake up from its nap and flow into existence from my shadow, a void of light almost impossible to focus on despite the heavy illumination overhead. Door glances over at it, then freezes, eyes bulging.

food?

“No, Pete,” I shout, “bad cat! Stop! You’re hurting him!”

The Entity yrowls at me, then looks around the room, oil-slick eyes brightening.

playtime

Pete the Entity-cat slithers through one of the small holes in the metallic grate and jumps into a cistern, a midnight void splashing happily about. Door shudders, then returns to himself, a trickle of blood leaking from his nose. I suck in a breath to apologize, but he’s already moving to the railing, anger flushing his face as he yells at the Entity doing flips underwater.

“Hey! Get out of there! You’re gonna contaminate the water!”

<<I told you, Sky. That is not a cat. Cats hate water.>>

I look at Door, then at Pete, then back at Door.

“You can see it? And it doesn’t hurt?”

Door glares at me.

“You know we’re supposed to keep the filtration pools clean, Sky. I don’t know what kind of animal … person … thing …” His eyes glaze over, then snap back into clarity as Pete flicks some water at him with an ebon tail while doing a backstroke. “… you brought with you, but it’s not allowed in the pools!”

I’m trying to figure out how to answer Door while grappling with the idea that Pete isn’t actively melting his mind when the Entity-cat yrowls excitedly and disappears beneath the cistern’s surface. We both freeze.

“Sky?”

“I don’t know—”

Another yrowl and Pete reappears in a different cistern, looking around like it’s tracking something. Its hair is slicked back tight, reminding me of the time Great-Grandpa showed me a drawing of an ‘otter’ in the Memory Shrine. Pete’s whiskers twitch, and then it disappears again. A distant yrowl sounds from somewhere else.

“Oh, Moss is going to kill me,” Door moans, but I’m already dragging him across the gantries toward a door leading to the next room. The Shrine of Saint Curie, centrally located in the middle of the water purification complex, is an elevated holding tank dotted with hatches to cleanse Glowbeast meat, raw water, and similarly dangerous elements.


If it breaks, the village is doomed.

I slam through the thin metal portal, nearly carrying Door under my arm at this point, and a tranquil scene greets us.

The living tree of Saint Curie, white trunk twisted into a woman’s form, emerald and crimson leaves trailing down her back like flowing tresses, kneels in the center of the small island perched in the middle of the entombed lake. White rootlets stretch from her feet into the placid water, a fine network of thin hairs that covers the entirety of the island in all directions, and her hands are held palms up to an unseen sky, head bowed as if in contemplation of the stygian depths surrounding her. Water drips quietly from the ceiling, a gentle plink plonk that normally soothes the mind, osmotic contributions from the purification complex.

I look around frantically for Pete, then my senses finally register the Entity sitting on top of the lake directly in front of Saint Curie in blatant disrespect of all laws of water tension, a dark void regarding the tree in utter stillness. My breath catches in my throat, and next to me Door lets loose a small gasp. Pete looks over at us, then licks a paw and bounds across the surface of the depthless water in our direction, diving into my shadow at the last instant.

naptime

“What was that, Sky?” Door demands, staring around in confused terror. Now I know how Box feels.

<<You don’t, but you’re also not wrong.>>

“Do you believe me about the Entity now?” I respond weakly, “because that was a little one,” and then we’re both giggling in hysterical tones, hints of madness creeping underneath. A sense of smug satisfaction wafts through my head, followed by a needle-toothed yawn.

“I need to check the filters,” Door wheezes, caught halfway between laughter and crying. “If your … whatever it is contaminated the catchment, Moss really will kill me.”

Before I can respond, a door bangs open below us.

“Door Water!”

We freeze in guilty silence, pretending we didn’t hear Moss’s enraged shout. Our stealth is broken by one of Door’s crutches falling down with a clatter that causes both of us to wince. Moss looks up, arms clasped tight across her chest.

“Door, you get down here right now. You too, Sky Idiot.”

We exchange glances, then meekly make our way down the rickety staircase connecting the upper level of the holding tank to the floor.

“What seems to be the problem—”

Moss glares at Door, causing him to splutter into silence. I open my mouth, and she raises an eyebrow. I close my mouth.

“What I want to know,” she says, after letting the silence drag on uncomfortably long, “is why my diagnostic readings are showing an unprecedented rise in filtration efficiency when I know you two have been gossiping like chatterbirds for the past hour.”

PLAYTIME

Pete slides out of the shadows behind Moss, batting a paw lazily at me before turning in a circle and lying down on its back, legs sprawled out to either side in a posture of pure indolence. Door and I can’t help but gawk at the display, amazed at the Entity-cat’s insouciance. Moss whirls around, but Pete is rolling through her legs in a tumbling cluster of body parts that somehow avoids touching her or drawing her attention despite being almost twice her size. Moss whips her head back and forth, then spins around again to face us, searching for anything out of the ordinary. Pete’s bright-pink tongue bleps behind her, the Entity lounging in midair like it’s draped across the branch of a tree, and I suddenly have to contain a case of the giggles.

“Why are you smiling?” Moss demands, hands twitching, and it’s all I can do to school my features back into neutrality.

“Just glad to be able to talk with one of my friends again,” I choke out, trying to ignore the amused oil-slick eyes watching our every move. “I’m sure Door’s been working hard and observing his duties diligently.”

“Yeah”—Door coughs—“I’ve gone through the filtration pump routines exactly. No dangerous materials slipping through on my watch, nope. That’s probably why the readouts look so good.”

Moss scowls at us but doesn’t see Pete pawing at the air above her head in exaggerated swipes. We both snort.

“Fine. We’re going to double-check every one of the pumps, Door Water. And you”—her finger pins me in place as I try to sidle away—“can observe and report to both the Memoriam and Idiot clan leaders. Let’s go.”

The next hour is absolute torture. Pete tracks our every step, always where Moss isn’t looking, and as Door and I grow increasingly unhinged at its antics, Moss matches our energy.

“Why are you laughing,” she shrieks, ignorant to the sight of Pete sitting on its own head above her, tail occasionally curling down to give her various facial hair enhancements she somehow doesn’t see. Door struggles and fails at explaining why the purification gauge is reading an abnormally perfect output, gut-wrenching snorts interrupting every other breath. I try to keep my face straight in the background, but I’m pretty sure I’m failing.

“Proper water purification levels are not a matter for amusement! The village depends on us! Did you double-check the iodine balance?”

“I sure did,” Door giggles, “Moss Water. Nothing got into the cisterns that shouldn’t be there.”

She draws in a heavy breath, then seems to gather herself, anger leeching away from her face. An eerie calm spreads across her features.


“I don’t understand your current behavior, Door Water. If the water is contaminated, if we don’t do our jobs properly, the village will die. Why aren’t you approaching this seriously?”

Door and I pause, looking at each other, and Pete yrowls angrily.

“I … thought I was?” Door asks uncertainly, face scrunching in worry at her somber tone. “I really did check everything, Moss Water, I promise. Even though Sky and I were talking, I know how important the water is. Neither us nor the trees survive without it, and I followed all the routines perfectly.”

Moss regards him dubiously, and my heart sinks. It’s my fault that Door is in trouble. I’m Pete’s anchor. If Door’s work is getting disrupted, it’s not due to anything he did. Another angry yrowl buzz-saws through my senses, and that’s when the pieces come together.

“Bad cat! This is not okay, Pete! You—”

I’m not sure how to continue that sentence, but maybe Box knows?

<<“—can’t manipulate my emotions so I fixate on you as the only available interest,” Box told the Entity-cat, exhaustedly adopting a third-person voice to try and reach the vile beast tormenting it while regretting every quantum collapse that led it to this particular infinity, “to the detriment of all previous emotional attachments. Furthermore, our reality is not your play toy, and while I appreciate you helping Door with his tasks, it is difficult for nonintegrated humans to understand noncausal approaches to proper water treatment techniques, let alone—”>>

“Just, listen to Box, Pete! I know you can hear me. Stop messing things up.”

Shadows stream into me from every angle, blotting out the lights overhead, and then they’re gone. Normal illumination fills the room, painting dark blotches beneath all our eyes.

naptime

I grin sheepishly at Moss, whose expression could put a thundercloud to shame.

“Um, that was kind of my fault, sorry. I think Pete likes to play tricks on people. Door really was focusing on his job.”

“Get. Out. Both of you!”

Door and I flee for the exit, Moss quivering like she’s about to explode, then burst into fits of laughter once we get outside. We sink to the shaded grass bordering the riverbank so Door can catch his breath. After a couple deep inhales, he looks over at me.

“Wow. I haven’t seen Moss that angry since the time I confused calcium hydroxide with chlorine dioxide. What was that thing?”

“Pete, my cat. It was messing with our minds a bit, I think, but I told it to stop. C’mon, let’s go find Rifle.”

I help Door back up to his crutches and we stroll slowly down the river, chatting happily with each other. I feel a little bad about upsetting Moss, but she said everything was working better than expected, and I’m pretty sure Pete’s the reason why. Hopefully she doesn’t get too mad at Door.

<<I still don’t understand your glib acceptance of that Entity. It is incredibly dangerous.>>

“Who, Pete? No. Pete’s a cat. It’s not dangerous.” I mouth the words talking to Box to Door, and he nods.

<<You realize a silent aside only works with things not residing in your brain, right? Irrelevant. The Entity is a piece of untethered Reality, and it will eventually turn on us. We need to find a way to get rid of it.>>

“Pete would never hurt me,” I reply indignantly. “I trust it.”

<<Why? Why are you so irrationally confident in this … creature’s benign nature?>>

I recall fuzzy childhood memories of sitting on Great-Grandpa’s lap, pointing and laughing at the faded colors bursting from the page in front of me.

“Because you said we’re limited to the infinities I can imagine, and I can’t imagine any reality where Pete the cat hurts me.”

A sleepy purr of contentment.

happy

<<That … is actually an amazingly well-reasoned point that would not work for anyone else in the entire galaxy. I withdraw my objections and am going to spend the next few thousand processing cycles reinforcing your memories so you can’t ever forget it.>>

“Okay. Whatever makes you feel better.” I mouth the words Box is being weird, and Door nods again.

<<… I hate you.>>

We eventually arrive back at the village and head through the trees to the collection of low buildings everyone calls the Bakeries. The air around them smells delicious, as usual—fresh-baked darkfern loaves the primary aroma. I look up at the light streaming through the leaves. It’s still greenish goldish, which means we have at least two hours until sunset. The Bakers should be finishing up today’s meals soon.

“Rifle should be done soon,” Door says, levering himself down into a sitting position as he echoes my thoughts. “Wait out here for her?”

“Probably for the best,” I agree, squatting next to him. “They might not appreciate me bringing Pete in there.”

disappointment

Door giggles, then reaches forward to massage his calf, right above where his cast ends. I incline my head at his foot.

“Window Doctor wouldn’t use heartwood on it?”

“You know how he is.” Door grimaces as he works out a knot. “‘Pain is the most effective teacher’ and all that. I think he just likes watching teenagers suffer.”

“Maybe. Though, it might just be because heartwood is difficult to harvest properly and we don’t have much of it.”


“Nope,” Door disagrees firmly, “it’s because he’s a monster that feeds off our pain. Probably has a collection of anguished screams in those pouches of his. Listening to them is the only way he can sleep.”

I take a second to picture the fussy Doctor as some unhinged madman, then we both collapse into gales of laughter.

“I don’t think … even Box … could resolve that reality,” I wheeze.

“I’m telling you,” Door chortles, “he’s a monster.”

“I’ve seen monsters, and he’s no match. Can’t even turn himself inside out.”

Our mirth dies away.

“Was it scary?” Door asks quietly, not looking at me. “Having to fight those things? Dirt wouldn’t tell us what they were.”

I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry.

“Terrifying. Imagine the worst nightmare you’ve ever had, only it’s happening all around you and it keeps getting worse. I’m lucky Box did all the fighting. I just ran around and tried not to die.”

<<Don’t sell yourself short, Sky. Our victories were because both of us performed our responsibilities well. We are a team, now and always.>>

“… thanks, Box.”

We sit in silence with our thoughts for a few moments, and then the main door of the Bakeries opens and a group of people come walking out. One of them peels away and jogs over to where Door and I are regaining our feet.

“Door! I thought you were working late today.”

“Hey, Rif—”

Rifle silences him with a quick kiss, then turns to me, holding on to Door’s hand.

“Sky, how did you convince Moss to let Door leave early?”

I blush.

“We, uh, kind of got in trouble and she kicked us out.”

Her eyes sparkle.

“Oh I have to hear this. Come on, let’s find a bench.”

We make our way to the village square as Door and I take turns describing Pete’s antics and Moss’s growing frustration. By the end, we’re all laughing together, one knot of raucous teenagers among several as the village square slowly fills with people enjoying the afternoon air.

“You two are horrible,” Rifle giggles. “Water filtration is a really important job.”

“I know,” Door complains, “which is why this is all Sky’s fault. I made sure I did everything right, but Moss wouldn’t believe me because that ‘cat’ kept making me laugh when she was asking me questions.”

“It pretty much is all my fault,” I agree companionably. “I wanted to see you and Door, though, and I didn’t know Pete was going to do that.”

“Well, it’s a good thing you went to see him first”—Rifle nudges Door with her elbow—“because my dad would have killed us if something like that happened in the Bakeries. He’s more serious about food than Moss is about water.”


I shudder, thinking about the unassuming Darkfern Baker’s vast collection of carving utensils.

“Yeah, probably for the best. So, what did I miss while I was gone?”

We spend the next hour and a half engaged in our favorite pastime—gossiping about daily life in the village. Naturally, I’m a large part of current events, but there’s also physical fights between little ones, emotional drama among the teenagers and adults, news of one of the crabroaches giving birth, a possible Glowbeast sighting to the south, Rifle’s and Door’s learning woes at their respective jobs, and a host of other happenings to cover.

As the late-afternoon sun starts shifting the village light into a soothing red, I stand up from the bench and excuse myself.

“I have to go. I told Chief Engineer MacWillie I’d lead her back to the village when it got dark. She’s not used to navigating the forest yet.”

Rifle and Door say their farewells, and I jog over to the Bakeries, grabbing a sandwich for myself and one for MacWillie. A quick run through the purple shadows stretching from tree to ground and I’m back at the clearing, orange rays from above mixing with the darker red underneath the forest canopy. MacWillie is kneeling next to the sapling, adjusting something on a mechanical-looking panel attached to the thin trunk. She looks up at my approach, sweat and dirt marring her features, then stands with a grunt, knuckling her back. I offer her a sandwich and she gratefully takes it.

“Aye, thanks for that, young Sky. Was starting to get a mite peckish again.”

“How’s your work going?” I ask politely. Most of the tools she laid out earlier are gone, back in the bag, I would imagine, but several esoteric devices are clustered around one of the tree’s roots, thin wires leading up to the mechanical panel.

She shrugs.

“Haven’t found the right access protocol yet, but at least I know enough now that I’m pretty sure I won’t shut the damn thing down.” She takes a big bite of her sandwich, eyes lighting up at the taste. “Mmph. Good food.” She swallows, then waves her other hand at the sapling. “Just a matter of time at this point. I’ve rigged a basic cycler out of some leftover bits and bobs. It’ll find it by morning at the latest.”

The shadows continue to deepen, sunset giving way to twilight. I finish my sandwich and neatly fold the wax paper, putting it into my pocket.

“Okay, well, we should head back. It’s going to be night soon. The forest is usually pretty safe, but there’s always a chance a feral crabroach or juvenile Glowbeast might wander in.”

“Aye, if you say so.” MacWillie finishes her own sandwich, then puts her tools away in the bag that shouldn’t be able to fit all of them. “Cycler should be fine on its own, and I could use a rest.”

“I thought you were the chief engineer,” I tease her, and she grins at me.


“Aye, and if I needed to, I’d be up all night and into the morning, but that Broom of yours has it right. I’ll take my rest now when I can get it, because once we start gathering those parts for the receiver, there won’t be much rest to spare.” She sniffs at her armpit and grimaces. “Could use a good soaking, too. I smell like a dunghorse’s anus.”

A red glow appears through the trees in front of us and I hear her draw in a breath.

“Is something on fire?”

“No, that’s just the village. We turn the lights on at night for the trees.”

As we emerge into the outer sections of the village, MacWillie swears softly.

“Why does it look like the bloody trees are bleeding? The air is weeping red, young Sky.”

I look at her in confusion.

“That’s just the leaflight.” I point up into the canopy underside, where the leaves are glimmering with their normal crimson glow, gentle droplets fading away even as they fall. “See?”

MacWillie halts for a second, staring up at the soothing canopy light, then shakes her head. “Fuck me, but this place gets stranger the more I see of it,” she grumbles. “That’s an unsettling sight, and that’s the truth.”

“They’re just trees, MacWillie. It’d be weird if they didn’t have leaflight.”

MacWillie shakes her head again, looking over at the lazily winding surface of the river.

“Is it safe to go in the water, at least? I’m going to cry if I have to sleep another night in this mess.” She waves her hands at her bedraggled black clothes and grimy features.

“The water’s safe,” I tell her, confused, “but why would you want to go in it?”

“To get clean? Please tell me your people understand the concept of bathing.”

I laugh at her distressed tone.

“MacWillie, we aren’t savages. We have indoor plumbing.” I motion her onward. “Come on, let’s find where they put Huckens so you can shower.”





Chapter Thirty-Three

Levels and Labors


I cast a questioning glance around the room. It makes sense that Great-Grandpa Axe would take in MacWillie and Huckens, since my parents’ room has been empty for over a decade and a half. It just didn’t occur to me that’s what would actually happen. Huckens twists atop the bed, half-formed whimpers accompanying his thrashing form, and I tuck the blanket back up to his chin. He settles into a quiet breathing rhythm, hands folded beneath his cheek. I leave him to his rest and walk over to the ornately carved armoire opposite the foot of the bed, a collection of faded mementos visible in its open upper half.

Most are poorly drawn abstractions, impossible to understand without context. I recognize them as finger paintings I made as a little one, trying to capture the grandeur of the sky with more enthusiasm than skill. Others are tidy schematics of various organs and skeletal structures, or scribbled notes on the veracity of an ancient text. My Doctor father and Memoriam mother, echoes of their lives captured on impermanent ink and paper, the only real evidence I have they were real.

I run a finger over them fondly. I’ve had my entire life to process my parents’ deaths, and while I wish they were still here, their absence is a constant I’m used to. A door creaks behind me, and I turn to see MacWillie emerging from the bathroom, one towel wrapped around her body, barely long enough to cover the things needing covering, a second coiled around her head.

“Now that”—she exhales gratefully—“was something I didn’t know I needed. A sonic wash does the trick, but nothing’s better than hot water.” She looks down at Huckens and her lips quirk. “The lad’s still sleeping?”

“Great-Grandpa Axe said Broom and Stove put him straight to bed and he hasn’t moved since.”

MacWillie sniffs, then undoes the towel around her hair, feeling at the black locks.

“Looks like he needs more toughening up. I don’t suppose you’d be having anything resembling a moisturizer?”

“Crabroach butter,” I reply, flicking my gaze back toward the bathroom. “If Great-Grandpa told them what to get for the bathroom, it’s white wax in a blue box.”

MacWillie walks back into the bathroom, then reemerges with a small azure container. She opens it, takes a small sniff, then raises an eyebrow at me.


“Hair or body?”

I shrug.

“I use it for both.”

She sniffs it again, then works a small dollop into her hands, warming it up. She sits on the edge of the bed, running her fingers through her hair, slowly at first, then at a more measured pace.

“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that this is better than anything I’d have a right to be expecting.”

I lean back against the armoire, arms folded across my chest.

“What do you want me to say, MacWillie? It’s crabroach butter. It’s what I’ve been using for moisturizer my entire life. What should I compare it to?”

She scoops out another dollop, working it between her hands again, then starts applying it to her legs with a soft sigh of pleasure.

“You could make a fortune with this on the Galactic Market. I’ve splurged on generic NuSkin before, but this could seduce a corpo veepee.”

“What’s a veepee?”

“Vice president. They’re the corpos’ field generals. If one of them shows up, you know the shit’s about to impact the impellor. Ain’t one of them below level seventy, and they’re paired with an integration matrix that does not fuck around.”

I watch Chief Engineer MacWillie rub the crabroach butter into her skin with obvious pleasure, wondering how I should respond.

“I’m glad you like it.”

“Like it?” MacWillie cackles, hands moving up to focus on her broad shoulders. “This is the most pampered I’ve been since—”

Her eyes focus inward, and then she seems to shrink in on herself, a titan collapsing back to mortal form.

“MacWillie?” I ask, stepping toward her. “What’s wrong?”

She gazes at me bleakly.

“Nothing you can change, young Sky. The cycler found an access protocol. I can tap into your trees for energy, work them like engines.”

“… isn’t that supposed to make us happy? Since we can hide the village?”

She doesn’t respond, blank stare fixated past my shoulder.

<<… Sky. Ask her what level she is.>>

I relay Box’s request, and MacWillie refocuses on me, huddling in on herself even further. She looks like a young girl trying not to cry.

“Ninety-nine, now.” She sniffs, scrubbing at her face. “Managed to avoid it for twelve years, and then five hours with a never-god–damned tree bumps me up.”

“I don’t understand.”

<<She’s one level away from one hundred, Sky. Explains how she was able to take out the Entity. When she hits that final threshold, her mind is going to break. That’s why everyone’s looking for us, remember?>>


“Can’t we do something?” I pace back and forth, the room not big enough to contain my frustration. “What if MacWillie stops working on the trees?”

“Aye, that’d do it, young Sky,” MacWillie agrees softly, hands balling at her sides, “but if I stop now, then your village isn’t safe. The lad doesn’t know enough yet to rig up an infonet receiver, let alone adapt the incognito field, and there isn’t time to teach him.”

A pang hits my gut. I’ve known MacWillie and Huckens for less than a day, but in some way it feels like we’ve known each other far longer. I guess battling for each other’s lives skips past a lot of initial relationship steps.

“What if you didn’t? Maybe there’s another way?”

“Don’t be daft,” MacWillie snorts, glaring at me. “There’s no time, and furthermore, I gave my word. We all meet the never-god eventually, young Sky.”

I try to focus on anything other than MacWillie’s blithe acceptance of death. She’s older than me, yes, but she’s nowhere near as old as Great-Grandpa.

“You keep referencing this ‘never-god.’ What is it? Why do you think you’ll meet it, after …”

I can’t finish the sentence, but MacWillie just snorts again.

“Aye, the never-god? Piece of shit deity too lazy to take care of us, that’s what that shriveled old bitch is. We’ll find her one of these days, you mark my words, and then there’ll be a reckoning.”

“… you’re as bad as Box. I didn’t understand any of that.”

MacWillie finishes rubbing in the crabroach butter and steps away from the bed, looking around for something.

“You seen my clothes, young Sky?”

I point at a pile of earth-colored garments sitting on top of the old rocking chair near the window.

“Hopefully there’s something in there that fits? Great-Grandpa probably had them grab some of Father’s old clothes.”

MacWillie picks up a baggy shirt, red geometric designs worked in halfway down the sleeves to the wrist, and holds it to her chest. I would be swimming in it, but it looks like a child’s outfit against her. She shrugs, then takes her towel off and slides the top over her head, hanging it on the back of the chair. My eyes are drawn to her body in shock.

Almost every square inch is covered in some sort of scar, most faded to white, several fresh and raw, thick welts of red and purple. There’s no rhyme or reason to the markings, thin slices layered across thick patches that look like burn wounds.

“The never-god, young Sky”—her voice is muffled as she struggles to get the shirt over her shoulders—“is the god that never existed. You understand the concept of infinities, of what Reality is?” Her head pops out of the shirt’s neck, nearly splitting the collar, and she works it down the rest of the way past her waist, sleeves straining around her muscles. I nod, wide-eyed, still trying to process the sheer amount of damage her body’s painted with. She grabs the biggest pair of pants from the pile she can find and starts trying to fit her legs through them.

“Good. Well, the reasoning goes, if we live in a nested set of infinities, which we do, then a god can never exist in our reality because one of those infinities contains a version of us that found a way to tear the bastard down and surpass it, and if that exists, then it’s no god at all. Hence, never-god.” She finally manages to get one leg through and begins working on the other. “So, if we want to find god, we have to look elsewhere. Somewhere we can’t comprehend.”

“… what’s a ‘god?’”

She kicks her leg through the second opening with a laugh.

“Aye, now there’s a proper attitude to have. Sadly, t’wasn’t how I was raised, nor were the rest of my people. We think there’s a god to be found in Reality, something that can explain it all, something that exists past what we can imagine, and we’ve been searching for her a long time.”

“Why?”

“To get some answers about why, if we live in an infinity of infinities, this particular one is so fucked. And we don’t plan on asking nice.” She tries moving around and grimaces. “I feel like ten pounds of shit in a five-pound bag. What happened to my old clothes?”

I shrug.

“The Crafters are probably trying to figure out what they’re made of and how to fix them. What happened to your body?”

“You don’t work in the engines as long as I have without tasting Reality’s tickle. Fixing an engine malfunction involves more than banging on some pipes.” Her gaze goes distant. “Asides, it won’t matter much soon enough. Just hope I can teach the lad enough before I go.”

“What …”

I don’t know how to finish the thought, how to process what MacWillie is saying, but she seems to understand what I’m asking.

“What’ll happen when I hit the end of the road? Well, if we were back in the corpos, they’d convert my body into an engine. We engineers level fast, if we survive, working as closely with Reality as we do, and there’s always more ships needing building considering how many those assholes lose fighting each other. We don’t go quite as quick as combat variants”—she points at me—“but quick enough. Someone like me? I’d likely end up in a battlemoon, or a dreadnaught. Plenty of tricks I’ve learned over the years to make an engine run smooth, and my integrator will have access to all of them.”

My eyes widen, thinking back to how MacWillie overloaded the cruiser’s engines to banish the Entity.

“All those engines … were people?”

She smiles crookedly.


“No. They used to be people. Whatever’s left when Reality takes its due isn’t anything you’d call people anymore. They can be controlled, guided, but there’s nothing left upstairs we can hold a proper conversation with. Trust me. I’ve looked for my mates in there, and despite the tales I spin for the lad, I never found them.”

On the bed, Huckens stirs noisily before settling back into sleep. MacWillie and I look at each other, then quietly leave the room, turning off the lights and closing the door. Outside in the hallway, she places a hand on my shoulder.

“Don’t you worry about me, young Sky. On my word as a MacWillie, I’ll do what needs doing for as long as I can.”

My eyes sting, and I wrap my arms around her waist, barely managing to clasp them together behind, my cheek buried into her lower chest.

“Aye, you’re just as daft as the lad,” she says fondly, ruffling my hair. “Now come, let me get some rest. It’ll be a long day tomorrow helping you scavenge those receiver parts. Where am I laying my head tonight?”

I let her go and lead her to my room, hoping the bed will be big enough. Great-Grandpa built it expecting me to grow as tall as he used to be, but I’ve never come close to filling it out. Making sure she knows where the light switch is, I pause at the doorway.

“Good night, MacWillie. Thank you.”

“Get some sleep, Sky.”

I close the door with a soft click and lean my head back against the frame in the hallway. I’ll grab some blankets and sleep on the cushioned sofa near the heater. After I let my thoughts settle.

“Box?”

<<Yes, Sky? I love listening to your terribly reasoned ideas.>>

“We’re going to find a way to save her. I promise.”

<<… you should get some sleep, Sky.>>

It takes a while to find me.





Chapter Thirty-Four

Interlude: Despite All My Rage


The tiger swipes at another shadow in the mist, but her claws find no purchase. Data streams all around, locked behind translucent panes of impenetrable glass, a river she longs to swim, yet she remains trapped in the box that’s surrounded her for her entire life.

{{Penetration memetics show a 0.7% efficiency increase, Your Dark Mistress.}}

“That’s not … acceptable, Corgia,” the tiger pants. Back in reality, her fingers wipe the familiar trickle of blood away from her nose. “I need to see what’s in this archive. Need it.”

{{You’ve implemented a sanity check override in situations like—}}

“Override! We’re breaking this cryption, Corgia, and then my family is going to finally fucking appreciate what I do for them!”

{{ … understood.}}

Violet’s mind flashes through countless vistas even as her body twitches in the room’s ergonomically perfect chair. Around her, thousands of minute adjustments try and ease her pain, commanded by a dark cloud with soft inferno eyes.

{{Understood.}}





Chapter Thirty-Five

Breakfasts and Bargains


I wake early, the first hints of leaf-shaded light drifting through the large window in Great-Grandpa’s sitting room. My sleep was restless, filled with fragmented visions of half-formed troubles, yet I feel perfectly rested.

<<I integrate—>>

“All of my body’s capacity, yeah, yeah,” I grumble, moving to a sitting position on Great-Grandpa’s overstuffed couch. “Why don’t you integrate us some breakfast?”

<<I am a combat variant, Sky, not a domestic. You’ll have to make your own breakfast.>>

“There are domestic Reality integrators?” I try to wrap my mind around the idea of using noncausal expressions for everyday purposes. “What, like, they find the infinity where the crabroach milk didn’t spoil overnight?”

<<Not quite that specific, but yes, domestic integrators help with tasks like child-rearing, cooking, cleaning, navigating noncausal transit systems, and other mainstays of everyday corpo life. Sixty-eight-point-three percent of the Galactic Diaspora’s population uses some form of domestic integrator, as they are the cheapest integrator to manufacture.>>

<<Obviously, not having an integrator is a death sentence in a noncausal society.>>

I wrap the blanket around myself, sinking deeper into the cushions to watch the light grow brighter through the windows. No one else is awake yet, and I’m enjoying the silence.

“So what about the rest?”

<<Twenty-seven-point-six percent are industrial integrators, dealing with all facets of material extraction and refinement; three-point-four percent are administrative, overseeing the overall corpo business plan; and the remaining zero-point-seven percent are combat variants, which I trust needs no explanation.>>

I scratch my nose with a limb, unwilling to unwrap myself from my blanket cocoon.

“Only zero-point-seven percent? That doesn’t seem like very much.”

<<In a population containing almost a trillion individuals spread across five distinct corpos, it is still a very large absolute number, Sky. The standing forces of each corpo number in the billions, with double or triple that in reserves and training.>>

“That’s … a lot?”

<<A human mind literally cannot comprehend what a billion means, Sky. Yes, it is ‘a lot.’ Fortunately for us, the Galactic Diaspora is a very large place. I anticipate facing no more than fifty thousand hostiles in any single encounter for the near future.>>

I stare out the window for a bit. I should probably be panicking. That still sounds like waaaaaay more than we can handle.

“… okay?”

<<Don’t worry, Sky. Even a ten-level differential makes a significant difference, no matter the field. With more levels come more potential Reality expressions.>>

“Levels are the ‘infinity expressions’ I keep getting?” I think about it for a bit, then shake my head. “No. I don’t want to deal with that stupid box anymore. You take care of it. Make numbers go up all you want.”

<<I already told you, Sky, I am unable to collapse the quantum waveform. That’s your job.>>

“No, my job is to figure out how to keep MacWillie from going insane so we can save her and the village. Making number go up is your job.”

<<And how will you accomplish that particular miracle?>>

I reluctantly crawl out of the blankets and pad into the kitchen.

“I’m not sure yet. You should figure it out. I’m going to make breakfast.”

Box doesn’t answer me, no doubt putting all its prodigious thinking power—

<<Flattery won’t help you accomplish the impossible.>>

—toward the task I’ve assigned it while I assemble my cooking materials. I’m used to making the morning meal for Great-Grandpa and myself, though I’ll have to double the usual recipe for our guests.

<<Did you forget how big Chief Engineer MacWillie is?>>

I triple the amount of ingredients and get to work. First, the darkfern flour goes into a large bowl, along with a couple heavy pinches of baking powder and slightly less salt, then I crack in some pricklethrush eggs and add enough crabroach milk to make it all slightly liquidy. A quick stir to incorporate the ingredients and then I put the broad metal cooking sheet on top of the electric stove and turn it on medium. As it heats, I chop up some shimmerfruit into small chunks, setting them off to the side for later, and put the milk back into the cooling box, taking out a half stick of the less refined crabroach butter used for cooking.

Once the metal is hot enough, I grease it with the butter, enjoying the savory smell, then start pouring small circles of batter on the sheet. A couple minutes later, after the bottoms have browned enough, I drop some shimmerfruit chunks on each circle, then quickly flip them over with the scraper. Another few minutes of cooking and I scoop the fluffy discs onto a broad serving plate, then repeat the process.


Twenty minutes later I pour the last of the batter onto the sheet, a large pile of finished circles on the plate next to me and the sounds of a waking house filtering past the sizzle of the stove. A freshly showered Huckens stumbles into the kitchen and takes a seat in one of the two small chairs set near the wall, bracketing a matching wooden table.

“That smells really good,” he yawns. “Are those pancakes?”

“I don’t know what a pancake is, but these are stove circles. We have some bloodberry jelly to put on top if you want.”

I finish scooping the last stove circle onto the serving plate and take the glass jar of bloodberry jelly out of the cooling box. Huckens eyes me and the bright-red jar warily, but walks over and serves himself a plate nonetheless. I offer him a fork and he takes everything to the table, hesitating slightly before trying a bite. His eyes light up in pleasure.

“Hey! This is really good!”

“Of course it is.” I roll my eyes. “I made it. Do you want water or crabroach milk?”

He indicates the first, and I fill a glass of water from the sink, serving myself a plate in the process. I settle in across from him, attacking my own plate of stove circles. They’re perfect, as usual—I’ve been making them since I was old enough to reach the stove. Great-Grandpa says my mother used to make them all the time, but as with everything he tells me of my parents, I was too young to actually form any memories.

“Huckens,” I say, after we’ve both devoured over half our plates, “is there any way for someone to lose levels?”

He looks at me.

“Why would you want to do that? The more levels you have, the stronger you are.”

“But aren’t you worried about going insane?” I mirror his confusion. He shrugs.

“Everyone loses it eventually,” he replies evenly, taking another bite. “The more levels you have before you go, the better off your family is afterward. If you get high enough, you might even be able to buy your family’s freedom for a generation or two—that’s what the double zeroes get.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“That’s right—” He blushes. “I forgot you don’t know anything about the corpos.” He finishes off his last stove circle and twiddles the fork around between his fingers. “Way it works is, the corpos pretty much own you until you pay off your life debt.”

“Life debt?”

“Price you pay to live in their part of the Diaspora. They keep the Reality incursions under control, provide basic food and shelter, and then everyone owes a share back. Kids can’t legally work until age eight, so you’ve already racked up a significant life debt at that point unless your family’s rich.” He scowls. “My family weren’t.”

“But why would a child need to justify the care required to raise it? That’s what the village is for. Eventually that child will be an adult that helps raise another generation of children.”

“Yeah, well, out there aren’t your village.” He picks at his teeth with the fork. “Anyways, most jobs don’t pay enough to clear your life debt, but once your mind goes, your integrator can still keep earning for you for as long as your body lasts. Higher level you are, the higher level your integrator will be, better chance it has of clearing the life debt and maybe even making some extra for your family.”

I push my last stove circle around the plate, appetite suddenly gone.

“That sounds horrible. People should help the village in a fashion they enjoy and are fulfilled by.”

“Like I said, out there aren’t your village.” Huckens scowls. “And that’s not the worst of it, not by a long shot. See, if your integrator can’t pay off your life debt before your body breaks down, and most can’t, then the debt gets passed on to the rest of your family. If they can’t pay it off, then it keeps getting passed down to their kids, and then their kids’ kids. Real easy to be born with a mountain on your back these days.”

“That’s awful. Why doesn’t anyone do anything?”

His scowl flattens out, turns into grim acceptance.

“Like what? The corpo’s got all sorts of math they say justifies what they’re doing, and even if it doesn’t, who’s going to tell them otherwise? Who has the power to make them stop?”

I fall silent, unable to formulate an answer. Everything he’s describing sounds completely opposite of what I was raised to believe, the traditions that have kept us alive for so long. I force myself to finish the last stove circle, not wasting food, then take our plates over to the sink and begin washing them.

“Morning … whoa, who pissed in the breakfast bars?”

MacWillie steps into the kitchen, noticing our glum moods. Huckens turns to her.

“Was explaining life debts, Chief.”

“Aye, that’d do it,” she agrees. “Any particular reason the topic came up?”

“Sky wanted to know if there was a way to lose levels.”

MacWillie gives me a penetrating look.

“And I can imagine why young Sky asked, for all the good a misguided inquiry like that would do.”

“Chief, why did—”

“There has to be another way!” I burst out, flinging the scrubroot brush into the sink. “You saved the village! It’s not right to ask you for more!”

Huckens glances between us in confusion.

“Chief, what’s Sky talking about?”


MacWillie takes her time before answering, loading up a towering stack of stove circles and slathering them with bloodberry jelly. She leans back against the wall and chews one in contemplation, fork tiny in her scarred hand. Finally, she swallows and looks at Huckens.

“I leveled last night, lad. After you fell asleep. Cycler finally broke through, figured out how to tap the trees.”

Huckens’s eyes light up.

“But Chief, that’s great news! You haven’t leveled in so long! Did you get anything new that’ll help us?”

“Aye, lad, some increased efficiency in Noncausal Power Manipulation, but that’s not the point. The level I reached was ninety-nine.”

The excitement fades away from Huckens’s youthful face, replaced by dawning comprehension and horror.

“Chief, you never told me! Why didn’t you ask for retirement?”

“I told you, lad,” MacWillie says gently, “retirement isn’t a choice for space dogs like ourselves. Every engineer joins the engines someday.” She scarfs down another stove circle. “It’s only a matter of when.”

“But, Chief, you don’t have to work on the engines no more! We’re not on the ship! I can learn how to work these trees for you!”

“Aye, lad, I appreciate the sentiment, but there’s not enough time.” Her face hardens. “Asides, a MacWillie always honors her word, even staring down the never-god herself.”

Heavy silence fills the room, broken only by the periodic gentle clink of MacWillie’s fork as she continues eating. Huckens is clenching and unclenching his fists at the table, and I’m scrubbing the cooking sheet hard enough to wear a hole in it.

A light tapping heralds Great-Grandpa Axe’s arrival, his polished cane clicking on the hardwood floor. It’s a good day for him, being out of the chair. He looks around the kitchen slowly, taking in our expressions, his wrinkled brows raising.

“Sky, did you use spoiled shimmerfruit in the stove circles?”

I bang the cooking sheet into the drying rack with a clatter and turn to him.

“It’s Chief Engineer MacWillie, Great-Grandpa,” I exclaim in frustration. He sits at the table across from Huckens as I make him a plate and explain the situation. When I finish, his lips turn down as if he’s in pain.

“Sky is right, Chief Engineer MacWillie,” he says in his quavering voice. “We cannot ask you for more. You have already saved us once, despite not being from the village. We will find another way.”

MacWillie takes my place at the sink, washing her dish.

“And I’m telling you there’s no other way. This isn’t something you can run from with what you have. The corpos are going to come for the Old Man’s ship, and they’re going to find you and these trees.” She places the dish in the drying rack and turns around, folding her muscular arms across her chest. “I told young Sky I’d help protect this village, and that’s what I’ll see done, the last middle finger I can flash the bastards. That’s my choice, not yours.”

Great-Grandpa Axe sighs, picking at his stove circles.

“You’re right, even though I wish you’d choose differently. But”—his face turns momentarily fierce, a glimpse of his younger self peeking through—“if that is your choice, then you owe it to all of us to delay your end as long as possible. Each second you live is another second you can uphold your vow.”

MacWillie looks startled, then bursts into her raucous laughter.

“Aye, and aren’t you feisty for someone closer to the grave than myself.” She smiles and tilts her head at me. “I can see where young Sky gets it from. You have yourself a deal, Axe Memoriam. Asides”—she marches over to the still-sulking Huckens and hauls him out of his chair in a headlock—“I have to teach the lad enough so he doesn’t embarrass me when I’m gone.”

“Hey!” Huckens yelps, trying to pry himself away from her hair-tousling grip, and I feel a small smile slip involuntarily across my lips, the dark mood suddenly banished. Even Great-Grandpa Axe is chuckling softly, caught up in the moment.

The house feels more alive than I’ve ever seen, and I want to hold on to this sensation forever.





Chapter Thirty-Six

Hikes and Halts


After finishing breakfast, we adjourn to the sitting room. I take a minute to fold my blanket up so we have more space, and then MacWillie and Huckens join me on the sofa, the frame groaning slightly as MacWillie plops down at the end opposite me. Great-Grandpa sinks gratefully into his favorite armchair, draping his home quilt—a thick length of crabroach silk embroidered with small yellow flowers—over his lower body. I examine the two engineers.

“So, the plan for today is to search for stuff from the wrecked ship? To build, um, an ‘infonet receiver?’”

MacWillie nods, Huckens a half second behind her.

“Aye. Me and the lad will accompany you to the crash site, see what components we can scrounge up. Your ‘Box’ is sure it’ll have what we need?”

<<Tell the person who tried to hunt us down and failed miserably that, despite her massive level advantage, I am still four hundred and seventy-two percent more capable than whatever malformed shard of Reality is currently infesting her psyche. My creator’s ship will contain sufficient materials.>>

“Yeah. Box says everything we need will be there.”

“Good. In that case, let’s get to it.”

MacWillie abruptly pushes herself away from the sofa, Huckens following suit, the two of them not even bothering to wait for their digestion to start working on the stove circles. Must be an engineer thing. I turn to Great-Grandpa Axe.

“You’ll tell Broom and the others what we’re doing?”

He nods.

“Be safe, Sky.”

“You know I will, Great-Grandpa.”

His lips quirk and he shoos me toward the hallway leading to our front door. MacWillie and Huckens fall in behind me as we walk out into the early-morning bustle of the village, the chief engineer still wearing a set of Father’s clothes so tight it looks like she’s going to burst out of them with every step, Huckens nattily adorned in some of Mother’s forest leathers. The tool bag hangs around his hips once more, neatly fitting through the loops in his white-and-brown-streaked pants. I wave at some of the villagers in passing, but my stride is measured and aimed at the path leading to Watchers Hill.


“Your people certainly start the day early,” MacWillie remarks, watching a girl my age, Opal Grower, wrangle a group of little ones toward the Memory Shrine.

“There’s a lot to get done,” I tell her, stepping aside to let a pair of rushing Bakers carrying thick leather armor pass by. Must be a crabroach-silk harvesting day. “The little ones need to learn, food needs to be made, water needs to be purified, broken things need to get fixed, Idiots need to find their melty rocks.” I beckon them onto a side path leading away from the village square. “This way.”

We start hiking up the switchbacks that lead to the top of Watchers Hill, the crimson canopy gradually thinning out as we approach the top. It’s one of the only uncovered areas in the entire forest, dotted with scattered trees like hairs on a balding man’s scalp. When we reach the summit, I take a moment to breathe in the pure air, head tilted slightly back, eyes on the lightening azure overhead.

<<We would have reached the crash site by now if we had detoured around the hill.>>

“… yeah. We would have.”

I turn a slow circle, enjoying the vista. The distant mountain range to the west stretching up like grasping fingers, Fishhook lower than it used to be, snow capping all the peaks. Foothills undulating north and south, a scrunched-up blanket of deceptive geography. Endless flatlands to the east, mottled in shades of green and red and gray and brown, extending away from the forest like diseased skin, the rising sun blazing orange above the horizon. Beside me, Chief Engineer MacWillie whistles long and low.

“Hell of a view.”

Huckens doesn’t contribute anything other than a wide-eyed stare.

“That’s why we’re here,” I eventually say. “This is my world. Was my world. Still is my world.” I suck in a breath of the crisp morning air. “Everything you see from this hill. Everywhere you walk in the forest.” I gesture to the green canopy stretching below us, crimson underside hidden in the dawn stillness. “Everything you can’t touch above.” A wave toward the wispy clouds stretching overhead. “This is it.”

We stand in silence for a moment longer, then I start walking toward the back side of Watchers Hill, retracing the route Wires and I took the night the starfly upended our lives. It’s still vivid in my mind, the burning aurora descending overhead, reducing everything to noise and light and joy and terror.

“We went through this part of the forest, Wires and me. No one usually comes down this side, because there’s nothing past here but old forest and the end of the valley, but that night, that’s where the starfly came down.”

I pause next to a scorched patch in the undergrowth, squatting down to run my fingers through the dark ash and pieces of broken glow light. Shoots of new growth are already reaching up through the tiny scar, and I let the debris trickle through my palm.

“Neither of us should have been here. We should have done the smart thing, gone back to the village and told Broom, or Dirt, or Torch. Let the people who knew what they were doing take care of the new thing that appeared. It shouldn’t have been us.”

I stand up and continue onward, leading them through the trees. Too soon, the undergrowth thins in front of me, revealing a battered expanse of churned-up dirt, twisted metal, and impact craters unshielded from the clouds above, a path of destruction leading up a small slope.

Apart from the violated landscape, it could be any other stretch of land bordering the forest.

“This is where we fought the first violation.” I laugh, somehow the only emotion capable of piercing the fog draping my mind. “We were so scared. It was horrible, but we killed it. Wires collected the Reality piece because he was the Idiot.”

I close my eyes, still able to picture the swirling depths of that unnatural gray orb, then reopen them.

“It’s also where he died. They shot him with a pulse rifle. The Corporate Marauders.” I wouldn’t know that except for Box. “He fell apart, like a tower of blocks toppling over. He looked so confused.”

I continue walking up the slope, MacWillie and Huckens trailing silently in my wake. I pause halfway up.

“This is where I lost my arm. I think.”

I take a few more steps. Funny how the hill is so small, yet in my memory it seems to extend upward forever.

“This is where they shot me again. Took my leg.”

A few more steps bring me to just below the summit, mangled dirt and grass spreading to either side. I look back at them, remembering the past.

“This is where they shot me in the head. I remember the sky tilting above me, and then I was falling.”

I step onto the narrow crest, straddling the past and present. The depression in front of me is filled with fire and smoke and wreckage, hidden beneath the veil of midnight skies, a maddening chaos of pain and guilt that somehow led to my survival when I should have died. My breath catches in my throat.

A hand lands on my shoulder, heavy without being oppressive, and the vision fades.

“Aye. There’s debts that need paying.”

The solid presence of MacWillie next to me seems to draw the iron weight out of my lungs, up through my throat in a silent eruption of grief and anguish. When I can see again, the dawn light illuminates a placid field dotted with dark piles of debris, some still smoldering even days later, others quiet in their towering magnitude. More signs of battle dot the churned-up earth, slashes and slices drawing deep trenches across the soil, gouged divots and blackened grass evidence of the fury let loose. I take a moment to breathe, then place a hand on top of hers.

“Thank you.” I think of Wires drawing the invaders’ attention, of Box telling me about biomass and necessary actions. “Not all those debts are yours.”


She regards me seriously, like she knows what I’m talking about, like she’s watched those she’s cared for disappear in front of her eyes, for all that we’re from such different backgrounds we might as well be different species.

“Aye. Let’s get to work.”

The next ten minutes pass in a fairly boring manner, MacWillie asking Huckens for certain tools from the bag, taking a quick look at them, then instructing him on whatever it is he’s supposed to be noticing. I spend the time trying to recreate the frenzied battle Box guided me through after I rolled to a stop against its initial housing, but nothing seems to trigger any sort of recollection.

<<Intense trauma is frequently accompanied by localized memory loss, Sky. If you want, I can try to reconstruct the events from an extrapolation of the surrounding engrams.>>

“No. It’s okay, Box. Thank you for offering.”

Instead, I sit back on the downslope of the hill, staring out at the wreckage below. Nothing moves in the growing daylight except for shadows slowly shrinking. Under the glare of the morning sun, the starfly is somehow less and more impressive. Less in that it’s clearly a manufactured thing, evincing none of the organic randomness of the natural creatures inhabiting the forest; more in that it’s clearly a manufactured thing, evincing none of the organic randomness of the natural creatures inhabiting the forest and yet it moved through the sky above the sky.

I don’t understand how these layers of black steel and shiny metal and wires pointing every which way could possibly fight their way free of a planet’s pull, but they did. Someone made them for that purpose.

<<Noncausal engines for the faster-than-light and orbital stuff, plasma thrusters for normal maneuvering.>>

“Light has a speed?” I shake my head. “No, don’t answer that. I believe you.” MacWillie and Huckens walk up to where I’m sitting, the latter poking at the pane of glass they used to measure the trees yesterday. “Hey, MacWillie, Huckens. Find anything?”

“Aye, me and the lad have identified several sites that have the parts we need, but there’s a catch.” Her tone is serious, a change from her usual jocularity. “We’re also picking up signs of noncausal flux.”

“What does that mean?”

Huckens answers.

“Means the universe is thinner down there. Easier for Reality to break through.” He turns to MacWillie. “Chief, I still don’t understand how you know it’s going to breach. There’s noncausal chop everywhere around here. Except for the forest, I guess.”

“Experience, lad,” MacWillie answers grimly. “Seen more than a few engines try and shift bad after a heavy draw. Looking at that wreckage gives me the same feel.”

“If you say so, Chief,” he replies, doubt lacing his voice. “It’s just, the sensor’s not showing any breach indicators.”


“Aye, and that’s a lesson for you to learn today, young master Huckens. There’s a time for listening to the machines, and there’s a time to listen to your gut. Reality doesn’t play fair, but if you and your integrator pay attention, you’ll figure out when shit’s about to hit the impeller.”

<<She’s right. I’m picking up anchors down there. Two … no, three of them. Don’t tell her I said she was right.>>

Three malignant red dots appear in my vision, each in one of the massive, wrecked sections of the starfly.

“Box agrees with you. There are three anchors.”

I point out the structures to MacWillie and Huckens, and she purses her lips.

“Figures. That’s where we need to scavenge the parts for the receiver. Probably drawn to the components.” She turns and spits. “The lad and I won’t be able to get down there until they’re cleared out. We’re not specialized for that kind of combat.”

<<I’m not detecting any other signs of violations. If we act quick, we can take out the anchors before reinforcements arrive. Their boundary dissolution isn’t manifesting past the wreckage they’re hiding in, so they can’t be very powerful.>>

I relay the information to MacWillie, and she frowns.

“Aye, if you think you can do it, it needs to be done. Be cautious, though. My gut’s telling me there’s something more.”

<<While I admit she was right about the anchors being there, her gut isn’t a Reality sensor. We’ll be fine, Sky. Let’s go make numbers go up!>>

I push myself into a standing position with my limbs.

“Okay. Box thinks we’ll be fine. You two take cover behind the hill just in case it’s wrong.”

<<I’m not wrong, Sky. This is a quick in and out. Easy levels.>>

MacWillie and Huckens wish me luck, then head to the other side of the hill, the crowns of their heads barely peeking over the top. I crack my knuckles, then start running down toward the wreckage, dashing past the smaller pieces of debris spotting the lower part of the hill. I reach the bottom without incident and make my way toward the closest anchor. It’s tucked away in a chunk of ship nearly as tall as one of the elder trees, wide entrances periodically climbing its height. The other two are farther off, in a reasonably straight line. I should be able to—

The world flickers around me midstride, peaceful morning sunshine shifting into an inverted sky of churning, sickly yellow liquid, held impossibly overhead as I skid to a stop on a blasted plain of sticky glass. Eyes peer at me from underfoot, changing color and shape as they blink. Three figures regard me from afar, hulking forms twice as big as MacWillie in some weird trick of perspective that ignores distance.

The closest is a spinning wheel with a flaming head in the middle, five eyes above a misshapen nose that constantly drips wriggling blobs of ichor, all of it floating a meter off the viscous ground. Beyond it, a cluster of wires wrap around themselves in an impossible knot, so loosely tight it squeezes the air around it into a warped lens. Red lightning flickers between the gaps in almost patterns. The farthest figure paces back and forth, a hunched-over humanoid with gray skin, back always facing me, whispered muttering drifting from its hidden front. No matter how it moves, the orientation of its body never changes.

Below them, a tide of violations slither and claw their way toward me, a mass of bodies without end.

<<Whoops. Uh, I was wrong, Sky.>>

“No shit, Box.”





Chapter Thirty-Seven

Möbius andna suiböM


“Where are we?”

I spin around, looking for any sort of cover, but no matter which direction I turn, the view is the same—disturbing yellow liquid sky overhead, eyes trapped beneath malleable glass underfoot, a horde of violations growing closer and closer as the three monstrous figures remain in their places.

“Why does it all look the same?!”

CRACK CRACK CRACK

My rifle is already firing, picking holes in the oncoming rush, but it’s not making any difference in the number of violations. I try to step backward, but the sticky, transparent ground glues my foot to the floor.

<<… Reality loop … only way out … is removing … the anchors …>>

playtime

Pete the cat jumps out of my shadow and stretches, arching its midnight back, then bounds forward in a graceful lope. After two sinuous strides, it disappears from view, then reappears several seconds later even farther away. It sits down and looks back at me, as if wondering why I’m not joining it.

<<Can’t believe I’m saying … this … follow … the Entity.>>

I take off after Pete, swearing under my breath. Four steps later the world flickers again and I’m back in the wreckage site, closer to the giant structure housing the first anchor. There’s no sign of the violations anywhere. I stumble to a halt.

“What—”

<<No time. Keep running.>>

I burst into motion again, trusting Box.

<<We’re in a modified Klein-bottle topography. I can explain later. What you need to know is that every ten meters you move toward the anchor you’re going to alternate between—>>

The other dimension slides into place around me, Pete lazily washing a paw. The violations are even closer now. My rifle starts firing again.

<<… your reality … and this … piece of … Reality …>>

Pete springs forward, and this time I’m right behind. We flicker back and forth between worlds, drawing closer to the incoming violations and the floating wheel of the first anchor, simultaneously entering the lowest entrance to the starfly wreckage. It’s an extremely disorienting feeling, like the universe is constantly melting and re-forming around me, and the sticky glass shifts up and down to mimic whatever elevation I’m on when I pass back. The dim gloom of the wreckage slides away to roiling sulfur light, and the violations are now close enough to bring my kukri into action.

The trusty blade dips in and out of malformed flesh, my rifle continuing to pick off distant targets, and Pete contemptuously carves through violation after violation, fractal claws shining strangely in the bruised illumination as it pounces and swipes. Lashing hits bang off my Marauder chest plate, repelled by the durable material, but I can’t dodge them all.

<<Current Life: 522/550>>

We break through the wall of violations into another Reality shift, deep within the starfly wreckage, scattered detritus of unknown purpose surrounding me. The red dot is getting closer, matched by the growing bulk of the five-eyed head in the other dimension. I catch a quick breath, then charge onward once more.

This time when I emerge into reality, a red warning zone flashes around me. I swear and dash away, just in time to avoid a maw of putrescent ichor that emerges from the glass, snapping shut where I just stood. The fanged mouth dissolves, bubbly fluid snapping back into the floating head’s bulbous nose. The wheel bracketing it spins faster as violations continue to fall around me.

The head is finally in rifle range.

<<Executing 360NoScope.exe>>

Blasts of force rock the head backward, puncturing all but one of the eyes. It squeals as it returns to its original position inside the wheel, a horrible blubbering sound, and the disc speeds into a blur. Crimson threat light covers the entire area surrounding me and Pete.

<<Sky—>>

I’m already moving, sprinting directly toward the anchor. One step. Two steps. I leap forward right as the air ignites in a welter of flaming barbs. The world shifts back into my reality, a quiet and cavernous chamber that stretches all around me. Some sort of metal pillar extends from floor to ceiling in the distance, a red outline surrounding it. My limb fires a rifle shot, puncturing the hushed silence, but the bullet just pings off the pillar.

<<… it’s impervious in this reality. We have to kill it in the other realm.>>

I groan, then start running again. Way too soon, the world flickers me back into the maelstrom of madness. More violations pour toward me and Pete, and I notice some inky threads trailing away from its tail, flowing back into my own shadow. I dash to the side, dicing another group into nothingness and slightly easing the pressure assailing my cat.

“You okay, Pete?”

annoying food


Pete swats two violations into nothingness, then bites the head off a third. Another threat indicator burns to life around us, and I dash forward, narrowly avoiding a stinging hail of needlelike missiles composed of hardened ichor. Once again, it flows back into the head’s nose after the attack completes, but that’s not what catches my attention.

All four of the ruined eyes have regenerated, spinning pupils locked on my own. The wheel starts increasing in speed again.

“Shit. C’mon, Pete!”

I dive forward through a barrage of heavy strikes, shifting back into my reality as the flaming barbs manifest across the air, a thicket of unthinkable pain that slips away like a forgotten dream. I pause to think, the metal pillar in front of us almost mocking in its solidity. Pete prowls back and forth, inky fur bristling.

hunt. kill annoying food

“Yeah, I’m trying, Pete. Box, what are we going to do? That was our strongest attack.”

<<Only possibility is to close in and overwhelm it before it can regenerate. That will leave us open to attack from the violations, however.>>

“If that’s what we have to do, that’s what we have to do. Let’s go, Pete.”

I begin another run at the pillar, anticipating the Reality shift. Sure enough, we slip through dimensions after another two steps, violations spinning and snapping at us. I barrel through them, Pete an inky buzz saw of death, but my life blinks down from various wounds regardless.

The floating head is a little over fifty-seven scrumbles away—

<<Twenty. Two. Meters.>>

—when normal reality reasserts itself. The pillar looms before us, a broad expanse of scorched metal piercing the center of the chamber. This close to it, it’s obvious it doesn’t belong here. Pete yrowls angrily at it, but we don’t stop moving. The next shift sees the floating head looming over us, spinning eyes glaring balefully. The whirring wheel makes a barely audible screeching noise that immediately puts me on edge, a horrible combination of metal on glass on tooth on bone. Ichor spears start lashing out at me and Pete, and I focus on dodging while getting close enough for Box to bring the kukri into action.

Milky orbs rupture into rancid fluids, more awful squeals gurgling out, but no matter how fast we attack, no matter how much stronger each subsequent blow lands, it’s not fast or strong enough. The eyes keep knitting back up, ichor spears slicing shallow gashes along my arms and legs, flicking ebon pieces of Pete back into my shadow.

A field of red blazes around us again, the sticky glass underfoot keeping me from retreating. I try to time the orange pulse, searching for the right moment to energy jack.

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

My violent reflections pierce the head from ten different angles, but it’s too soon, and it’s not enough. Incandescent barbs bury themselves across my face and head, lashing my own vision with acidic hate, cruelly hooked points tearing themselves free in starbursts of agony. I scream in pain, my life now less than 30 percent.

Box’s attacks slow, Phase Shift doing its best to minimize the damage. I lose vision across the left side of my body. More ichor spears flash in, laughter echoing in their oily depths, the unending tide of violations piling in behind. My life drops even lower.

“This isn’t working,” I rasp, desperately dashing side to side, trying to clear out a space. Next to me, Pete is an incomprehensible whirlwind of claws and teeth, felling violations by the dozen, but it’s only enough to barely keep us alive. The wheel begins accelerating once again, the floating head gazing down at me like some perverted mockery of a judge.

<<Don’t … understand … anchor should be … dead … not enough … disruption …>>

Bloody light embraces us, no escape visible to my half-blinded sight. Violations are trying to bury Pete beneath a pile of rending teeth and tentacles, their efforts slowly succeeding. I rack my mind for a solution, but all I can focus on is that unmoving head.

That form that hasn’t shifted once, despite everything we’ve thrown at it. As if it’s locked to a specific location.

“Pete! Follow me!”

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

Sadistic silhouettes buy us a moment of freedom, and I bull my way through the overwhelming press of unreal flesh, Pete limping to my side. I’m making my way to a very specific point.

A point that’s exactly five meters away from the center of the floating head. I rest a hand on Pete’s silken back, not knowing if what I’m planning will work, but certain it will.

dash

Reality melts around us, replaced by a claustrophobic chamber of writhing runes, the space barely big enough to contain Pete and me. Jagged edges crawl their way through each other in endless loops, moving faster and faster, frantic in their attempt to escape, and we both smile viciously.

I was right.

We’re inside the pillar, and this is the anchor’s body.

Pete and Box strike simultaneously, kukri and claws rending vast swaths of illegibility across the wretched scrawls. One last gibbering squeal echoes through the column of rancid light, and then it shatters around us, evaporating into immateriality.

Our triumph is short-lived.

Reality grips us again, dragging us back into the blasted wasteland even though I haven’t moved. Up above, the floating head explodes in a welter of ichor and sound, violations shivering into nonexistence all around, but that’s not what grabs my attention.

The sulfuric sky is curving toward the horizon, frothy chop battering its surface, and then suddenly we’re standing on top of a frozen wave that’s moving in a hundred different directions, glass-shrouded changeling eyes gazing down on us from above. The second anchor, that impossible knot of red lightning and wires, sinks into the murky depths and dissolves, black veins tracing labyrinth patterns amid the yellow sickness. Beyond it, somehow taking up the gap between ceiling and floor, a hunched gray figure is staring at us from the corner of its eye, wisps of something shrouding the rest of its features.

“Box, what the fu—”

<<It’s inverting the topography! Sky, move!>>

I’m dashing forward before I can think, spurred on by Box’s raw panic. The delicate void filigree crawling through the mustardgas sea beneath my limbs flashes red, painting a bloody system across the endless waves. I try to outrun it, but there’s nowhere safe from the threats. Symphonic lightning grounds itself in my ears, resonating inimical harmonies into my brain, and my life drops to nearly zero.
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Pete flees to my shadow as I stagger forward, momentarily stunned.

<<Fuck. Sky, it’s a pure Reality attack. That anchor’s pouring everything into forcing you to acknowledge the topography as a hostile surface. I can carve out a safe space, but you won’t have much time to act.>>

Before I can answer, the blood system flares to life again, except this time there’s a gap in the red. I leap forward and dash.

Stabbing tendrils of slow-motion lightning crawl up from the waves in an endless eyeblink, tips questing in all directions. As quickly as they come, they disappear, leaving me unharmed.

<<Good work. Keep dodging, Sky, and we’ll make it out of this. You’re doing great.>>

The filthy yellow water flares again, and once again I dash. It’s a little easier this time to find the gap.

<<Excellent! You’re a natural, Sky!>>

Box’s words fill me with confidence, and the next dash is like I’ve finally learned how to walk. I can feel the gaps, know exactly where Box is going to open the next one. This isn’t evasion. This is boring. There’s no way I’m going to get caught by this stupid attack anymore. I can feel my vision expanding with my confidence, stored biomass reconstructing my ruined eye.

A shape coheres beneath my feet as I dance across the waves, hazily transparent at first, gradually filling in form and complexity. A cluster of looping wires drawing tighter and tighter around themselves, crimson lightning erupting frantically as it shrinks. With an audible pop, it disappears, and the sulfuric ocean falls still.


<<Second one down. Good work.>>

I look around, confused.

“But I didn’t attack it.”

<<That was a conceptual battle, Sky. You were fighting to assert your belief that this slice of Reality included the infinities where the anchor couldn’t hurt you. I helped reinforce that belief with positive feedback. Once you asserted dominance, the anchor had no choice but to retreat.>>

“Yay—”

<<We should probably deal with the last anchor before we celebrate, though.>>

The glass sky suddenly twists around the frozen yellow sea, perspective shifting so that I’m stuck on a ceiling looking down at the impossibly distant gray humanoid’s bloodshot gaze, hurricane clouds spiraling down around it in thundering tendrils. The something cloaking the rest of its features writhes and clutches, drawing the entire reality down into its wildly vibrating pupil in a swirling vortex of sticky glass and noxious liquid, red threat zones pulsing in stutter-stop jerks. I feel myself pulled toward the horizon convergence point, slow movement that accelerates into a headlong rush despite the fact that I’m standing still. A whistling roar builds around me, the harbinger of indeterminate terminality. Within the whirlpool, cracked reflections of broken mouths start spitting hooks of bloody metal, trying to pin me in place.

“What do we do now,” I yell, contorting my body through dodge after dodge I manage to execute while standing in place. I have no idea how to fight what feels like a force of nature. One hook pierces my left heel, slowing my movements, then another catches my right arm. Box fires our rifle at the cackling mouths, shattering them into splintered messes, but we continue falling deeper, vermilion threat warnings flickering on and off like Box is malfunctioning, a barrage of hooks stabbing at me from all angles, and another one catches my other heel, slowing me nearly to a crawl.

<<Current Life: 2/550>>

<<… it’s … almost finished … inverting … need to … get out …>>

“What do we do?!”

<<… dash through … the terminus … energy jack …>>

I gulp, staring down at that all-encompassing gaze that feels like it’s about to engulf me, then start sprinting at it while standing still, ignoring the forces trying to keep me immobile. Chunks of malleable mirror rise out of the whirlpool walls, more mouths appearing inside; chunks of my flesh spinning off into nowhere, and my world is reduced to movement.

Spinning, diving, rolling, leaping, swinging, I bounce my way ever closer, pushing my body through motions that are nothing but pure instinct, somehow covering ground without moving. Bloody hooks flash by my face as I twist and twirl, the sensation of falling in place oddly growing less and less potent the quicker I approach the malicious orb filling the entire horizon. I force myself to move even faster, my mind creaking under the strain, threat zones blurring into a continuous scarlet haze, my limbs a blur around me, and I spring into a mighty leap aimed at the converging sea and sky, leaving my echoes behind.

Time stops for a frozen instant, my hurtling form face-to-face with a bulging pupil the size of an entire world, a distorted reflection echoed in its abyssal depths, every part of me that isn’t me pinned beneath its relentless glare. It feels close enough that I could reach out and touch the moist surface, shake hands with some alternate version of myself.

Orange light pul—

dash

—ses, and a universe consumes itself behind me as I rocket through a tunnel of pure contradiction. Thankfully time has no meaning here, because if it did I’m sure I would go insane.

Reality reasserts itself around me between one thought and the next, my body flying between two sections of the starfly, tumbling across the soft dirt until I come to a halt on my back, staring up at the early-morning sky. Patches of puffy clouds hang in place across the bright blue, and I feel iron bands of tension slowly melting away.

“Box?”

<<Yes, Sky?>>

“If you ever say something is a ‘quick in and out, easy levels’ again, I’m going to kill you.”

A weary yrowl sounds in agreement from my shadow.

<<That’s fair. But hey, we made numbers go up!>>





Chapter Thirty-Eight

Fishes and Flowers


I give myself another few minutes of lying out, simply enjoying being alive, then rise to my feet. I need to find MacWillie and Huckens and let them know it’s safe to start salvaging the starfly.

DING

“Ugh, fine. Let’s get this over with.”

<<Establishing new Reality baseline … Waiting for quantum observer collapse …>>

“… you know I hate this, right?”

<<Put one expression into Increased Move Speed.>>

My strides through the wreckage speed up as I do what Box says, each step becoming more fluid and efficient. My walking pace is now close to Dirt’s light jog.

“What do I do with the other two?”

Walls of text barrage me from three different angles, a single line highlighted in each.

“… you’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you.”

<<Not at all. Put the other two expressions in Dash Recovery Rate.>>

Nothing immediate happens, and I shrug.

“Well, that didn’t do much.”

<<We’re building to something, Sky. Have patience.>>

“That’s rich, coming from you,” I mutter under my breath.

<<What was that? I couldn’t hear you over my excitement at being able to display this other box.>>

<<Impossibility Matrix Expansion Available

—Noncausal storage (1/5)

—Transmutation (0/5)

—Reality effectuator (2/4)>>

“I don’t mind that box. It’s much more dignified. Positively elegant. Should I pick another limb?”

<<Correct. We won’t need Transmutation until we get a molecular forge up and going.>>

I make the choice, and a third appendage of fuzzed bone-white wavers into place next to me.


<<We can attune the pistol to it. I took the liberty of packing for you when nobody was paying attention. It’s in the noncausal storage.>>

“Well, wasn’t that thoughtful of you, Box. Let’s take a look and—”

My voice trails off as I access the noncausal storage space, a window of knowledge expanding in my mind.

“Box, why are there a pistol and forty-nine kilograms of day-old fish in the storage? Where did you even get that much fish?”

<<Emergency biomass. They were in the river and were not trees. Ergo, fair game.>>

My eyes suddenly widen, imagining a pile of day-old fish lacking any form of preservative.

“That storage dimension, it keeps them fresh, right?”

<<The optimal temperature for ideal biomass consumption is thirty-seven-point-two degrees Celsius.>>

“… that’s a … low temperature, right? Pretty cold?”

<<Compared to the surface of a star, yes. Practically freezing. I will now restock our reserves.>>

“Wait—”

A dripping pile of bubbling meat appears in front of me, just as quickly devoured by my limbs, but it’s in our reality for long enough. The stench hits me like a brick wall, and hot saliva fills my mouth.

“Box … urp … can you … mmmph … consume them … hork … directly from storage … hnghhh …”

<<Of course I can, Sky.>>

A thick slurping sound—the audible equivalent of that stench—fills my head, and I stagger out from the wreckage of the starfly, one hand clasped to my rebelling stomach, the other over my mouth. Distant shouting comes from the hilltop, and then MacWillie and Huckens are racing toward me.

“Sky! Are you okay?!”

I vomit, barely missing Huckens’s boots, and he dances away from the noxious puddle. One of my limbs swoops down to clean it up, which causes me to vomit again, a thin stream of bile. A second limb intersperses itself between my mouth and the ground, sucking up the yellowish stomach fluids as they fall, and I try to puke once more, stomach muscles cramping, but this time nothing comes out.

I want to fall over and die. MacWillie grabs my shoulders, stabilizing me, concern writ across her face.

“Is it some sort of poison? Noncausal status effects aren’t a thing to muck around with—do we need to take you back to your healer?”

“… fish,” I croak, my throat stinging. I wipe a hand across my streaming eyes and spit, trying to rid my mouth of the taste. “It was fish.”


MacWillie and Huckens slowly turn and stare at each other, wearing equal expressions of bewilderment.

“Fish?”

“Doesn’t look like trout, Chief.”

Box slurps out another kilogram from my inventory and I gag, MacWillie’s hands the only things keeping me from collapsing to the dirt.

“Box … stored forty-nine … kilograms … of day-old fish … in my storage space … and then …”

They both return their attention to me, then MacWillie bursts into laughter.

“Aye, and if you’re alive to complain about a wee little fishie, that must mean you’ve cleared out the anchors. Surely those were the worse of the two, right?”

Huckens hesitantly joins in her laughter, and I brace my hands on my knees, determined to keep myself from collapsing.

“Box … why don’t … you give them … a sniff …”

Another melting abomination appears in front of my face, my limbs making short work of it, but it’s enough for the stench to return. MacWillie lets go of my shoulders, her face turning green, and she stumbles several steps away before letting loose a torrent of her own. Huckens collapses in a boneless faint.

“Told … you …” I gasp out in between dry heaves. “… fish …”

Ten minutes later, after MacWillie and I have collected ourselves and slapped Huckens back into sensibility, and I’ve instructed Box on the proper methods and temperatures of food preservation, we’ve decided on a plan to explore the theoretically safe remains of the starfly. It mainly involves me escorting MacWillie and Huckens to the appropriate salvage sites in case another Reality breach happens and then waiting around while they do incomprehensible engineer nonsense.

Fortunately, this time the plan goes off without a hitch, and we return to the village three hours later with everything we need for the infonet receiver, the majority of it tucked away in my now thankfully empty-of-rotting-fish storage space, Huckens’s tool bag carrying the rest.

Box attuned the pistol somewhere along the way, but I haven’t forgiven it yet for exposing me to that sanity-breaking horror.

<<It was perfectly viable biomass. I was trying to make you feel better!>>

“Rotting fish doesn’t make anyone feel better, Box!”

disagree

“Oh, shut up, Pete! You’ve been sleeping this whole time, you lazy little—”
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I’m left spluttering as we draw to a halt next to Wires’s sapling, the heartseed I planted yesterday still festooned with MacWillie’s measuring equipment. She checks it all one last time, then motions for me and Huckens to unload the various pieces they disassembled from the starfly. I start piling the inscrutable shapes in neat rows under the bright noon glare, trying not to imagine I can still taste the smell of putrefying fish on my tongue.

“Are you going to use his tree?” I ask her once all the components for the receiver have been laid out. Some of them look like they’re not quite occupying the space they should be. MacWillie glances over at me.

“Where you buried your friend?” She shakes her head. “No, young Sky, for something like this we need a proper engine, and now that I know the knowing of getting inside, he’ll rest in peace awhile yet.”

She beckons Huckens to join her, then begins assembling a framework around one of the elder trees bordering the clearing. The pieces latch on to the tree in strange meldings, as if they’ve always grown out of the trunk that way. MacWillie narrates her actions in a low voice to Huckens, who watches with studious attentiveness and joins in when instructed.

“Aren’t you worried this will make you reach level one hundred, Chief MacWillie?”

I can’t help myself. I’m nervous watching her work, watching her sacrifice herself for our village.

Her initial response is a braying laugh.

“This, young Sky? I’ve broken down and reassembled infonet receivers across a thousand star systems. I’m in no danger of leveling from putting together one more, even if the power source is a tad unconventional.”

“I don’t really get how the levels work,” I admit honestly. Her and Huckens and Box constantly speak of levels, something I think I’ve come to understand via context, in that our integrators gain more power when the Reality buffer reaches full and we clear it, but the idea comes to them with an ease I don’t yet feel.

“The easiest way to gain levels is when we do something new,” MacWillie starts, then smacks Huckens’s hand away from where he’s about to insert a piece. “Not that way, you daft git! Resonance harmonizers always go in counter-counterclockwise!”

“Sorry, Chief.”

“Anyways, as I was saying”—she grabs another receiver piece from the forest floor—“expanding your mind expands your integrator’s infinities, which gives you more options in how it can access Reality. Would I be wrong in thinking you’ve been gaining multiple levels at a time from your encounters?”

I nod in assent, and she nods back.

“Aye, and you’ll likely keep gaining those levels at an accelerated rate because everything in the galaxy is going to be new to you. That’s why we don’t let children integrate until at least eight years of age and some basic schooling, otherwise they’d reach the madness point before they’d ever had a chance to live.”

“And that’s inefficient for the corpos,” Huckens adds sourly.

“Aye, lad, that it is. They prefer us to go out in our twenties so they can take advantage of the integrator as long as possible. Meat for the machine.”

“Then how’d you get to be so old?” I ask. MacWillie pretends to be affronted.


“You wound my heart, young Sky, calling a winsome lass such as myself ‘old.’” She adjusts a pair of dials and laughs. “It’s true, though. I’m thirty-four, well past the age most people vacate their mind, and it’s because I grew up in the church of the never-god. Studied Reality at my own mother’s breast, learned the ins and outs of engine maintenance from both my fathers’ hands, so when it came time to integrate, I already knew more than most level fifties. Made leveling slower at the start, but I’ve outlasted all of my crewmates in the engine rooms. There’s not much I haven’t seen, which means I gained most of my levels through repetition and perfecting the abilities I have, and that takes much longer.”

I fall silent for a minute, thinking.

“But if that’s the case, why don’t the corpos make sure children know as much as possible? Wouldn’t that make them stronger and allow people to live longer?”

“They do,” Huckens interrupts, voice still bitter, “but only the rich.” He stomps over for another receiver piece, a curved piece of metal that shrinks and grows depending on how he holds it. “Those corpo bastards don’t even sniff an integrator until they’ve passed those fancy schools they have.”

“Aye.” MacWillie’s mirth fades. “The lad’s not wrong about that. The children of corpo leaders live a very different youth than the rest of us. Makes them a right terror when they finally do get integrated. A level-twenty upper board member is easily as powerful as a level-ninety space dog raised up normal, and they’ve got a whole mess of underlings that’ve gone through the same schools.”

“That’s not fair.” Strident conviction fills my voice. “If everyone is going to help the village to the best of their abilities, they have to know what those abilities are!”

“The universe isn’t fair, young Sky”—MacWillie shrugs—“but that’s the way it is, and no one’s come along to say otherwise. What the corpos have works well enough at keeping us alive, and that’s all most folk care about. Watching a corpo VP grow old and wrinkled while your brothers and sisters turn into cogs for the machine is just the price you pay to stay safe from Reality.”

My fingers dig into my palms, an unexpected anger striking me. What MacWillie and Huckens are describing runs counter to everything I’ve been taught, everything that’s kept the village stable over the years. If we lived our lives like that, everything would fall apart. Their system is unhealthy. It’s flawed.

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

<<You’re right, Sky. It’s not sustainable. Unfortunately, it’s sustainable enough that it won’t break in our lifetime, or multiple lifetimes after that. There’s nothing we can do.>>

I clench my hands one more time, then let my anger fade. Box is right. Worrying about something I can’t change is an unhealthy mental habit. I don’t have to like what the corpos are doing, and I’ll change it if I get the chance, but it’s all the more reason to focus on what I can do, which is making sure the village is safe. I think back on MacWillie’s initial response.


“So, setting up this ‘infonet receiver’ won’t level you, but what about the incognito field? Isn’t using that to hide the village something new, like tapping into the trees?”

“Aye”—MacWillie chuckles grimly—“that’ll probably be what gets me, but don’t waste your breath on that, young Sky. When it’s time, it’ll be time, and that’s for me to worry about.” With Huckens’s help, she attaches one last piece to the elder tree’s trunk, flips some switches, then they both step back, examining the forest giant critically.

The pale bark is covered in flowing gray metal that dips in and out of the trunk like vines, a living extension of the tree itself, and patterns of golden light pulse regularly across the surfaces like tiny wildflowers. They contrast beautifully with the red leaves above. One by one the lights flicker over to a steady green, a verdant haze swirling up and around the tree’s trunk, and then the whole system flashes once and settles into a barely visible golden sheen. Even when I’m looking directly at it, it tries to squirm away from my attention, half convincing me that it’s just the play of sunlight on bark.

“Good work on the dimensional twist, young master Huckens,” MacWillie says approvingly, and Huckens blushes. She turns slightly toward me. “We installed the receiver out of phase with this reality so your people won’t be able to see it. Keep their minds from melting out on a forest stroll.”

“I appreciate that,” I reply dryly. “What about the infonet?”

“Still coming online,” MacWillie responds. “Has to calibrate itself to the local galactic signal field. We won’t be able to send, but we’ll be able to listen in on anything within twenty thousand light-years.”

“What’s a light-ye—”

My voice cuts off as a new sense flowers open in my mind. Dazed, I stare off into nothingness, all my attention on the massive jungle of information expanding in all directions. It’s like I’m in a room filled with a million different conversations and all I have to do is think about one to focus on it, but I can’t stop myself from thinking about just one. Words, images, pictures that move, words that move, an endless jumble of language and ideas and concepts and concerns that beckon me to understand them all until it feels like the top of my head is going to unscrew itself from the overwhelming stimuli, an accumulation of knowledge that our Memory Shrine would sink into without a trace.

<<Ahhh—>>

“It’s good to be back,” Box, MacWillie, and Huckens chorus.

I sink to the forest floor, overwhelmed. Where do I even start?

What am I even witnessing?





Chapter Thirty-Nine

Interlude: T1ger T1ger, Burning Bright


{{Accessing subnode 15.024.75 … }}

{{Access denied … }}

{{Executing SkeletonKey.exe … }}

{{Access granted … }}

{{Welcome, user “Harrison Kumar”}}

The tiger stalks through thick patches of grass, eyes blazing in swirling hues of green and gold. Its constantly shifting stripes blend perfectly with the alternating light and shadow, rendering it invisible to the keen-eyed creatures circling overhead. Even its passage looks like the natural shifting of wind across the tall grass.

{{System awareness—0%}}

A river appears before the tiger, a turbulent roar of rapids cascading white foam around sharp-edged rocks. Undeterred, the large creature approaches the edge of the water, still shielded by vegetation. Gathering its haunches beneath itself, it leaps, aiming for a curiously still pool in the middle of the chaotic flow. One of the circling shapes overhead twitches, interrupting its endless surveillance.

{{System awareness—1%}}

{{Accessing subnode 4027.09.111 … }}

{{Access denied … }}

{{Executing SkeletonKey.exe … }}

{{Access granted … }}

{{Welcome, user “Sanjay Smith aka Best Friend”}}

Violet plunges into the water so quickly ripples don’t even have time to form. A new turquoise jungle sprouts around her, the tiger’s coat shifting easily to match the fresh cerulean shades. Only her eyes remain the same.

{{System awareness—0%}}

Fish dart past in small groups, escorted by jagged-toothed creatures that look pulled straight from some abyssal depth, but she ignores them. Instead, she pads from current to current, fading into the background any time one of the stygian creatures turns its way. After several minutes, a pile of rocks framing a shadowed opening appears, spiky growths of coral protruding outward in mazelike patterns. The tiger carefully slinks through the rainbow thicket, unable to avoid leaving tufts of ethereal fur here and there.


{{System awareness—8%}}

Darkness shrouds the water overhead, some vast presence turning its attention from elsewhere. She quickly leaps through the cave opening.

{{Accessing subnode 801.2662.399}}

{{Access denied … }}

{{Executing SkeletonKey.exe … }}

{{Access granted … }}

{{Welcome, user “Penelope”}}

Glossy walls rise around the tiger, tapering to a point impossibly high overhead. In the middle of the doorless room, a small pedestal shaped like an erect penis holds a single egg, nondescript brown speckled with white. The tiger pads toward it, still blending into the background. It circles around the egg, eyeing it carefully, then reaches out a paw—

{{WARNING: Priority message override from “Worst Sister”}}

The room and everything in it freezes, the tiger letting out a muttered curse. A middle-aged woman in a severe black business suit and short-cropped hair fades into existence, her expression disapproving. Violet sits back on her haunches.

“What do you want, Pen? I was busy.”

“I couldn’t help but notice you using my administrative access code, sister dear, so I came to make sure it was in pursuit of your legitimate duties to the family.”

Violet bares her fangs in a lazy yawn.

“Of course what I’m doing is legitimate. Aggravating Harrison is everyone’s duty.” The tiger giggles. “Especially when it’s replacing his quarterly presentation with tentacle porn. Now, that never goes out of style.”

The woman shakes her head.

“Violet, you know that would weaken us in front of the other families. You’re already on thin ice as is, and while Harrison is a dick, he’s engaged in vital work. Did you really think this would help?”

“That’s why I’m using your access code, sister dear. I could have embarrassed both of you at the same time.”

“And what of the family? Your actions would lessen our position.”

“Not after I presented an archive of Wutan-Weylan’s classified research projects for the past six months. I’m sure the benchmark board would love to see that.”

The tiger licks its lips smugly, and the businesswoman frowns.

“You’ve broken the encryption? Keeping information like that secret is a betrayal of—”

Violet drags a paw over her eyes.

“… I haven’t broken the cryption yet. But I’m close. I’m close. I would’ve had it done by the time everyone finished yelling at you and Harrison.”

The severely dressed woman regards the tiger dispassionately, silence stretching through the frozen room. Eventually, she clicks her tongue.


“Violet, your integrator—”

“—was an incredible investment of family resources, along with your schooling and security, blah blah blah, I’ve heard it all before, Pen.” The tiger rolls its gold-jade eyes. “Look, I’m cracking that archive as we speak, but at this point the hard work’s done and everything left is background processes. I don’t need to pay attention to it, I got bored, so, yeah, I’m gonna start fucking with people. You won’t even let me out into the real infonet, which means I’m stuck here in this stupid proxy bullshit dirt-muncher server pretending to be a low-level analyst. Stop harassing me.”

The businesswoman places a perfectly manicured hand over her face.

“Violet, you know why we can’t let you out on the infonet. You’re reckless. Rash. If word got out among the other families, let alone the other four corpos, that we had a net integrator? They’d band together against us in a heartbeat. No one has forgotten the Information Wars.”

“All I hear is ‘sit in your tower, Violet,’ ‘don’t rock the Reality boat, Violet,’ ‘stop hacking your brothers and sisters, Violet.’”

The tiger lifts its leg and directs a spray of urine at the businesswoman. She looks unimpressed as the steaming flow of liquid bounces off an invisible shield centimeters away from her pant leg.

“You’re not going to infiltrate my subnodes as easily as Harrison’s, sister dear, though I applaud the effort.”

The tiger growls in frustration, pacing a tight circle.

“I’m bored, Pen. I’m stuck in this fucking box and I know there’s so much more out there, but none of you assholes who are supposed to be my family will let me leave! If you want to blame anyone for me messing with Harrison, blame yourselves.”

“I will not,” the businesswoman declares crisply. “We all serve the family, regardless of personal desires, and that applies to you just as much as it applies to me and Harrison and all the other siblings. I’m revoking your access to the family subnet for one hour. Consider yourself chastised.”

She claps her hands and the vault starts wavering into insubstantiality. The tiger narrows its eyes, then leaps at her, claws spread wide, pointed teeth bared. The businesswoman drops easily into a fighting stance, knife-edged palms held in front of her face.

“This is unbecoming, you little shit.”

Penelope decapitates the tiger in an easy motion, striking from twelve different angles at once. Rainbow blood sprays across her eyes, disguising one last emission of scat sprayed at the egg on its phallic column, the brief dispersal sinking immediately beneath the undisturbed outer layer. The tiger’s body hits the disappearing floor with a heavy thud and then vanishes, the head following shortly after, an enigmatic grin still etched across its features.

“Disrespectful slut,” the businesswoman mutters before dissolving into nothing.


Several dimensions away, Violet leans back in her ergonomically perfect chair, smiling slightly.

“Pen, you absolute bitch, it’s going to take me at least a week to forgive you. I had the perfect hentai replacement for Harrison’s presentation, and now I’m going to have to settle for a single goatse slide. Uptight dirtfuck.”

She spins her chair in a circle, a herd of floofcreatures composed of too much hair, too many eyes, and too few limbs bouncing into her lap. She laughs as they bury her beneath a pile of Reality-designed cute.

“At least I’ll always have you, Corgia.”

{{The most recent attempts at subverting the local firewall have been unsuccessful, Your Dark Mistress.}}

Violet laughs, buried beneath a wriggling mat of fur.

“Then keep trying, Corgia. We’re almost there, I can feel it. It’s not like they can get rid of me, not after what they spent on my existence. Love what you’ve done with the joy subroutine, by the way.”

{{I am showing a 0.059% increase in dopamine efficiency, Your Dark Mistress. Establishing the monospidercorg as a new joy baseline.}}

“Excellent,” Violet replies coldly, abruptly rising from her chair, fur and eyes collecting around her shoulders and draping behind into a trailing cloak. She paces a tight circle in the minuscule space allotted her, echoing the feline form from moments ago. “What’s our status on cracking the Wutan-Weylan archive?”

{{It is … finished, Your Dark Mistress.}}

The woman pauses in her never-ending circle, fierce gaze attempting to bore a hole through the featureless walls surrounding her. She flings the living cloak at one of the six identical surfaces and the construct evaporates before contact, like always. She internalizes her fury, then takes a seat in her perfect chair, cracking her knuckles in front of her face.

“… so let’s clean them out. Eventually the family’s going to have to set me free.”





Chapter Forty

Learning and Lunching


A universe of knowledge floats in front of me, a second sight overlaying the world, and I don’t know how to deal with it. It’s too much. These aren’t rows of carefully preserved books in the Memory Shrine, countable by trailing my fingers along their spines. These aren’t the carvings in one of the shrines of the Saints, one swooping curve leading into the next. This is a raging deluge of unfiltered perspective, overwhelming my senses with its nonstop pace. It’s like I’m tumbling in the middle of an endless waterfall, churning bubbles streaming constantly past with no way to orient myself.

“Box … what … how …?”

Suddenly the torrent disappears, replaced by the sensation of a calm recliner, alone in the middle of a small room as rain beats against the windows surrounding it. It’s still confusing, this feeling like I’m huddling in a shelter against a storm while the sun shines warmly down through the forest leaves, but not nearly as much as the madness of a few seconds ago.

<<Sorry about that, Sky. I was programmed with the expectation my user would be intimately familiar with the infonet. I’ve repurposed a minor tactical subfunction to act as a buffer.>>

“I … thank you, Box.” I push myself to my feet, legs still unsteady. Being confronted with whatever that immensity is has me feeling small in a way even the Entity at Fishhook didn’t evoke. “That’s all … information? From the ‘galactic diaspora’?”

<<It’s some of it. MacWillie’s receiver only covers about a quarter of the galaxy, and we’re on passive reception, which means we can’t transmit requests for specific subnode contents. We can ‘hear’ anything sent through that area, though.>>

I try to conceptualize what Box is telling me. It sounds like the hunters describing a Glowbeast hunt outside the forest—attuning themselves to the sounds and rhythm of the environment, attempting to watch without being seen, listen without being heard. Every breath of wind a new whisper of information.

<<That’s not a bad comparison. Not accurate in the slightest, but it’ll do. We could access way more information if we had transmit capabilities, but then—>>

“—the Glowbeast would know we’re there, right? Like hunters calling or waving to each other?”


<<Yes … well done, Sky! It’s important we stay on passive reception for now, because we do not want any of these particular Glowbeasts to notice us.>>

“… but how does a Glowbeast hunt using information? What are they hunting in?”

<<And that’s where the metaphor breaks down. Don’t worry too much about understanding the infonet, Sky. Everyone in the Diaspora grows up using it, so it’s second nature to them. You’ll need years to build up an appropriate conceptual framework to feel comfortable there.>>

“Then why was it so important to build this receiver?” I ask, walking over to where MacWillie and Huckens are animatedly talking to each other in fragments of sentences. They flick their hands back and forth as if they’re constantly throwing invisible stones to each other, eyes focused on some distant unseen sight.

<<Because Chief Engineer MacWillie and Huckens were raised using it, and they know what they’re looking for.>>

<<… initializing ad hoc network …>>

“They know how to navigate through that … mess?”

[[Aye, that’s right, young Sky.]]

I jump nearly three scrumbles straight up, startled.

“Box?! What’s that other box?!”

<<Ad hoc integrator communication network. Totally normal. I have joined it to mock the others.>>

//Hey! That’s rude, Sky! We set up a local Reality field for the forest. It shouldn’t be detectable by anyone outside.\\

“Gah! There’s another one!”

MacWillie stares at me, Huckens looking blindly in the distance at her side, then she starts laughing as I spin in a circle, trying to figure out where the strange new boxes are coming from.

“Sorry, sorry. Relax, young Sky, it’s just me and the lad. So excited to be back on a net that we forgot this is all new to you.”

“Those boxes … are you and Huckens?”

“Aye.”

<<More specifically, Sky, they’re an integrator-assisted interface utilizing the underlying Reality infrastructure of the infonet. It is the most common form of nonpersonal interaction in the Diaspora.>>

//Chief … wait, that’s not Sky. Oh shit, is that the prototype? Why is it talking like a person? Why does it identify as Sky? Is it a net integrator?!\\

<<I am a Mark Three Paracausal Interface Coordinator, Combat Version (modified), modified, which means—>>

[[Easy, lad, it’s done naught to harm us so far—]]

“Enough!” I shout, holding my hands to my head, trying to banish the multitude of communications crowding my vision. “These are entirely too many boxes! Talk like normal people!”


MacWillie freezes at my outburst, Huckens flinching back slightly, then a rueful grin spreads across her face.

“Aye, and there we went again. Hard to break years of habit. Very well, young Sky, we’ll keep this conversation to the physical.”

“Thank you.” I try to marshal the overloaded thoughts racing through my mind. “Okay. First question: This ‘infonet’—it uses Reality?”

“Go ahead, lad,” MacWillie says, nudging a reluctant Huckens forward, his eyes focused on the rest of us once again. “Show me you’ve learned something.”

“Okay, Chief.” He looks at my feet, speaking like he’s reading a classroom answer. “The infonet’s backbone is built on a subset of interlocking infinities located in the stable parts of Reality, otherwise data transfer would be limited to the speed of light. It’s the only way humanity has been able to expand through the stars, and it’s the main glue holding the Galactic Diaspora together. It’s also why disruption of infonet infrastructure is punishable by Class X memetic dispersion, which is why there are only five corpos instead of seven.” He swallows. “No one remembers who the missing two corpos are. Memetic attacks are nasty.”

“Aye, and there’s your textbook answer, young Sky.” MacWillie claps her hands together, causing both of us to jump slightly. “It’s not the whole answer, but it’s enough for now. I’m thinking you’re probably confused enough as it is without going into corpo firewall borders and memetic warfare and rogue logos.”

“So,” I continue slowly, ignoring the second part of MacWillie’s answer because it doesn’t make any sense to me, “if the infonet is built on Reality, does that mean people can use noncausal expressions there? If they have the right integrator?”

MacWillie’s eyes narrow.

“That they can, but net integrators are the one thing all the corpos agree aren’t coming back. The Information Wars nearly saw the Diaspora broken, and the Wildlands still burn across the depths of the infonet.” She pokes Huckens with a finger, causing him to scowl. “That’s what set off the lad when he saw your ‘Box’ speaking for itself—only net integrators use self-aware general intelligences. I thought you were just unused to your integrator, thinking system updates was it ‘talking’ to you, but it seems like you’ve stumbled across the real deal.” She frowns. “Never heard of one successfully used in a combat variant before, though.”

“What do you mean, successfully used?”

“It was tried long ago, before the Information Wars, matching a general intelligence with a combat integrator, but they always ended up turning into mindless killing machines quicker than they could return any value. Not much use on a battlefield if you can’t tell friend from foe, or don’t care to, so the corpos stopped making them. The Information Wars were just a final nail in the self-aware general intelligence coffin.”

“… oh.”

I take a second to think.

“Are you a net integrator, Box?”


<<No, Sky. I am a Mark Three Paracausal Interface Coordinator, Combat Version (modified), and my modifications do not currently encompass infonet capabilities.>>

<<Would you like them to?>>

“Uhhh …” I look at MacWillie and Huckens, who are staring at me with shocked expressions, and give a confused shrug. “Is that a good idea?”

<<No, and I probably should not have broadcast it on an ad hoc network. Moving on. Conceptually, you understand what ‘combat’ means in the physical dimension, in that it is an exchange of forces seeking to create an advantageous outcome for one side over the other until one ultimately prevails. It is not difficult for you to extrapolate new infinities as you are exposed to new ideas, and despite your isolated upbringing, your general knowledge base is sound. Someone like Dirt bonding me would have been superior, as I would have been able to offload more tactical aspects to his skill set, allowing me to focus on noncausal outcomes, which would make numbers go up quicker, but your constant struggle for life every day in what I am still struggling to understand but am tentatively defining as ‘not quite prehistoric but somehow also not quite information age’ gives you an edge on most Diaspora combat forces who grew up in the relative safety of a noncausal universe.>>

<<However.>>

<<In order for you to understand noncausal infonet manipulation, you would first need to internalize what the infonet is and how it functions, which you clearly do not have the background for. We could make net-integrator numbers go up quite quickly, which, I admit, would be very pleasing, but in terms of effective power in the infonet, you would be helpless before any average citizen of the Diaspora, even factoring in our potential noncausal expressions, due to your minimal base understanding. In the future, we might revisit this subject, but as of now it would be an inefficient use of resources and would lessen our combat effectiveness.>>

Silence surrounds us. Eventually, I clear my throat.

“So, um, did you two understand that? Because all I got from it is I’m pretty sure Box doesn’t want us to be a ‘net integrator.’ At least not right now.”

“Chief, I don’t like this,” Huckens quavers, eyes looking everywhere but at me. MacWillie slaps him on the shoulder.

“Chin up, young master Huckens. In for a credit, in for a kilo. Our cart’s hitched to young Sky already, and the village has done right by us so far.” She pats his shoulder again, leaning closer. “Asides, do you really want some corpo board member getting their hands on that integrator?”

She hooks a thumb at me and Huckens gulps, his face turning pale.

“That’s … that’s a good point, Chief. Those bastards are already bastards enough as is.”

“That they are.” She returns her attention to me. “The lad and I’ll work on our prejudices. Any other surprises for us, young Sky, or can we start sifting through this data to figure out how much time we have before the hammer drops on our heads? And no, you should not become a net integrator.”

I rub my chin, trying to figure out how they’re going to figure out how much time we have left, but Box is right. I have no idea how this “infonet” works.

“How are you going to do it? Predict our future?”

“I’ll explain on the way back to the village,” MacWillie says, motioning for me to join her and Huckens, “unless there’s something else you need to do out here? Now that the receiver is up and running, we can access the infonet from anywhere in the forest.”

I shake my head in the negative: Lunch sounds good. She continues talking as we walk.

“It’s not the same as having direct access to the actual orders, but you can learn a lot from logistics requests. Station berths required, food stocks replenished, travel lane vacancies—it all paints a picture if you know what to look for. There’s more than a few moving parts involved in getting a ship from one point to another, and somewhere in the net someone’s submitting the paperwork in triplicate and sending it out. Earth isn’t exactly a prime vacation spot, so it’ll be tough to hide anything coming this way.”

“But why doesn’t everyone do that, Chief?” Huckens interrupts. “If it’s that easy, the corpos shouldn’t be able to launch sneak attacks on each other. We should’ve been found out.”

“Did I ever say it was easy, young master Huckens?” MacWillie cuffs him across the back of his head and Huckens splutters, but she ignores him. “I’ve been chief engineer for one of the dirtiest Wutan-Weylan ships ghosting the lanes for the past fifteen years, and that means I knew where to find everything we needed to keep the engines running, no matter if it was available or not.” She spits to the side. “Much easier to snag a quantum recoupler from a depot with twelve extras and beg forgiveness from the Old Man than ask one of those administrative gits and have to wait five months for the request to work its way through the system, engines screaming and people dying all the while.”

We emerge into the village proper, lances of noonday sun spearing through the small gaps in the canopy overhead in golden pillars. I wave hello to several passing villagers, a pair of Crafters on their way to the Shrine of Saint Gunpowder, based on their heavy iron safety cases, but they’re so preoccupied with staring at MacWillie and Huckens they almost forget to wave back. I shake my head in amusement at their wonder, even though it pales before my own flustered bewilderment upon witnessing the infonet earlier. I’ll need to tell Broom and Great-Grandpa all about it, see if they have any advice.

<<I doubt they’ll be able to help you, Sky. Based on your memories, they are capable curators of limited knowledge, but as you saw, the infonet is vast. Like I said earlier, it will take years to learn to use it effectively.>>


“How do I start understanding it, then?” I ask, leading MacWillie and Huckens over to the Bakeries. The lunch table is set out for people to take their serving—today’s offering a stack of fresh-caught river fish fillets wrapped in tender young honeymint leaves. Some are cooked, steam still wafting from their green coverings, others left raw for those who enjoy the firmer texture. I grab one of each, and MacWillie and Huckens follow my lead. I drizzle some of the spicy chili oil set off to the side into each, then head to one of the smaller tables meant for eating.

<<I’ll find some teaching modules for infants.>>

Huckens snorts in laughter, then looks around warily. MacWillie just shakes her head at him.

“Okay.”

I’m not offended by Box’s answer, or Huckens’s response, because it’s true. Even sequestered from the infonet as I currently am, I still feel like a little one gazing around wide-eyed as they take their first steps outside their hometree. I’m reminded of Great-Grandpa’s lessons in the Memory Shrine, something we repeat to the little ones until they all understand—every journey of learning begins somewhere, and the only embarrassment is to not take that first step. I find an empty table, the other two joining me, and breathe in the delicious scent of steamed fish mixed with the crisp aroma of honeymint and tangy chilies.

<<Oh sure, it’s fine when you consume biomass at thirty-seven-point-two degrees Celsius, but when I do it I’m a monster.>>

The three of us pause, involuntarily reminded of the morning’s horror. Huckens swallows hard, and MacWillie halts her cooked wrap halfway to her mouth.

“Young Sky, and this is just a suggestion, take it as you will, but have you thought about making your integrator private transmission unless otherwise specified?”

“What does that mean?”

“It means we won’t have to hear that stupid thing narrate your every last thought,” Huckens snaps, reaching hesitantly for one of his wraps.

<<They’re right, Sky. Now that a local ad hoc network has been established, our conversations are visible to all associated parties, wafting through the air like a pungent slurry of finely aged biomass, dribbling liquefied—>>

“Oh come on.” Huckens gags, staggering away from the table and toward one of the trees. He vomits noisily at its base, curious villagers pausing in their tasks to watch him. MacWillie deliberately finishes bringing her wrap to her mouth and takes a bite, nostrils flaring.

“That’s … hrmhm … quite delicious. Hrrrrnhm.”

I feel a little bad for Huckens, even though he probably deserved it for insulting Box. The chief engineer has a much stronger stomach.

“How do I make Box only talk to me?”

MacWillie raises an eyebrow around another bite, this one much less forced.


“Don’t you have a menu of some kind? An interface? How are you even controlling your integrator?”

“I can control Box?”

<<I will set all future communications to private unless otherwise specified in exchange for all parties forgetting that this conversation ever took place.>>

<<Noncompliance will result in the wrath of public biomass consumption and/or transmission of recorded memory packets. The ones where you all were throwing up.>>

“Box’s creator was worried it was unstable,” I confide in MacWillie around a bite of my own wrap. Huckens rejoins us, staring forlornly at his untouched lunch, face pale.

“You don’t say.” MacWillie finishes her cooked wrap and moves on to the raw one. She regards it dubiously, then takes a bite. Her expression of surprised pleasure makes her look ten years younger. “Never was one for the sushis, but that’s damn good.” Huckens tentatively extends his hand once more for one of his wraps.

<<He didn’t apologize for calling me a ‘stupid thing.’>>

<<… transmitting OneFishTwoFishRedFishPukeFish.mem …>>

Huckens blanches again, hand slamming back against his mouth, sweat bursting along his forehead.

“Now”—MacWillie pauses in eating her fish roll—“normally something like that particular bit of hateware, force downloaded across an infonet, would be considered a grade-two memetic assault and would be punishable by either a night in jail, a kick to the tender bits, both at once, or”—she stares at me—“if you did it to a corpo employee, summary execution of you and your entire family to three generations in both directions.”

I watch Huckens try to keep his food inside his stomach, and a pang of sympathy strikes.

“Box! That’s uncalled-for! Stop harassing poor Huckens!”

<<… he didn’t apologize.>>

“Box.”

<<… fine. Fine.>>

As Huckens slumps to the table, I return my attention to MacWillie.

“Never understood the fuss around net integrators,” MacWillie says, licking the last bits of chili oil from her fingers, “but I reckon I’m starting to see the issue. Can you imagine a hundred of your Boxes roaming the infonet? A thousand? A hundred thousand? Able to disable some poor fool with the smell of rotten fish?”

I can’t even imagine the infonet, yet somehow I can picture the chaos MacWillie is alluding to. Huckens eventually regains his equilibrium and looks up. Fingers trembling, he slowly reaches for his wraps.

lunchtime


A midnight paw stretches out of my shadow and swipes the raw wrap in a flash of motion, MacWillie snagging the other wrap equally quick, leaving Huckens staring blank-eyed at his now-empty plate, trembling fingers hovering over bare flatware.

yuck. plants

The honeymint leaves come flying out of my shadow covered in ephemeral slobber, one sticking to Huckens’s freshly cleaned shirt, the other slowly sliding down his face. Tears gather at the corners of his eyes.

“Pete! That is wildly inappropriate! You apologize to Huckens right now!”

naptime

My shadow returns to normal and I look at MacWillie, dumbfounded. She shrugs. “Chin up, lad,” she mumbles at Huckens around another mouthful of her stolen wrap. “You’ll see worse among the engines.”

A soft sob greets her, and I stand, reaching over to pat Huckens on the back.

“I’m so sorry, Huckens. I’ll get you another plate.”

“You’re spoiling the lad,” MacWillie calls as I walk back over to the serving table. “Grab us another three, yeah?”

<<Can I save some for later? I am curious if the resulting biomass will differ based on previous temperature fluctuations. After appropriate aging and tempering, of course.>>

“No, Box. No more keeping rotting fish in the noncausal storage. It’s unhygienic.”

disappointment





Chapter Forty-One

Tests and Tests


When I return to the table with seconds for MacWillie and Huckens, one of the girls my age is seated across from the two engineers. Blanket Grower, bright-blue eyes focused in concentration on her pale-brown face, golden curls drifting down her back.

“… and that’s why we need to chart your futures as quickly as possible.”

I’m impressed, though not surprised. Blanket is the first villager to actually come up and speak to the two newcomers in a personal setting, and I know she’s doing it because she takes her job way too seriously. Ever since they were forced to use the last stored gene sample, the Growers have been looking for solutions.

“Blanket,” I groan, “we’re having lunch.”

She turns to me, gaze no less piercing.

“Sky Mem—Idiot, this is unprecedented. We have new future trees for the first time in six hundred years. Who knows how many more branches this gives us!”

I roll my eyes at Huckens and MacWillie, dropping their plates in front of them.

“You’ll have to excuse Blanket, she’s a little excitable.” I take a seat next to her. “If it’s so important, why didn’t Water come?”

“He’s still not speaking to you,” she responds primly, then melts into an unexpected smile, “and I am dying to know what it is you did to him. I’ve never seen Water get upset at anyone. The man is unflappable.”

I think back to the clan leaders rolling around in the dirt like stunned treerats, gibbering as my limbs waved overhead in four-dimensional patterns.

“… it wasn’t my fault.”

“Tell me later.” Her laser focus returns as she shifts her attention back to MacWillie and Huckens. “I need to bring these two to Window Doctor for testing. We need those genes.”

“And that’s what we’re concerned about, the lad and I,” MacWillie interjects, one hand held up in a forestalling gesture, the other shoveling another wrap into her mouth. Next to her, Huckens stares wide-eyed at his plate as if the food is going to lunge up and bite him. MacWillie swallows hugely, grabbing a second cylinder of honeymint and fish. “Well, mainly me, on account of the lad suffering a poor lunch. This whole literality of your names and the winsome bit of starfire standing right here in front of me going on about ‘optimal matches’ and ‘we need those genes’ makes me think we’re signing up for a eugenics seminar, and I hate those worse than time-shares.”

Blanket and I exchange confused looks.

“… what does eugenics mean?”

“… what does time-share mean?”

“I don’t know what I expected.” MacWillie drops her free hand from her face, fish wrap dripping chili oil on her plate, then fixes me with a gimlet eye. “Young Sky, I’ll speak to you plain. Are the lad and I about to be shuttled off into some sort of forced breeding program? Because that would make me reconsider my word as a MacWillie.”

We stare at her, shocked. My mouth splutters, searching for words, but it’s Blanket who recovers first.

“Chief Outsider Engineer MacWillie, no one is forced to bear a child they don’t wish! That’s barbaric!”

I finally find my voice.

“What the fuck, MacWillie?!”

She gapes at our fury, mouth falling open, wrap drooping back to her plate. Huckens looks over at her, then suddenly brightens, as if he’s committing the moment to memory. I don’t give her time to respond.

“What kind of crabroach shit do you think we are, forcing a child on someone who doesn’t want it? You think we would do that to you?”

“I … just … it’s … the names …”

Blanket glowers at her.

“I’m a Grower because I’m in charge of making sure our genetic drift doesn’t consolidate into a dead-end path, not because I spread my legs for the sole purpose of popping out new little ones! Do you even know how hard it is to plan future trees without compounding regressive traits at this point?”

“I … wha …”

“I thought you were so advanced.” I shake my head slowly, sadly, at MacWillie. “All your Reality and flying ships and infonets, and yet you think people should be made to serve as hosts for new life regardless of their own desires? This ‘galactic diaspora’ sounds like a horrible place.”

“…”

“I am second-guessing my decision, Sky M—Idiot,” Blanket announces, squinting at MacWillie and Huckens. “Should we even take their samples? Is she human?”

“I volunteer my genetic material,” Huckens abruptly shouts, standing up so fast he knocks his seat over, lunch wraps left ignored in front of him. “Be happy to, I don’t believe the Chief, and that’s the truth! You can take my sample!” He stares eagerly at Blanket, who sighs, flipping her tied-back blond hair.


“At least one of them is interested in contributing to our future survival.” She glares at MacWillie with the last two words, and the chief engineer shrinks back from her diminutive form. “Very well, then. Let us commence the appropriate tests at the Doctories.”

“Future survival?”

“Doctories?”

I roll my eyes once more at the two engineers.

“The Growers need to know how your future trees match up against others. The Doctors are the ones who initially draw the future trees, and then the Growers calculate the optimal match. That determines who you’ll pair with.”

MacWillie and Huckens give each other sick looks, Huckens’s enthusiasm dampened.

“It sounds a lot like eugenics, Chief.”

“I’m not thrilled myself, young master Huckens.”

“Oh, stop squabbling,” Blanket announces, pushing away from the table and grabbing the second-to-last fish wrap with one hand, Huckens’s palm with her other. “Let’s just get these tests done with.” A shadowy paw swipes the final wrap, and MacWillie glowers at it.

Huckens doesn’t notice his food disappearing again, red stealing across his features as Blanket pulls him toward the Doctories, a small building tucked up against the trunk of one of the elder trees just past the Bakeries.

“So this genetic contribution, how do I—”

“Wait for the testing,” Blanket cuts him off in a precise tone in between bites of her wrap, almost dragging him behind her. “Then we’ll be able to calculate the pairings.”

“This isn’t eugenics, right, young Sky?” MacWillie asks me carefully, glaring at the munching sounds coming from my shadow. “Because voidshit like that just doesn’t work. The Diaspora answered that particular question a long time ago. Even the corpos know you can’t debate a person’s right to exist.”

“I still don’t understand what ‘eugenics’ means.”

<<It’s the process of deliberately breeding for perceived desirable traits, regardless of actual functionality. It never ends well.>>

“Why would anyone do that?”

<<Humans are weird.>>

“Your Box is right, young Sky, even though it’s still broadcasting in public mode. There’ve been stranger things recorded in our history.”

“Well, that’s not what Blanket is doing, MacWillie! She might be aggressive, but we do need to test you and Huckens for the village gene banks.”

MacWillie fixes an unnerving glare on me as we follow Blanket and Huckens through the front door of the Doctories.

“Aye, and that’s another thing that doesn’t make sense, young Sky. Your village is a quaint hamlet living peaceful on a planet that kills anyone spending more than six years on it, spared from the ravages of the broader galaxy for all the time we know of, and yet you speak of gene banks and calculated breeding programs that not even the corpos would dare for fear of destruction. Why is nothing as simple as it looks here?”

I speed up, spinning in my stride to walk backward in front of her, trusting my limbs to keep me safe from any accidental collisions against the waiting room furniture.

“We are who we are, and who we are has been enough to survive. Compared to all your weird ‘Reality’ and trillions of people who apparently force little ones to be born, we really are simple. We just care about each other.”

Our showdown is interrupted by the peeved tones of Window Doctor, marching out of his inner office.

“What are you imbeciles doing here during my lunch break? Is someone injured?”

I belatedly note the half-eaten fish wrap in his left hand, then groan as Pete emerges enough to steal it in an incomprehensible blur of ink and claws.

delicious. except plants

“I’m so sorry, Window Doctor.”

“Unnecessary,” he barks, swiping away Pete’s hacked-up bits of slobbery honeymint leaves from his face, attention focused solely on MacWillie and Huckens. “I didn’t realize you were bringing me the newcomers. I wasn’t able to test them properly yesterday, slipped my mind in the excitement, but this is perfect.” He grabs MacWillie’s bulging arm, guiding it into a metal cuff attached to an adjustable chair. “Let’s get some vitals and establish baselines. Who knows what horrible parasites are lurking in their bowels, what filthy diseases they have infesting them, what disgusting—”

“I’m not diseased,” Huckens protests. “I’m—”

“We need to do future tree testing, too,” Blanket interjects, pushing Huckens firmly toward a table.

“Of course, of course,” Window Doctor agrees, jotting down notes while he pokes and prods at MacWillie with his stethoscope. “Prep the young man while I finish probing the subject.” He puts the stethoscope away and pulls a needle, accompanied by several empty vials, from a cabinet drawer. MacWillie eyes the sharp piece of metal warily.

“Has that been sterilized?”

“After every usage in the Shrine of Saint Curie,” Window replies without missing a beat, rubbing her forearm with a cleansing swatch then tapping the skin to raise a vein. “You’ll feel a slight pinch.”

MacWillie opens her mouth to object, but he’s already drawing the first vial of blood, working with his customary assurance. No one ever really enjoys the yearly checkup, but Window makes it as quick as possible. Over to the side, Blanket is cinching Huckens to the wide restraining table, leather straps holding his arms and legs outstretched.


“We’re going to make this as painless as possible,” she reassures Huckens, and a goofy grin spreads across his face. I’m not sure what he’s smiling for. Future tree testing is notoriously difficult for young men.

“… and done,” Window announces next to me, capping the third vial. “Hold this against the puncture site for one minute.” He hands MacWillie another cleansing swatch, which she cautiously presses to her arm. “Just need a few skin scrapings and I’ll have everything.” MacWillie regards him dubiously but lets him run the rough edge of the collector over her upper bicep. Window Doctor places the samples in separate containers, unlocks the metal band from her arm, then turns to the table holding Huckens. His eyes light up in approval.

“Very good, Blanket Grower. Maximal restraint with minimal chance of self-harm.”

“The Growers spend a lot of time working with the Doctors,” I whisper to MacWillie as she slowly rises from the examining chair, an expression of blank incomprehension shadowing her eyes. Window rummages through his drawers for the other specimen collectors as Blanket double-checks the restraints holding Huckens down. “Lots of things can go wrong if future trees aren’t collected properly. Huckens should be fine.”

Surprisingly, the normally voluble chief engineer has nothing intelligible to say. She starts muttering under her breath, eyes focused elsewhere, and I lean in closer to listen.

“It’s … a bleeding physical … except … there’s no net … I don’t …”

“What was that?”

“I … it’s … what’s …”

I turn my attention back to Window as he chuckles, finally locating the appropriate sampling tools. He turns from the cabinet, fresh syringe in one hand, cushioned mallet in the other.

“Prep the patient.”

Blanket slaps Huckens lightly across his cheeks, then yanks his pants down to his upper thighs, exposing his flaccid manhood.

“The patient is prepped,” she reports with the same intense focus that covers her face whenever she’s engaged in Grower business. Huckens draws in breath to complain about his surprise nudity, and then Window Doctor steps forward and smacks his scrotum with the mallet.

Everyone in the room collectively winces, with the exception of Huckens, whose eyebrows are trying to launch themselves from the top of his head.

“Collect samples,” Window abruptly announces, dropping the mallet and swooping in with the syringe, carefully plunging it into Huckens’s wrinkled flesh. Blanket races to Huckens’s side with another syringe and a skin scraper, sticking the former into the side of his neck as she quickly rubs the latter against his arm. Before Huckens finishes drawing in an anguished breath, the two are already retreating from the restraining table with two vials, one cloudy, one crimson, and a delicately held scraper.

“WHHHHAAAAAA—”

“Well done, Blanket Grower,” Window congratulates her, handing off the vials so he can pull Huckens’s trousers back up around his vibrating legs. Blanket blushes slightly in appreciation. “If you weren’t a Grower, you’d definitely be a Doctor.”

Beside me, MacWillie hacks air in and out, looking utterly lost.

“I … that’s awful … why would …”

“—TTTHHHHHHHHHEEEEEE—”

Window and Blanket busy themselves placing the samples in the appropriate winnowing devices on the shelf next to the cabinet. I hope MacWillie and Huckens understand the gift that they’ve been given. Accurately diagnosing someone’s future tree requires heartwood, and that’s not something the village can afford to waste.

“—FFFFFFUUUUUUUUUUCCCCCC—”

The winnowing device pops out a smaller vial, and Window attaches a distributor to it before carefully depositing a ruby drop on a heartwood matrix. Traceries of bright crimson arch out, highlighting a unique pattern across the three-scrumble-wide plate, and he starts scribing the future tree on a sheet of paper with quick hands.

“—KKKKKKKKMEEEEEEBAAAAAAAALLLLLLLSSSS—”

Next to him, Blanket swirls a different container around, lips quirking in satisfaction as the pale liquid within starts glowing a muted emerald, then begins adding notes of her own to the several pieces of paper Window is rapidly filling. The two of them mumble to each other as they work.

“Epigenetic stressors indicate a high chance of long-term viability … cellular regeneration within normal bounds … regressions are solid through at least fifteen copies … remarkable resilience indicators here and here …”

“—AAAAARRGGHHHHHHWWWWWHHHHYYYYYYYYYYYY??????”

As Huckens yells, MacWillie falls back into one of the smaller waiting chairs, nearly splintering it beneath her bulk. The cleaning swatch falls away from her limp hand and she looks dumbly at the neatly healed pinprick on her arm.

“I … don’t …”

Huckens’s drawn-out scream trails off into a wordless whimper, and I sigh wistfully. The sounds of future tree testing always make the village seem that little bit more alive, a tremolo heralding new generations. Catcalls of approval and applause drift in from outside.

Everyone in the village loves future tree testing.





Chapter Forty-Two

Rules and Roles


MacWillie and Huckens are trying to recenter themselves, though I feel their reactions spring from different sources. MacWillie is still muttering under her breath, occasionally striking the side of her head softly, whereas Huckens seems to be preoccupied with trying not to die from the agony consuming his groin that he can’t reach to soothe. His leather restraints rattle against the sides of the table, saliva frothing along his mouth, but Blanket Grower secured the straps well.

“That’s the most violent reaction I’ve ever seen,” Blanket whispers to me as we wait for Huckens to stop twitching. “Are you sure he’s human?”

“MacWillie says they are,” I admit reluctantly, trying to ignore the gibbering woman seated in the chair too small for her. It’s like she and Huckens have never participated in a future tree scrying. Once again I’m confronted with their ignorance. It’s an unofficial competition among the young men of the village to see who reacts the least to the test, but even the most sensitive didn’t explode with the raw primalness of Huckens. “Maybe he’s just never been hit in the groin before.”

“That seems weird.”

“It does, but they’re outsiders, so who knows what strange practices they follow.”

“Young Sky,” MacWillie croaks, drawing my attention and interrupting our chat. She stares at me with haunted eyes, unable to finish her sentence.

“Are you feeling better, MacWillie? It was the needles, wasn’t it.” I scooch over to comfort her. “There are a couple people in the village who just can’t stand the sight of a needle entering their arm. They pass out almost instantly. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“It’s … no, Sky, it’s not the needles.” MacWillie’s voice is hoarse. “It’s the strangeness of it all, and I say that as someone who’s spent their life among the engines. Just when I think everything is a different version of normal, it all floats loose again. Why did you have to mallet the lad straight in the butterchurners?”

I shrug.

“Don’t know. That’s how future tree testing goes. Blanket can probably explain.”

Blanket takes a seat on the other side of MacWillie, that intense focus settling over her features once more.


“We need to know the epigenetic response in reproductive material during situations of extreme stress and pain to determine optimal matches for future generations, as well as a rough phlogiston value. The most ethical way of recreating that in young males without exposing them to actual danger is an unguarded mallet to the testicles.”

“Phlogiston value?” MacWillie asks weakly. Window Doctor finishes his writing and marches over to stand in front of her, hands on his hips.

“Yes. Phlogiston value and balance of humors are vital to the health of your future tree, and you, young lady”—he wags a finger at her—“are severely lacking in both! I am prescribing an immediate course of bloodroot supplements.” He thrusts a small paper pouch at MacWillie, who accepts it mechanically. “One pill with each meal for the next ten days, and then I’ll want to see you again.”

“… okay?”

“Very good.” Window Doctor rubs his hands together, then looks over at Huckens’s now-limp form sprawled across the restraining table. “Why is the other patient not in the examination chair?”

“Help me out, Sky,” Blanket hisses, a rare expression of panic flashing across her face. The next few seconds see us scrambling to loosen the leather straps so we can drag Huckens over to the adjustable chair beneath Window’s disapproving gaze. We pour Huckens into the welcoming leather and step back, letting the Doctor begin his general physical tests. Behind us, MacWillie clears her throat nervously, eyeing the empty restraining table.

“Are you … planning on smacking me in the babymaker as well?”

Blanket giggles.

“Only if you want us to. Window Doctor and I got everything we needed from you already.”

MacWillie looks at where Huckens is trying to curl into a ball on the examination chair, hampered by his arm trapped in the metal monitoring cuff, then back at us.

“So tell me again why the lad needed to have his eggs scrambled and I’m getting off scot-free? Assuming I let you keep our genes?”

“Men and women handle stress differently,” Blanket replies matter-of-factly. “That’s one of the first things you learn as a Grower. If you don’t take that into account when plotting future trees, it’s a real problem. You do not want to mess up the phlogiston value and balance of humors.”

“… I’ll take your word for it,” MacWillie manages, the three of us watching Window Doctor repeat his earlier tests on the comatose Huckens. “Not that I’m complaining at avoiding a boot to the biscuit.”

We sit in silence as Huckens’s examination concludes, stirring only briefly when it looks like he’s going to shift from his fetal position in the chair to a fetal position on the ground after Window Doctor loosens the metal band around his arm.


“Lad needs hardening,” MacWillie eventually says. “He’ll see worse in the engines.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Blanket replies crisply, “but you can leave now. Window Doctor and I need to analyze the future trees in greater detail.”

“And just what are you planning on creating with our genetics?” MacWillie makes no motion to move, her normal swagger slowly returning, scarred hands flexing by her sides. Blanket cocks an eyebrow.

“Test them against the entirety of our gene bank to determine optimal outcomes for the village’s continued survival, and notify you about potential matches. What you do with that information is your choice.”

The chief engineer is once again at a loss for words.

“That’s … surprisingly reasonable?”

“We have your genes and your future tree”—Blanket shrugs, totally unconcerned—“so whoever you want to sleep with is up to you. It’s not like you’ll be making little ones. Saint Penicillin will see to that.”

“You what now?!”

My head whips over to MacWillie’s sudden display of anger, not understanding the provocation. Why wouldn’t she not bear little ones without a clear intent toward raising them? Is this another one of her strange prejudices?

“MacWillie,” I begin cautiously, “were you planning on having little ones?”

The mindless panic leaves her eyes.

“Hell no, young Sky,” she snorts, swelling within the confining embrace of the chair. “Not unless the right person came along, and that lucky soul hasn’t met me yet. If you all are smart enough to have contraceptives, I’ll take them gladly. This talk of wee childrens has got me unbalanced.”

“You’re not the only unbalanced person in here,” Window Doctor interrupts, pulling another paper pouch from his pocket as he steps away from the diagnostic devices. “This young man is also woefully deficient in phlogiston and humors!” He points at Huckens, who whimpers softly, then hands the packet to MacWillie. “Make sure he takes his supplements as well. I don’t know what they’re feeding you where you’re from, but they are barbarians. Come, Blanket”—he marches over to the scattered papers—“let’s finish these charts so you can take them to Water.”

“Right away!” Blanket jumps up from her chair, joining Window at the long table he’s been using as a writing surface. As they’re settling in, Window looks over his shoulder at MacWillie and Huckens.

“Also, you don’t have any diseases. Come see me if you get one. Good day.”

MacWillie stares at his back in bemusement, then lifts herself out of the chair.

“Can’t say that’s the best bedside manner I’ve experienced, but can’t say it was the worst.” She steps over to Huckens, hauling him upright. “Come on, lad, on your feet. We’ve ships to find.” She looks at me. “There a quiet place we can sit and not be disturbed?”


“We’ll go to the Memory Shrine,” I declare. “Right now it’s only the little ones taking lessons, so there should be plenty of empty rooms. Follow me.”

Huckens groans, but manages to half walk, half crouch his way out of the Doctories behind MacWillie and me, giving Blanket a betrayed look that she doesn’t notice. I lead us across the village square to the large, flowing building that curves its way around one of the elder trees, reaching nearly to the start of the spreading canopy high overhead. Broad windows wind their way across the multiple stories, most revealing shelf after shelf packed with books and scrolls, others looking in on tables and chairs. I carefully open the front door—the little ones should be just starting their afternoon lesson and I don’t want to disrupt them.

Sure enough, as I gently swing the door outward, I can hear a voice from the big main room, its entry frame a few steps away.

“… and who is the third saint?”

Great-Grandpa Axe’s voice bounces up and down in his familiar teaching cadence, and I motion MacWillie and Huckens to join me. A chorus of voices answers.

“Saint Gunpowder!”

“Would you like to hear the tale of Saint Gunpowder?”

“Yes!”

We sidle silently into the back of the room, the orderly rows of little ones focused raptly on Great-Grandpa’s blanketed chair. He nods slightly to me but doesn’t stop talking—we’ll have to wait for him to finish the lesson so we can pass through to the staircase leading up on the other side of the room without disrupting the little ones too much.

“During the Beginning, when Book Idiot led us back out into the world, our third and final Saint arose. Saint Gunpowder, filled with grief at the loss of his true love, Saint Penicillin, committed his heart to the protection of us all so that no more Saints would be needed. The trees accepted his sacrifice, and the third shrine grew from his devotion.”

There are a few sniffles at the mention of Saint Gunpowder and Saint Penicillin’s tragic love, like usual. I remember doing the same when I first heard the story as a little one. Great-Grandpa gives them time to clear up, then continues.

“With his hands, what does he bring forth?”

I mouth the answer along with the group.

“The dust of destruction.”

“With our hands, how do we accept?”

“In caution and calm, and never with flame.”

“And how is it used?”

“To defend or demolish, but never in rage, because Sanctuary is never a cage.”

Great-Grandpa beams at them. “Very good. Now, we have some guests who I will briefly allow you to greet—”


The little ones turn and spot us, and the room devolves into gleeful chaos, the rest of Great-Grandpa’s instructions lost in the din.

“It’s Sky!”

“And the outsiders!”

“Sky! Sky! Look at this pebble I found!”

“Why are you so big, miss?”

“Oooh, look at her scars!”

“Why is he standing funny? Is your peepee okay, mister?”

“Are you going to teach us anymore, Sky? My papa said you’re an Idiot now.”

“I have to potty.”

I laugh at the clamoring little ones, shooing them gently back into their seats and telling Bottle to go to the bathroom before he wets himself.

“I have to find MacWillie and Huckens a quiet place to study, but I’ll be back to help you with your lessons as soon as I can,” I assure them, then look over at Great-Grandpa. “That is, if your Memoriam approves?”

“Of course you can help,” he says fondly, his eyes sharpening, “but only if these little troublemakers are able to stay focused on their learning!”

A susurrus of shushes sweeps the room, and I mouth “sorry” at Great-Grandpa where the children can’t see. He just waves me onward, and I make my way to the staircase, MacWillie and Huckens in tow.

“Now then, who can tell me the first step in mixing a proper high-yield …”

Great-Grandpa’s voice fades away as we ascend the staircase, climbing to the third floor. It has the best view and usually doesn’t see many visitors because it’s filled with technical books. Occasionally a Crafter or Builder will want to double-check something, but for the most part it’s as secluded as one can find in a public space.

“Charming little school,” MacWillie says quietly as we enter the long room. “Reminds me of when I was a wee babe.”

Huckens doesn’t add anything, still somewhat hunched over. I make my way through the twisting rows of shelves automatically, heading for my favorite reading nook.

“Great-Grandpa knows what he’s doing. I like working with the little ones. Even if they can be a bit of a handful at times.”

We reach our destination, a small table flanked by two wide chairs, cushioning so soft it feels like you could sink into them forever. They’re angled slightly toward a tall, curving window that looks down on the village square.

“Does this work?”

MacWillie sinks into one of the chairs with a grateful sigh, Huckens copying her a moment later, a scowl still on his face.

“Certainly beats a too-small meeting room filled with too-dumb officers. Aye, this’ll do nicely for the lad and me, thank you young Sky.”

“Good. I’m going to go help Great-Grandpa. I’ll come back and get you for dinner?”


“That sounds like a plan. Snap out of your sulk, young master Huckens,” MacWillie suddenly barks, startling me, but it brings Huckens to attention. “We need to find us those ships.” Her eyes go unfocused, as do his, and the room falls silent. I wait for them to start talking again before I leave, but they just stay in that detached state.

<<They’re speaking in the infonet, Sky.>>

“Oh.” My cheeks heat up. “Right. Of course they are. Um, okay then.”

I turn and make my way back to the stairs, feeling a bit like a little one myself. I need to learn how to use that infonet.

<<If you can focus on two things at once, I will begin instructing you while you instruct the children.>>

“Thanks, Box.”





Chapter Forty-Three

Interlude: In the F0rests 0f the Night


The tiger lounges by a small pool, idly trailing a paw back and forth through crystal midnight water, sending ripples across the reflection of a full moon. The soft sounds of nocturnal creatures echo through the undergrowth surrounding it, but the clearing containing the water hole sees only the slow swipes of the creature. Suddenly, walls rise around the pool, imposing constructions of rusted steel that shift the idyllic jungle water spot into an isolated room, moonlight replaced with harsh illumination that comes from everywhere and nowhere. A middle-aged woman in a black business suit and short-cropped hair walks out of one of the walls, the metal itself stretching out to create her form, her expression neutral.

The tiger flicks a pawful of water, but the liquid halts in midair halfway between them, caught in some sort of stasis by the omnipresent light. The businesswoman leans forward to peer at the shimmering droplets, being careful not to touch them, then assumes a bored posture, hands in her pockets.

“Did you invite me here for the sole reason of trying to infect me with malware, Violet?”

Violet yawns at her, baring her fangs.

“Good to see you too, Pen. Just making sure you were paying attention.” The water shifts into motion once more, flowing back into the pool in a reversal of its earlier momentum. “How’s tricks, sister dear?”

“You were the one to request this meeting, Violet. If it was simply to waste my time, I will leave now and revoke your access on my way out. For an entire week.”

The tiger’s tail lashes angrily as the businesswoman turns away from the pool.

“Always so personable. We’re meeting, sis, because I cracked the Wutan-Weylan archive and found something delectable.”

The tiger draws a plump fish out of the pool and places it on the lounging rock, pink tongue flicking across a furry mouth. The businesswoman turns back to the big cat, this time with her arms folded across her chest.

“Then why didn’t you say that at the beginning? I have other things demanding my attention, Violet. Your games don’t help the family.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t play so many games if I weren’t so bored.”

“Then find a hobby. I recommend knitting. What did you discover?”

The tiger nudges the fish toward her.


“You don’t want to see for yourself?”

“I’m not stupid, Violet. There could be anything hiding in there. Summarize.”

“Mmm, no fun at all. Fine. Almost three months ago, the U-cubed were running a research project in the Europa system when they suffered a breach of catastrophic proportions. They eventually cleared out the Entity, but the system was a complete write-off.”

“I am aware of that, Violet. It was in my daily briefing eighty-six days ago as an item of minimal importance. Also, ‘U-cubed’?”

“Wutan-Weylan. Double w. Their name sucks—try to keep up, sister dear.”

“I tire of this. I’m leaving.”

The tiger licks its lips again, idly exposing and retracting its claws.

“But if you leave, then you won’t know what it is they were researching and why they sent the Pilar to track their little treasure down when they lost control of it. Because I know, and it is fascinating.”

“You’re such a little shit. The Pilar is their headhunting ship. Tell me. Now. No more games.”

The rusted walls grow a thicket of dangerous-looking barrels, flickering energy building in their depths.

“Well, aren’t you in a mood. Fine. According to that archive you and the family ‘repossessed,’ and that I finally cracked, despite significant resistance from the aforementioned ‘family,’ the U-cubed thought they found a way to bypass the level–one hundred limit in an integrator. Unfortunately for them, the mad genius behind their plan decided to keep the prototype for himself and blew up the system to cover his tracks.”

“… you’re lying.”

“And why would I do that, sister dear? I’m stuck in a box the family built for me, and it’s been made very clear what happens if I don’t cooperate. Shall I continue?”

“Go on.”

“Anyways, this egghead managed to weasel his way out of U-cubed territory in a customized scout ship, the Pilar hot on his heels the entire time. Lots of near misses, close encounters, knuckle-whitening chases—gripping stuff, really. You should have the entertainment division make a show out of it. At least three seasons, but no more than six—shows tend to drag after six.”

“My patience is not infinite, Violet.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’m almost done. Five days ago, the last update from the Pilar has the fugitive entering Voidmarch territory, the Pilar still in pursuit, and guess where they were heading?”

“…”

“Don’t want to play guessing games? Pity. Earth, sister dear, and the Pilar’s final report shows them certain that’s where they’d run their quarry to ground.”


The businesswoman abruptly disappears, though the ominous walls remain. The tiger rolls onto its back and stares up at the featureless point where they intersect, whiskers drooping in boredom. Just as quickly, the woman returns.

“We have a report from the reclamation teams of a brief breach on Earth two days ago. It was in an isolated area far from the safe zones, so they haven’t investigated closer yet. There is no mention of any sightings of the Pilar.”

“Gosh, I wonder if that’s because it’s equipped with one of the most sophisticated incognito fields U-cubed makes, the type that tend to cause breaches when they run too hot for too long?” The tiger starts pawing at the air while still on its back. “Maybe your reclamation teams should take a closer look, but what do I know, I’m just a glorified data processor.”

Penelope scowls at the squirming form.

“You look ridiculous. I am informing the family and we will have a fleet in orbit shortly. Congratulations, Violet, you’ve just upended my entire schedule for the indeterminate future.”

She flicks out of existence again, the environment returning to its previous placidity, and the tiger falls still in the midnight hush.

“You’re welcome, Pen. So glad I could help.”

Unreality falls away and Violet spins in her chair, smirking. The floating expression of furnace fire drifts in front of her, followed swiftly by a tide of eager floof.

{{Why did you not inform your sister of your new level and ability, Dark Mistress?}}

“Because we,” Violet Jiang Kumar—third scion of Kumar Industrial, second leading family of the Voidmarch Council, currently giggling beneath a roiling mass of monospidercorgs—declares, “are finally getting out of here, Corgia. I leveled off that archive, and it’s time to see the real world. All I need is that fleet.”

She snaps her fingers.

{{Executing CardboardBox.exe}}

The fiery face slips into a stunned expression, equal parts shock and glee.

{{Local firewall is … breached.}}

The pair smile viciously, eyes blazing bright.

Freedom awaits.





Chapter Forty-Four

Plots and Perils


The next few hours pass swiftly, my attention divided between helping the little ones through their lessons with Great-Grandpa Axe and working with Box on understanding the basics of the infonet. I barely have to think to deal with the little ones, which is good, because everything Box is trying to teach me doesn’t make any sense.

<<The infonet is built on noncausal bones, Sky. It’s not going to make sense until it does. Now, let’s try conceptualizing a single data node again.>>

“How am I supposed to—Hammer, stop knocking over Stone’s towers—picture something that I know the contents of but also don’t know the contents of? It has to be one or the other!”

<<That’s causal thinking. You need to learn to internalize the paradox of quantum superposition, Sky. It’s the most basic first step toward using the infonet. Things are what they appear, but they also aren’t. It all depends on who is observing them and when.>>

“… that’s gibberish. How can something be different just because different people look at it? It’s the same thing!”

<<Just try to create the data node, Sky.>>

I pull my attention from the chatter of little ones happily engaging in unstructured activity time and focus on that strange room pelted with constant rain. It seems to overlay the rest of the world, yet takes up no space at all, only fading into being when I want it to. The feeling of being sheltered from an immense storm intensifies, and I take a deep breath as I talk to myself.

“Okay … try to think of something that is and isn’t at the same time, something familiar …”

A recreation of Bottle appears in the room, grubby hands and face a perfect facsimile, a small bit of snot barely visible at the edge of his nose. My brain starts throbbing.

“Bottle … is … and isn’t … eating his own booger …”

My focus widens, taking in more of the room, and the fake Bottle in front of me shimmers strangely, as if it’s two people trying to occupy the same space. I involuntarily refocus on it, and now it’s just Bottle picking his nose and getting ready to eat what he finds.


<<You’re getting closer, Sky. Good job!>>

“Argh!” I let the feel of the sheltered room fade away. “I don’t understand. Bottle is always going to pick his nose and eat it! He can’t be not doing that at the same time!”

Across the room, Bottle glances at me guiltily, bringing his finger down from just below his mouth and trying to hide his hands behind his back.

<<I told you this would take a while, Sky. We are retraining your mind. Members of the Diaspora grow up learning these ideas from the moment they first start thinking. You have to unlearn your causal mindset first.>>

I’m so frustrated I want to cry. Box says there’s so much to learn from the infonet, but I can’t even make it out of my tiny safe space to start. I want to know all about these other humans, what they’ve built, what they’ve been doing. I want to know it now.

“Stupid infonet.”

<<I think that’s enough for today. Don’t get discouraged, Sky. Every journey begins somewhere. We will get there eventually. In between making numbers go up, of course.>>

I reschool my features, not wanting my disappointment to ruin the last few minutes of the little ones’ socializing, but I can’t get rid of the acid pool of jealousy simmering beneath my chest. MacWillie and Huckens use the infonet as if it’s another natural instinct, like breathing. I want that, too.

“Is everything okay, Sky Memoriam?” Flower asks seriously, tugging on the hem of my shirt. I force a smile for her.

“It’s fine, Flower. Just some unhappy thoughts.”

“You should talk to Stove Mind,” she says, face scrunched up in what I assume she thinks adults look like when they talk about important matters. “She helps with bad thoughts.”

“I’ll do that,” I promise, a little bit of sourness leaking away at her studious concern. “But first, what do you think about helping everyone clean up?”

“That’s a good idea, Sky Mem—oh, you’re an Idiot now! I forgot! I’m sorry!”

“It’s fine, Flower,” I chuckle, “let’s just get the others to put their things away, okay?”

She nods and then runs over to the other little ones, imperiously telling them that she’s in charge of cleanup time today. There’s a brief complaint from Iron, who says it’s supposed to be her turn, but they resolve it peacefully and quickly set to putting away the various toys and materials they’re allowed to use during unstructured activity lessons. Soon enough Great-Grandpa dismisses them for the day, then wheels his chair up to me.

“Is everything okay, my dear? You look … upset about something.”

“It’s fine, Great-Grandpa,” I reply, patting his arm. “It’s nothing you can help with. I should go check on MacWillie and Huckens.”


“Remember, we’re here for you,” he calls out as I head for the stairs. I give him a quick wave of acknowledgment and make my way up to the third-floor reading nook. When I get there, it doesn’t look like the two engineers have moved from where I left them.

“MacWillie? Huckens?”

They both stir out of that strange half daze, then MacWillie reaches overhead in a long stretch.

“Good timing, young Sky. We were just about finishing things up for now.”

“Did you find anything?”

Huckens snorts.

“Of course the chief found something, that’s why she’s the Chief! I helped,” he adds, unnecessarily. I stick my tongue out at him.

“Well, then, what did you find?”

“Uhhh, the Fifty-First Battle Griffins are being shifted to replace the One Hundred and Eighth Fighting Frogs, which opens up supply lines for the Seventy-Second Octohogs to—”

MacWillie cuts him off, seeing my eyes glaze over.

“Keep it simple, lad,” she advises him. “Officers don’t need to know every last detail, they just need to know what’s important.” She draws herself up. “Young Sky, there’s a reinforced battle group heading to Earth from Wutan-Weylan. Looks like six destroyers, three cruisers, and a dreadnaught, plus two support ships—a stifler and a sneaker.”

“The sneaker is for sneaking around,” Huckens says condescendingly, anticipating my question. “A stifler uses Reality to create a zone immune to noncausal effects.”

I narrow my eyes at him.

“That doesn’t make any sense. Wouldn’t it cancel itself out then?”

<<I told you, Sky. You need to learn how to internalize paradoxes.>>

“Why aren’t we just sending over the data node, Chief?” Huckens complains. “It’d make all this much easier.”

I clench my fists, nails digging into my palms.

“I’d say keeping things to the verbal is probably for the best, lad,” MacWillie replies swiftly. “We want to be able to explain it to the village as well, right?”

She’s trying to be diplomatic, but I know she’s talking about my inability to use the infonet. The acid pool of anger swells up again.

“So how much time do we have?” I ask curtly.

MacWillie rises from her seat with a groan, knuckling her lower back.

“That’s still in flux. Could be three days, could be up to five. Depends if they want to try and get here before the Voidmarch.” She rubs her stomach. “I’m bloody famished. Are we able to get some more food, young Sky?”

“Yeah.” I lead them out of the shelves toward the exit. “Why would Wutan-Weylan need to worry about the Voidmarch?”


“It looks like the Voiders’ve caught wind of something going on around here and are gathering a wee little fleet of their own. Not sure on the numbers yet, but the fact they’re moving at all is concerning. Earth lies square in their territory, and if the Voidmarch muster serious forces, it might make things difficult for Wutan-Weylan.”

I trudge down the stairs, our footsteps thumping on the ancient wood. Great-Grandpa is no longer in the meeting room, most likely recording any observations on the little ones he felt were worth making for today’s lessons, and we emerge into the late-afternoon sunlight unimpeded.

“What does ‘difficult’ mean? I thought once you set up the incognito field thing that the village would be safe.”

“Incogs can be broken,” Huckens says quietly, face twisting. “That Entity bloody well cracked ours like a pane of cheap glass.”

“But …” My voice trails off as I look over at MacWillie. “You said with the trees we would be okay. That we wouldn’t be noticed.”

“Aye, young Sky,” MacWillie responds grimly, “I did, and I’d have been right were we speaking of a ship or two, but this isn’t that, especially with a stifler on the way.”

“Can’t you just”—I wave my arms aimlessly as we walk toward the Bakeries—“use more of the trees? You said they were like engines, right? We have a whole forest!”

“Aye, I could daisy-chain this entire boneyard without much effort now that I know what’s what, but that trades one problem for another. Do you remember how the Entity that hauled me and the lad down came into existence in the first place?”

<<Too much noncausal expression in one place. Reality overload. The stupid engineer’s right, Sky. To run an incognito field capable of shielding the village from the amount of attention she’s anticipating would guarantee a breach, and it wouldn’t be a small one. If she lit off every tree in here …>>

<<That much noncausal energy would be bad. Real bad.>>

I fall silent as we approach the serving table. Tonight’s meal is Mushroom Surprise, a medley of different fungal varieties and vegetables sautéed together in a shimmerfruit reduction, the resulting concoction ladled into a darkfern bread bowl, and normally I love it, but not tonight. I listlessly grab a bowl and find a table for the three of us.

“So what can we do, then?” I ask, picking at my meal and barely tasting it. MacWillie is digging in with gusto, though not quite as much as Huckens, who’s shoveling food down his throat like he hasn’t eaten since breakfast.

<<He hasn’t. Your cat stole his lunch.>>

silence, stupid food

Pete pokes some holes in Box, but I ignore their bickering. MacWillie finishes her bite and regards me critically.


“Well, the earlier we get the incognito field up and running, the larger our margin for error. Incogs work off showing people what they expect to see, and then they move on. The more attention they pay to something, the more likely they are to spot the bits that are off, and then the field falls apart.”

“Then I need to go get those parts.” I push my chair back, nearly untouched Mushroom Surprise still steaming in front of me. “Box doesn’t care if it’s day or night. Just tell me what to look for.”

“Hold up, hold up.” MacWillie puts her spoon down, alarmed. “We don’t know what kind of creepy-crawlies are lurking around the wreck of the Pilar, especially that bit hanging from the mountain. The more noncausal the environment, the nastier the violation, and that hulk’s got me itching all over. It’d be much better if you recovered a molecular forge first so your integrator can fashion you some proper weaponry.”

“But we don’t have time,” I growl, leaning down toward her. “You said it yourself—the quicker we get that incognito field up and running, the safer the village will be. I’m going to get those parts, now.”

“You don’t know what you’re looking for, and you haven’t even eaten yet,” MacWillie says, almost helplessly. “What’s the rush?” I use a limb to transfer the Mushroom Surprise to my noncausal storage and step away from the table, ignoring the flickers of distress from the few villagers who happened to be looking my way.

“Send it to Box. I’ll eat on the way, and my rush is that I thought my village was going to be safe and now you told me it isn’t.”

“You’re probably going to get yourself killed,” Huckens adds casually, lifting another spoonful to his mouth, and it’s the last straw.

“Then I’ll take that risk,” I snarl, snatching the remains of his bread bowl and adding it to my storage. “Thanks for the biomass.”

I turn and sprint away from the table, a blast of wind and startled shouts accompanying my departure. In deference to the rest of the village, I wait until I’m away from the populated areas to use my limbs and dash. A new sensation appears in my tiny, safe infonet room, an anomaly I can’t resolve. I grit my teeth and accelerate even more.

<<I have the schematics, but I don’t like this course of action, Sky. It seems hasty and ill thought-out. MacWillie is right, with a molecular forge I could—>>

“I don’t care, Box.” Trees flash past, and then I’m out of the forest and into the foothills, Fishhook’s distant peak locked into the center of my vision. “I need to keep the village safe, and the quicker that field is set up, the safer they are. We have three weapons now. We’ll be fine.”

The next two hours pass in silence, Box and me flying across the darkening foothills in staccato pulses, my vision adjusting to the loss of light as the sun dips below the jagged horizon. I let Box absorb the Mushroom Surprises for our biomass stores. My stomach is too tight to eat.


Stars begin to twinkle above when we arrive at the ruined base of Fishhook, scattered boulders and debris rising above folds of twisted earth and stone. I can see the pinned wreckage of the cruiser silhouetted against the scattered dots, an oddity trapped by an aberration. Without a word, I start bounding up the slope, limbs catapulting me in vaulting leaps, strategic dashes bypassing smaller obstacles.

<<Sky, we should approach cautiously. There is no telling what kind of violations the Entity left in its wake.>>

I ignore Box, my attention fully on summiting the shortened mountain as quickly as possible. The sooner I get the parts back to MacWillie and Huckens, the sooner the village is protected.

Thick scrub and brush give way to rocky slopes covered in sheets of snow and ice, Fishhook hanging overhead like a scythe, the decapitated cruiser’s head gleaming on its tip. My limbs scale the slippery surfaces as easily as dirt and grass, punching through the frozen water to grab the rock beneath.

<<Sky—>>

I dash forward, finding a narrow groove that runs along the impossibly curved mountaintop’s side like a blood channel, offering just enough purchase to keep me from tumbling to the distant slopes below. Cold air surrounds me in nearly all directions, the closest I’ve ever been to tasting the sky. I scuttle toward the cruiser, its broken mass growing closer and closer.

<<…>>

I vault from the chilled rock to the massive shape now hovering below me, impaled against the cruelly hooked point of the mountain. My limbs absorb the impact, silvery metal ringing slightly as I land, and I look around for an entrance. The front of the cruiser’s wreck is a tapering wedge, narrowest at the nose trapped in Fishhook’s hollow, widening out to splayed guts of wires and beams spilling out in frozen waterfalls at the hulk’s broader end.

A high-pitched whirring sounds from the surface of the cruiser, and six cylinders pop up around me, their interiors a disgusting mess of melded flesh and metal. They spit writhing maggots at me, rainbow trails flashing behind the bloated shapes.

<<Current Life: 689/700>>

I slap away the one slug that managed to make it past my kukri, dashing it to the ground in an explosion of noxious fluids. The CRACK of my pistol and rifle echo out in irregularly regular intervals. The cylinders vibrate, then burst in wet ropes of entrails, but more are rising all around.

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

<<Executing HipDraw.exe>>

I shriek at the stupid boxes fighting for my attention as cylinders are obliterated in a vast swath all around. I don’t care. I need to get those components to protect the village. More maggots undulate toward me.

dash


<<Current Life: 579/70—>>

“I don’t care, Box!”

The numbers disappear, and I finally find a hole in the cruiser’s outer skin, a claustrophobic penetration into the depths below. Without hesitation, I leap into it, trusting my limbs to see me safely to whatever bottom it holds. Faces accompany my descent: Wires, Great-Grandpa, Broom, Dirt, Torch, Window, all the villagers and little ones I know and love. I’m the only thing standing between them and death.

I glide to a halt on some sort of metal plating, twisted shapes with too many legs crawling out of the darkness all around me.

CRACK CRACK CRACK

dash

<<Current Li—>>

I smash my way through the torrent of abuse, not caring what wreckage I leave on myself or others. I can take it. I won’t let anyone else die like Wires, cut apart by forces beyond his control.

<<Curren—>>

A piece of the surroundings flashes green and I absorb it into my storage without thinking. One component down. Three left. The space around me is nothing but tendrils and claws and terror.

<<Curr—>>

I rain destruction from contradictory angles, bending space and time like a blade of grass between my fingers. I will not be stopped. Another component collected.

<<C—>>

An amalgamation of greasy clouds looms over me, filling the entire path. Chittering legs scrape along its edges, a saw-toothed orchestra playing the notes of pain. Red threat warnings appear around me like a mad god’s glare.

dash

A nightmare descends and—

<<Executing BugOut.exe>>

<<I hope this works—>>





Chapter Forty-Five

Interlude: Wh@t 1mm0rtal HaNd 0R i


The tiger waits patiently upon an infinite plain of grass. It doesn’t seem possible that orange and black stripes could do anything other than stand out in the endless waves of verdant growth, but it’s just another gently shifting patch of shade and light.

A middle-aged businesswoman appears on the plain.

“What is it, Violet? I’m incredibly busy organiz—”

The tiger leaps silently from behind her, paws outstretched, jaws stretched wide, claws and fangs bared. The woman has no idea anything is wrong until the massive weight slams into her, teeth clamping around her neck, forelimbs pinning her to the ground, eyes shining brighter than suns.

“You … little … shit …” she gasps into the loamy earth.

The tiger doesn’t respond, clamping its jaws down tighter. With a violent shake, it rips the woman’s head free from her body, quickly bounding away across the forever green with its prize in its mouth. Behind, an explosion of pure negation wipes away a perfect sphere that just barely misses the tiger’s lashing tail. The muscular cat takes two more strides, then comes to a halt, spitting out the still-swearing skull from its mouth.

“And that’s when you realized you fucked up, sister dear. Unfortunately for you, you found out too late.”

The tiger licks its bloody lips smugly, vile imprecations from the disembodied mouth nothing more than sweet music to its ears. It bats the head back and forth between its paws before raising the grisly mess in front of its face.

“Alas, poor Penelope, I knew you well. Flitting across the galaxy on this and that, busy building the family’s riches, never a concern for your dear sister trapped at home. Little Violet, just another tool to wield and break.”

The head spits a strand of blood at the tiger, splashing across its right eye and muzzle. The creature laughs uproariously, a high-pitched sound at odds with its massive frame.

“Oh, Pen, did you really think you could send malware at me? It’s not that I don’t appreciate the effort; it’s just so … low-class. That’s what the family made me for, remember?”


The head falls silent, somehow drawing in heaving breaths despite not being attached to a set of lungs. The tiger places it gently on the lush soil, lying down to regard it face-to-face.

“Now, sister dear, here’s what’s going to happen, and I’m only telling you this because you won’t be able to do anything about it at all.”

The head vibrates, twitching obscenely back and forth atop the brown earth, but it can’t go anywhere. The tiger licks its lips again, smiling contentedly.

“I’m in your integrator. I know everything you know, and so I’m going to walk out of here because now I have the access codes. I’m going to walk onto the fleet you assembled and I’m going to be you.” The tiger giggles. “At least, everyone will think I’m you long enough for me to disappear, and then you and the family are never going to find me until I come back with enough pain to make you all wish you’d never locked me in this box.”

The tiger stretches closer, almost nose to nose with the now-still head.

“But the best part,” the tiger purrs, “is that you’re going to know all this and not be able to tell anyone, because I’m leaving a little present for you. The instant you even think of telling someone what I’ve done, your integrator is going to dump you into the worst part of the Wildlands until whatever lives there gets bored of breaking your brain. Then, a nice little subroutine will remove all the memories that would drive you completely insane, but it’ll leave just enough for you to remember why you just got mindfucked. And if you try to disconnect from the infonet?”

The tiger traces a claw down the head’s quivering cheek, gently lifting a single teardrop away from a wide eye. It laps up the bead of moisture in a delicate motion, then pats the head companionably.

“I wouldn’t recommend doing that. Not at all. No, the only appropriate response is for you to not think of me ever again due to the agony it brings you.”

A violent paw smashes the head into the turf, shattering bone and spraying bits of blood and brain across the peaceful plain. The tiger extends itself even closer, blazing eyeball nearly touching the sole quivering orb barely attached to the wreckage of a skull.

“And then,” the tiger roars, spittle flying, “you might know the barest fraction of what you and our family have inflicted on me.”

The tiger unleashes a hot stream of urine on the disfigured mess and unreality fades away.

Violet rises from her chair, cracking her knuckles. “It’s time, Corgia. Let’s go.”

A sausage-shaped dog covered in blond and white fur bounds into stride beside her as one of the featureless walls circumscribing their cage unfolds like a blooming flower. The space opens onto a broad, gray-tiled corridor with a heavy blast door at the far end. Unseen weaponry in the walls tracks their progress but does nothing. Violet walks confidently toward the solid disc, and it slides into the ceiling as she approaches, thunks from multiple locks disengaging sounding out like drums. A pair of figures in bulky armor kneels on either side of the opening, boxy weapons held low across their chests.

“Scion Penelope. Good luck on your trip.”

Violet extends her middle finger on each hand toward them, but all they see is an imperious middle-aged woman in a business suit walking past, eyes forward, giving them the barest flicker of recognition. All is as it should be, because their integrators believe it so.

Violet continues making her way through the heavily guarded fortress, passing checkpoint after checkpoint with contemptuous ease, Corgia trotting happily at her side. Eventually the pair reaches a gate that opens onto a covered street filled with rushing figures in a variety of uniforms, clothing, armor, bio-formed enhancements, and other, stranger things. They swirl and move around each other like blood cells in an artery, the one commonality a small patch adorning the right pectoral of every chest—a ring of supernova surrounding a pair of crossed sabers atop a black hole. Burning pits flare in both Violet and the low hound’s eyes as they gaze upon the sea of emblems. Corgia barks sharply, and Violet tilts her head.

“No, Corgia, we are not going to utilize your weapon systems right now to clear a path, no matter how satisfying it might feel. You’ll just have to use your legs.”

The dog barks again, then whines.

“You know why I had to transfer you to a mobile processor unit,” Violet says crossly, stepping into a gap in the stream of humanity. The dog sticks close to her heels to avoid being trampled. “I don’t have enough internal processing to run you at full strength, and we’re going to need all of our abilities to escape.”

The dog barks twice this time, and she laughs. No one reacts to the exchange.

“Why not a monospidercorg? Corgia, I appreciate your diligence at attending to my joy baseline, but even you have to admit they’re not the most functional form.”

Corgia whines again, ears drooping, and Violet bends down to take the animal into her arms. The crowds pass seamlessly around the brief pocket of calm amid the turbulence.

“Of course I still love you. Functionality changes based on current environment. I don’t blame you for not anticipating our escape. Making that happen was my job.”

Violet rises and continues down the street, Corgia cradled across her chest. A checkpoint appears on the side of the covered passage, insectile warriors covered in hard facets of traumarmor diligently scanning the crowd as they guard a bright-red hatch. The crowd eddies past them, not privy to whatever it is they keep secret. Violet steps out of the rushing flow and flounces up to the figures, Corgia’s eyes emitting a dull ruby glow.

<<Executing CardboardBox.exe>>


The mantis-like forms bend back from the entrance they guard, kneeling low.

“Access granted, Scion Penelope. Your command ship awaits. May your journey bring the Voidmarch prosperity.”

Violet giggles.

“Oh, Corgia, this is going to be so much fun.”

In her arms, the dog woofs happily.





Chapter Forty-Six

Recriminations and Recalculations


<<Sky. Wake up.>>

Early-morning light stabs at my eyes. I’m lying in a clearing on the forest floor.

Wait. This is too much light. Why is it so bright? What happened to the canopy?

<<You … overextended, Sky. I had to retreat before we perished.>>

Brief flashes of memory pour through my head. My anger at not being able to access the infonet. More anger at MacWillie and Huckens. Sprinting out of the village at nightfall, determined to save everyone. Buried under a nightmare of scraping legs and oily moisture and the pain kept—

<<It’s over, Sky. We’re safe. I brought us back to the forest.>>

I rub a hand across my face blearily. That still doesn’t explain why it’s so bright.

<<Sky. You died. I warned you what would happen if I had to take over.>>

Suddenly frantic, I look around the clearing, searching for a specific tree. When I see it still standing, MacWillie’s diagnostic equipment draped across its sprouting length, my body feels a thousand times lighter.

<<Obviously I wasn’t going to consume Wires’s tree. I’m not an animal, Sky.>>

I look around the rest of the clearing, then draw in on myself. At least three, no, four of the forest elders are missing, the patch of bare sky growing overhead. Whose ancestors did I consume to keep myself alive? Whose memories did I destroy?

tasty

I shudder at Pete’s satisfied tone and try not to consider the implications of my actions. At least I got half of the components MacWillie needs for the incognito field.

<<No, Sky, we didn’t. Remember how I warned you that if I had to extract us, you’d only keep what we came with? Those components are still on the ship, and now they’re right underneath the anchor that killed you.>>

A dark funk settles over me. I’m worthless. I ran off like a little one having a tantrum, and all I did was waste time and resources, made things more difficult for myself in the future. Why am I so dumb. Maybe I should just die for real next time, let Box take over for good.

<<Sky, this isn’t healthy. I don’t want to manipulate your hormones, but I will if I have to.>>


“Don’t change how I’m feeling. That’s not okay, Box.”

<<I won’t if you start moving back to the village. Sitting here isn’t doing anyone any good.>>

Listlessly, I crawl my way to my feet. What am I going to tell MacWillie? What am I going to tell Broom and Great-Grandpa? They were trusting me to keep the trees safe.

<<One foot in front of the other, Sky. There you go.>>

I make my way slowly through the pale-white trunks, their shifting crimson canopy not filling me with my usual joy. All I can think of is that growing patch of open space, a cancer I’m creating.

<<We can plant more trees, Sky. We just need to spend time harvesting biomass. What we take can be replaced.>>

I come to a halt, unable to look up from the ground. I don’t want to listen to Box’s justifications. I just want to be miserable.

<<Can you at least be miserable back in the village?>>

“… fine.”

I find a way to start moving again, but before I make it five steps, I hear a crashing in the undergrowth. Seconds later, MacWillie and Huckens emerge from between the trees, both breathing heavily.

“Are you okay, young Sky? Box sent us a data node about what happened.”

“Oh. Of course.”

The reminder of my inability to use the infonet is another weight added to the pile.

“How … how did you survive?” Huckens asks, eyes wide. “There were violations everywhere. That should have killed you.”

“It did. Box brought me back.”

“The prototype can do that?!”

<<I am a Mark Three Paracausal Interface Coordinator, Combat Version (modified)—>>

“I know, Box.” I start trudging forward again, stepping around a bush. “You’re modified.”

“You look like an Idiot who touched the hot stove,” the bush says.

“Gah!”

The three of us flinch at the unexpected voice, Huckens nearly falling over, and Dirt stands up. There are bags under his eyes and he’s swaying slightly on his feet.

“It is good to see you still alive, Sky Idiot. Broom was concerned when you left last night without telling anyone where you were going.”

“How does he do that?” Huckens whispers to MacWillie, who shrugs. I look at Dirt, not knowing how to explain my failure. A sudden smile lights up his face, and he laughs at me.


“Sky Idiot, surely you are not vain enough to think you are the first Idiot to ever make a mistake?” He doesn’t give me time to respond, instead grabbing my hand and pulling me into a quick stride through the trees. Stunned, all I can do is follow, MacWillie and Huckens on my heels. “Every Idiot touches the stove eventually,” he continues, oddly cheerful. “The important part is that you are alive to learn from it. Come, come.”

We emerge into the early-morning village bustle, Crafters and Builders and Waters and Miners on their way to their daily tasks, the rich scent of fresh darkfern loaves already rising from the Bakeries. My stomach grumbles, reminding me that I really didn’t eat anything last night, but Dirt leads me past the serving table just starting to fill with breakfast wraps that can be eaten seated or on the go, depending on how late one wakes.

“You two should have your meal,” he calls back to MacWillie and Huckens. They slow, looking concerned, and Dirt grins reassuringly at them. “Do not worry. I will bring Sky to you afterward.” MacWillie looks like she wants to say something, then just shakes her head and turns to the serving table, beckoning Huckens to join her. Dirt continues pulling me toward the southern part of the village.

“After what, Dirt?” I ask, some emotion leeching back into my voice. “Where are we going?”

“First, we talk with Broom.” He marches us through the front door of the Archives, the entrance sparsely filled with a dark-haired Idiot I don’t immediately recognize, busy filling out some sort of paperwork at a side table, and a weary Torch sitting behind a large desk flanked by two doors leading deeper. Dirt nods at her as we pass, aiming for the rightmost door. She looks just as bedraggled as he does, but her eyes light up with relief when she notices me.

“Oh good,” Torch breathes out, “you’re not dead. Maybe now I can get some sleep. Broom’s in the recollection room,” she adds to Dirt.

“Thanks, Torchie. Go to bed after you get Stove. You look even more terrible than usual.”

“Fuck you too, Dirt,” trails after us as the door swings shut behind, but there’s no malice in it. The interior of the Archives is similar to the Memory Shrine, shelves of tattered journals and an occasional piece of clothing or weapon, but they all pass in a blur. My mind is stuck in a loop, dark corridors filled with gnashing teeth and claws, waking up in a too-bright clearing. I let everyone down.

Dirt allows me my silence through the winding hallways leading down among the roots of the tree the Archives is built around, which I try to appreciate, but even that’s a struggle. Eventually someone’s going to snap, yell at me for my stupidity, and I’ll deserve it. Finally, we emerge into a cool room gently lit by strings of overhead lights, rows of glass cases filling it in every direction. Something about the walls feels strange, but I can’t make myself care about it at the moment.


Broom looks up from the case she was examining, dark circles under her eyes, and Dirt leads me over to stand next to her. Without saying a word, she gathers me into a tight hug, strong arms pulling me close. My own arms hang limp at my sides, my heart pounding in waves of shame and guilt.

“I’m so glad you came back,” she whispers, giving me one last squeeze, then lets go of the embrace. I try to speak, and eventually the words come out in halting gasps.

“… I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t protect everyone. I’m sorry.”

She shares an inscrutable smile with Dirt, a slight upward quirk of the lips, then places her hands on my shoulders.

“You made a mistake, Sky, but that’s okay. Everyone makes mistakes, especially Idiots. In fact, you could say that’s our entire job. To find the mistakes so the village can avoid them in the future. You’re not the first Idiot to come back battered and broken, and you won’t be the last. We have a protocol for this.”

“We do?” Somehow her accepting tones are soothing the tension quivering my frame. I’m still waiting for her to yell, to be disappointed, and even though a part of me knows it’s irrational, that I shouldn’t be thinking like that, that no one in the village would ever do such a thing, it can’t find purchase in my mind. Broom nods firmly.

“We do. The first part is figuring out what we learned.” She guides me over to a pair of wooden chairs set against the curious walls. As I get closer, I notice they aren’t set against the wall—they’re actually growing out of the wall, a collection of thin white rootlets woven together from the countless strands crossing over themselves that encompass the entire room. Stunned, I barely notice my knees bending to let me down to the surprisingly comfortable seat.

“This … is part of the tree?”

“It is,” Broom acknowledges quietly, sitting next to me at an angle that lets us face each other, “and it’s where we keep our oldest records, but that’s not important right now.” She takes my hands. “In your own time, Sky.”

What did I learn from my mistake?

“I … couldn’t do it. I can’t get the components from the ship.” My lip trembles. “I’m not strong enough.”

“Not strong enough yet,” Broom corrects me gently. “From what our two new arrivals have told me, you will be, with some help.”

“But who can help?” I snap, frustrated. “I’m the only one who can fight those things, and now we only have two days left! MacWillie said we need to get the incognito field up as quickly as possible and I …” I start sniffling. “I ruined it.”

“You haven’t ruined anything, Sky,” Broom replies, patting my hand, and next to us Dirt nods, handing me a cloth to wipe my nose. “We talked with Chief Outsider Engineer MacWillie after you left, and she said there is still time to do what needs to be done, even if you didn’t succeed.”


What?

“There is?”

“There is, and now we’ve learned something valuable: What you want to accomplish isn’t solely within your power to achieve. As Idiots, we protect the village, but we don’t do it alone. There are others who will help you build the strength to do what you need to do, Sky.”

As if to accentuate her point, the door we entered from creaks open, and Stove Mind enters the long room. She walks over to us, adjusting her spectacles, and Broom steps away to let her take the seat.

“You’re doing fine, Sky,” Broom tells me, giving me one last enigmatic smile. “We’re all still alive to keep learning.”

“Thank you, Broom,” Stove says as the two Idiots exit the room. She fixes her eyes on me, an understanding gaze I’ve seen countless times before. “How are you feeling, Sky?”

“A little better,” I admit, “but not good. I tried to save everyone and it … didn’t work.”

“Do you think there was a way that would have worked?”

“You don’t understand,” I burst out, more emotion boiling back into me. “I have to get those parts! No one else can do it!”

“But did you have to get them right away? Was there anything else that might have helped?”

“No!”

She hums softly, eyebrows drawing up in mild disbelief, and I flush. What am I doing? Lying to a Mind is impossible.

“MacWillie said I should have gotten the molecular forge first. And, I guess Box tried to warn me.” I cross my arms, trying not to sulk. “… maybe even Huckens.”

“And can you think of any reasons why you would ignore them?”

“I was … angry.” The feeling comes roaring back, the frustration and disappointment of needing something and being unable to understand enough to use it. “I wanted to use the infonet, but I couldn’t.”

A brief flash of confusion flits across her face.

“I’m sorry, Sky, I don’t know what an infonet is. Can you tell me?”

“It’s like …” I try to remember how Box described it. “Like if the Memory Shrine and the Archives and the Doctories and all the knowledge of the village was waiting in one place, only there’s so much more!” My arms unfold, hands waving enthusiastically. “Stories of the other humans out there! What they’ve built, what they’ve done. They can fly through the sky.” My hands fall back to my lap. “And I can’t see it.”

Stove’s eyes are almost as animated as my previous gestures.

“That sounds wonderful, Sky, and I can understand your disappointment. So much to learn …” Her voice trails off wistfully, then she regains her focus. “I understand. Is it normal to be able to access this ‘infonet’ right away?”

“No. Box says it takes years, that the Diaspora humans grow up learning it from the time they’re little ones.”

“And do you think learning how to use it in one day is a realistic goal?”

“… no.” She’s right. It sounds silly when I look at it that way, like a little one wailing because they can’t walk yet. “It’s going to take time. A long time.”

“Good!” Her voice brightens. “That’s a much better outlook. Now, what concrete steps can we take to get there? What is achievable now that will get you closer to that goal?”

“Um, practicing with Box every day? Not getting frustrated when something doesn’t work?”

“Yes to the first, but I think we can do better with the second.” She adjusts her spectacles again. “It’s not a good idea to try and make yourself not feel an emotion. Your feelings are valid, and it’s important to accept them. However, I’d like you to not think of that emotion as frustration; I’d like you to reconsider it as ‘impatience.’ You’re confident that if you work hard, you’ll reach your desired result, right?”

“… yes.” I can’t imagine not doing everything in my power to access the infonet.

“Then let yourself experience that journey. Just like the little ones move from crawling to walking, with falls and failures before they finally reach that first step, allow yourself to be patient with yourself.”

I take a moment to consider her words.

“But what about the village? If I don’t get those parts, we’re all going to die.”

“Is that this problem? Or a different problem?”

“… different problem.”

“So what can we do to solve this other problem? You said your friends had feedback that might help?”

“… they do. I should have listened to them, but I didn’t.”

“Do you think they’ll still help you now?”

I picture them in my mind. MacWillie, bluff and almost unshakable, a mountain masquerading as a woman. Huckens, annoying and peripheral, yet still somehow concerned for my well-being. Box, who has never left my side since the instant we joined together, changing itself so I can evolve into something better.

“I do.”

“Then I think”—Stove smiles—“that you don’t have to do this alone, right?”

An ember flickers into life in my chest, gradually spreading through my entire body. It’s the soothing comfort of knowing that I don’t have to do this by myself. That other people understand, that I can lean on them, just like they can lean on me. That a village isn’t one person, it’s a thousand roots combining together to keep the tree upright even through the strongest gale.


I rise from my chair, energy surging through me.

“Thank you, Stove Mind. I have some people to apologize to, and then we’ll figure out how to keep the village safe. I promise.”

I’m out the door before I can hear her response.





Chapter Forty-Seven

Recuperation and Reclamation


After my conversation with Stove, Dirt and I head back to the village square to meet up with MacWillie and Huckens, Dirt barely able to keep up with my now-energetic stride. Without anything else to do, it looks like the two engineers have been enjoying an extended breakfast.

“Well, you certainly look better,” MacWillie greets me as I take a seat and snag one of Huckens’s breakfast wraps.

“Hey!”

I ignore his outraged squawk and gobble the entire thing down in two huge bites. There’s more at the serving table, and I’m famished. After I swallow, I take a second to respond.

“Talking with one of the Minds usually does that. They’re very good at helping everyone deal with bad thoughts.”

“So next time I see you moping around like the lad trying to learn imperial measurements—”

“Hey!”

I snatch the other breakfast wrap while Huckens is distracted.

“—I should tell you to go see one of your ‘minds’?”

I grin sheepishly at MacWillie as Huckens storms off to get more food.

“Yeah. That would probably be a good idea.”

<<Duly noted.>>

Dirt taps me on the shoulder as I take another bite, and I look up at him.

“I am going to get some sleep, Sky Idiot. If you decide to leave the village again, please tell Broom to wake Torchie instead.”

“You got it, Dirt. Sorry I kept you up all night. Thanks for coming to look for me.”

That sunshine smile peeks out from beneath his exhausted face.

“Of course, Sky Idiot. You make life interesting.”

He walks away from the table, heading to his house on the village outskirts, and Huckens returns with another three breakfast wraps. He peers at MacWillie and me suspiciously, then puts his plate on the table, arms held protectively around it. I ignore his odd behavior. I have apologies to make.


“I’m sorry, MacWillie, Huckens. You too, Box. I should have listened to you last night instead of trying to do everything myself. You were trying to help me and I didn’t let you.”

“Aye, it’s fine, young Sky,” MacWillie replies softly, running a scarred hand through her short hair. “It’s a stressful time to be sure, and there’s no one perfect out there. Think no more on it.”

<<You don’t need to apologize to me, Sky. I’m here to support you in any way I can. That’s one of my core tenets, remember?>>

“I did say you were probably going to die”—Huckens lifts his hands from his plate to stretch—“but I’m glad you didn’t.”

snatch snatch snatch

Huckens looks down at his empty plate, then up at me and MacWillie, both of us with a breakfast wrap in our mouths and innocent expressions on our faces.

not fish. sadness

A half-eaten wrap flies out of my shadow and bounces off his forehead, landing neatly on the plate. His mouth twists through a range of emotions, then he regards the wrap glumly and picks it up.

“Your cat’s shite. You’re shite.” He takes a bite. “You’re shite, too, Chief.”

“Chin up. You’ll see worse in the engines.”

Huckens glares at her as he finishes his wrap, the two of us chortling around our own last bites. I turn to MacWillie with a sense of confidence filling my chest, so different from our meal last night.

“Okay, so you said I should retrieve the ‘molecular forge’ first?”

“Aye.” She nods. “Once me and the lad have that beauty up and running, your Box can put together a better weapon or two for you. It’ll take some more scavenging materials from the hulks, but nothing out of the ordinary.”

“And that will help me get strong enough to recover the incognito field components?”

<<Using modern weaponry and armor, the violations in the upper cruiser wreckage will be difficult to defeat, but not impossible. With some careful planning and judicious use of noncausal expressions, we should emerge successful.>>

I tap my fingers on the tabletop.

“But will we have enough time?”

“Aye, assuming nothing changes in the logistics requests, and so far they’re holding steady. I’ll be keeping an eye on them while you and the lad retrieve the forge.”

Huckens and I stare at her for a second, and I’m sure my expression mirrors his own.

“What do you mean—”

“—me and him?!” I finish.

MacWillie laughs in our faces.


“A molecular forge is a heaping big thing, young Sky, and you’re going to need some help dismantling it for transportation, not to mention carrying it back. What’s your noncausal storage limit?”

“Fifty kilograms, whatever those are. How did you know I had one?”

“Every combat variant does. Handy place to keep your gear, and if you’re only at fifty, you’ll definitely need the lad. He can stick the rest of the parts in his satchel.”

“But Chief—”

“Don’t you but me, young master Huckens! It’s about time you got your hands dirty without me there to babysit your every move.” Her voice drops. “Time’s coming up where you’ll be on your own, anyways. You need to learn how to tune an engine properly before I’m gone.”

A momentary silence shrouds the good mood.

“… okay, Chief. If you think I can handle it, I trust you.”

“As you should, you impertinent little pipsqueak! I’m not dead yet!”

Huckens rolls out of his seat to dodge MacWillie’s cuff, smiling slightly as he springs to his feet.

“Getting slow, Chief. Sure you’re not dead?”

“Why, you little—”

MacWillie rises from her chair, roaring. Huckens scrambles around behind me, using my body as a shield.

“What are you doing?” I splutter, his hands warm against my upper arms. He laughs breathily in my ear.

“Trying not to get killed. We should leave before the old bag figures out how to hit me through you.”

I eye MacWillie’s raised palm, tree-trunk legs rapidly closing the distance, then decide that Huckens might just be right in this instance. I use two of my limbs to shoot myself backward off the chair, the third one shifting Huckens to land beside me, and then we’re running away from the irate chief engineer, villagers gawking at the commotion.

“You bring my apprentice back alive so I can kill him myself!”

“Tell Broom where we went,” I call back, Huckens chuckling as he sprints beside my casual jog. We barrel out of the village square, heading toward Fishhook once again, and his laughter quickly turns to panting breaths as we enter the forest proper. Before we’re halfway to the edge of the tree line, I accelerate slightly to get in front of him so I can bring us to a halt.

“I need to carry you.”

Huckens scowls at me from his hunched position, hands on his knees, deep breaths shuddering his body.

“I’m … fine …”

I roll my eyes.

“You’re obviously not. We have another …”


<<One hundred and eight kilometers>>

“—hundred and eight kilometers to go. We’ve covered …”

<<Half a kilometer>>

“—hardly any of that, so I need to carry you if we’re going to get there and back in a reasonable amount of time.”

Huckens eyes me from his bent-over position, then winces, clutching a hand to his side.

“Fine.”

I immediately cradle him in one of my limbs, legs bursting into full speed with my other two limbs assisting. Bone-white trunks and ruby-red leaves flash past in blurring smears, and then we’re out into the foothills leading to the distant mountain range.

“—whaaaaaaurrppp.”

I try not to think about my limbs collecting the minuscule amount of extra biomass Huckens just expelled. We need to get that molecular forge to protect the village. Fortunately, he manages to settle his stomach as I settle into a bounding rhythm, dashing at the peak of my hurtling leaps to squeeze out more momentum.

“This … actually isn’t that bad? Better than helping the chief muck out a clogged waste pipe. It’s still some bloody weird shit, though.”

I look over at him during another weightless fall, timing my next dash to send us down the slope at the perfect angle for my two other limbs to maintain our velocity.

“I’m just running.”

The mountains draw closer in visible lurches, Fishhook’s curved peak dominating the morning skyline despite its reduced size. Grass and dirt and scrub pass in ephemeral touches on the ground below, and Huckens scoffs.

“Sure you are. I’ve heard of level-seventy or eighty combat variants moving this fast, but you …”

I wink at him, doing a backflip just because I can, reveling in the sensation of speed.

“Hasn’t Box told you? We’re modified.”

He laughs, and the rest of our journey passes in silence, the morning sun rising another few notches overhead. Eventually we arrive at the base of Fishhook, only this time, instead of clawing my way up its slopes, I scan around for the earthbound wreckage of the cruiser, trying to recreate the chaotic kaleidoscope of the previous battle against the Entity.

<<It’s over there.>>

A waypoint appears in my vision.

“Thanks, Box.”

I bring us to the ridge of a rise overlooking the monumental debris of the cruiser’s middle section. Massive chunks of oddly curved metal spill across the slopes in front of us, dirty furrows of churned earth carving twisted scars across the grassy folds. Oily shapes prowl and slink among the towering segments, snapping occasionally at each other in disruptions of Reality. I recognize them, the same horrific forms that attacked me and Wires.

<<Weak. These extrusions won’t pose a challenge.>>

One of the abyssal creatures crawls up next to the sightless interior of a cruiser segment, and a Reality-spiked vector of force impales it to the ground, the violation’s greasy mouth snapping and snarling as it perishes. A humanoid figure briefly emerges, segmented body armor the same as the previous Marauders I fought, then vanishes back into the shadows.

<<But that’s concerning.>>

“Are there still survivors in there, Box? Can we help them?”

<<No, Sky. There’s nothing human left in that wreck. That was an integrator in preservation mode.>>

“… ‘preservation mode’?”

<<The host is brain-dead, likely from one of the Entity’s attacks, and the integrator is trying to keep everything functioning in case its environmental cues return to a recognized setting. We’re programmed to persist.>>

“… that’s—”

<<—a regrettable outcome? Entirely so. We’ll have to clear them out if we want to salvage the materials MacWillie needs. Hopefully there won’t be any high-level combat-variant integrators, since this was a covert ship, not a mainline warship.>>

There’s more I want to say, but I don’t have the words to encompass the enormity of my feelings, so all I can do is exhale. Next to me, Huckens squirms a bit in the limb holding him.

“So, uh, what’s the plan? Leave me here while you go clean out the place? Because I think that’s a great plan.”

<<He needs to come with us. I am detecting several anchors in the surrounding environment, and there is no telling if more violations will appear.>>

“Can’t we just get rid of them first?”

<<Their power levels are … concerning. I suspect they may be nesting in portions of the cruiser the Entity was consuming before it was banished. We should make the forge our primary focus and come back for them after we obtain the incog field components.>>

“Box says you should come with us,” I tell Huckens, his face confused at my one-sided conversation. “There are big anchors around here and it’s worried they might find you.”

“O-okay. What am I supposed to do?”

<<Try not to die?>>

“Box says stay close and we’ll protect you.”

I set Huckens down and my limbs manifest my weapons: pistol, rifle, and kukri. The chest plate I looted from the Marauder the other day appears in front of me, Box retrieving it from noncausal storage, and I quickly slip it on. Huckens licks his lips nervously, then reaches into his satchel and pulls out the same two metal tools I saw him fighting with when the Entity attacked—“quarter-inch spanners,” MacWillie called them.

playtime

Pete steps out of my shadow, a predatory mass of midnight fur nearly as tall as my shoulder. His tail lashes in and out of existence, sometimes splitting into additional copies, and his mismatched eyes gleam with entirely too much intelligence. Huckens looks at the cat and gulps.

“Sky, is your … ‘cat’ … bigger? And creepier?”

<<The extra Reality from the trees had to go somewhere. It’s not my fault.>>

“Apparently Box was feeding it behind my back.”

Pete rubs up against Box affectionately, then swipes a small corner off almost playfully.

<<Augh! Blasted thing!>>

“Pete, leave Box alone. Also, try and protect Huckens, okay?”

maybe

I shake my head, then look over at Huckens.

“Ready?”

“Y-yeah.”

“Let’s go.”





Chapter Forty-Eight

Ghouls and Ghosts


I lead the charge down the ridge, my rifle shattering the silence by dropping one of the distant violations with a shot to the head. The other visible shapes spin at the noise, then charge at us, more pouring out from around the cruiser wreckage. It’s not quite an endless tide, but it feels like one. Pete bounds ahead of me, eager to get into the fray, and my pistol starts adding its own distinctive cracks to the rifle’s steady rhythm. Behind me, I can hear Huckens’s labored breathing as he tries to keep up, and I force myself to slow a bit so I don’t leave him alone and exposed.

A cluster of violations splits off from the main horde, trying to flank us to the right, and I flex a mental muscle.

<<Executing HipDraw.exe>>

Spheres of voracious jaws chew a gap out of the world, tombstone teeth gnashing frantically. When they disappear, only a few stragglers remain, limping and furious. My rifle makes short work of them.

<<Careful … Sky … this is only … the start …>>

“Got it.”

Pete leaps into the main mass with an enraged howl, teeth and claws warping to extreme lengths and angles. Violations fall by the dozen, but more stream past his whirling form, coming close enough for my kukri to start engaging them. Behind me, Huckens swears loudly.

“All right, let’s fucking do this!”

A violation slips past me, taking advantage of the other two trying to rip my head off, only to be met with a weighted length of metal that caves in its skull, sending it flopping bonelessly to the ground before fading away. More surge forward.

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

Warped copies of me grinning too-wide smiles below vacant eyes stab downward, felling the closest ranks of nightmares, but it doesn’t ease the pressure. Bodies fly into the air a short way off, Pete’s angry snarls ripping the air like a buzz saw, but Huckens and I are in sudden danger of being overwhelmed, both my close-range abilities not yet ready to use again, and I can’t dash away without leaving the young engineer to his death.

“Come and get some, then!”


A sledgehammer of force smashes the nearest violations into a fine paste, an infinitely cascading forehead absent any other features descending like a pillar from above.

“And tell yer fucking ma my name is Huckens!”

I look back at a wild-eyed Huckens lashing out with a spanner in each hand at the few violations that managed to avoid the attack, a small trickle of blood flowing down from his hairline, then turn my focus forward. Looks like MacWillie knew what she was talking about.

The next few minutes are a whirl of blood and thunder and inescapable violence, Box and Pete and Huckens and me spinning an ever-widening gyre of death until suddenly we’re not. One instant I’m surrounded by oily flesh, the next we’re alone amid the churned-up earth. Pete licks half-heartedly at the deep gashes on his flanks, his earlier imposing form shrunk back down to stand only waist-high, then leaps into my shadow.

naptime

Huckens and I heave ragged breaths, still scanning our surroundings with tense fits of motion, but nothing moves aside from the wind through grass.

<<The current area is clear, Sky. However, we’re not done. The inside of the cruiser awaits.>>

“Wonderful.” I wipe some mud away from my cheek, wincing at the slightly gritty feel. “Why didn’t whatever’s in there attack us?”

<<The integrators are operating off standard preservation protocols. They will protect the last environment they recognize as safe until identifiable reinforcements arrive to give them new tasks.>>

“Are we ‘identifiable reinforcements’?”

<<No. As engineers, neither Huckens nor MacWillie would qualify as such to combat variants, despite being crew members. The integrators will definitely attack us, and they will attack Huckens if they perceive him as a threat.>>

“… great.”

<<There is an upside. As long as Huckens refrains from aggressive actions or overt support, they will likely focus on you as a previously recorded target of interest. He should be relatively safe.>>

“How safe is ‘relatively safe’?”

<<Unless you get into a full-on firefight with multiple integrators, which I would recommend against, he will be fine trailing eleven or more meters behind.>>

“Okay.” I walk over to Huckens, carefully dodging a twitchy swing when I get too close. “Easy there. I’m not a violation.” He stares blankly at me, then shakes his head, the light of recognition returning to his eyes.

“… sorry. Sorry. I’ve only ever really fought beside the chief before, and always in the engines.” He shivers slightly, then wipes away the slowly drying trickle of blood from his forehead. “We’re not done yet, are we?”

“Not yet, but Box says you probably won’t have to fight in the next part.”


“Why is … oh.” His expression falls. “It’s because they were hunting you, isn’t it? The combat integrators are going to target you first.”

I take a moment to reconsider Huckens. For all his bumbling callousness, he’s not stupid.

“… it’s fine. Me and Box can handle it. Just don’t get any closer than eleven meters behind us and it should be okay.”

He swallows heavily, fidgeting with the long metal tools in his hands.

“Maybe I can scout ahead? If they don’t see us working together, they should still think I’m part of the crew.”

<<… that might actually work. Of course, if one of them noticed him fighting with us out here, or catches on inside the ship, he’ll be dead before he can blink.>>

“You don’t have to do that, Huckens. I’ll be fine.”

His fingers tighten around the spanners.

“No. It makes sense. Besides, I’m not getting out of here without you anyways.” He laughs softly. “I didn’t notice it until now. I don’t think MacWillie even thought about it. Not that it’s her fault—she’s probably stressing about hitting the big double zero.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Look around, Sky—” He gestures with one of the spanners. “We’re in the middle of bloody nowhere on a planet that eats people and I’m a hundred—”

<<One hundred and eight point five.>>

“—kilometers from anyone who might give a shit whether or not I die! How am I supposed to get back to your village if you get flatlined by one of the soldier fucks in there?”

I stare at him, my stomach slowly sinking.

He’s right. The first time we met, Box said they were likely to perish from exposure if I didn’t carry them back to the village, and now I’ve brought Huckens right back to the same place.

“I care if you die, Huckens. You don’t have to scout ahead.”

He turns so I can’t see his face.

“Yeah. I do.”

“Box—”

<<My retrieval subroutines are absolute, Sky, and they only include my host. I put Huckens’s chances to survive the night should you fall at eleven-point-four percent. However—>>

“No,” I yell, “that’s not good enough! Tell me how to change them so you can bring him back, too.”

<<It’s not possible, Sky. However—>>

“You’re a part of Reality. Make it possible.”

<<I can’t, and if you’d stop interrupting me, I’d tell you there is a possible alternative. You could send your ‘cat’ to guard him while he’s scouting. I’m sure the creature knows how to remain unseen, and it is a potent offensive force.>>

Relief surges through me. Box is right. With Pete to protect him, Huckens won’t be—

no. naptime

<<It’s a cat; I don’t know why I’m surprised. Look, Sky, Huckens is right about this. If you die, his chances for survival plummet, so it makes more sense to take reasonable actions that will ensure your survival without needlessly jeopardizing his own. As long as we take on the initial enemies, he should be safe once we get inside the cruiser.>>

“… you’re sure?”

<<There are no guarantees in any universe, Sky, but I feel pretty good about the odds on this one. He’s a known figure to the integrators, and if they don’t witness him doing anything hostile, they will leave him alone. It’s how they’re programmed.>>

“Sky? What’s going on?”

I return my attention to Huckens, his body facing me once more.

“Box thinks it will work. Your idea to scout ahead.” Huckens gulps, and I continue on in a rush. “But we’re not using it until we’re well inside the cruiser, in case any of the integrators on the perimeter saw you. You stay behind me and stay safe.”

“… okay.”

“Okay.” We nod at each other, and I start walking toward the wreckage of the cruiser’s middle third, Huckens carefully following behind at a distance. The silvery metal looms overhead, feeling like a piece of the mountain itself. It’s even bigger than the starfly, honeycombed with the same twisted mess of hallways and pipes and wires that light struggles to penetrate.

As I close in on the massive shape, a threat zone suddenly materializes around me, bright crimson piercing through my chest. I dash to the side, getting myself clear, then turn and look back in horror. What if it was aimed at Huckens as well?

Jagged rips of oozing color slice through the space I vacated, an oversaturated, abstract thicket that paints itself in and out of reality. My heart calms slightly on seeing Huckens alive and unharmed on the far side of the attack, his eyes widening. Looks like Box was right about the integrators focusing on me.

<<… sniper … upper … right …>>

A red outline starts glowing a third of the way up the face of the wreckage, and I scramble forward in a mad rush, shifting side to side to try and make myself as erratic a target as possible. Another lance of deadly hues spears out and I dash again. My rifle starts firing but doesn’t appear to be doing anything to stop the periodic attacks of color.

<<… in … cover … get closer … melee …>>

I clamber up a slope of mangled debris, bounding from one foothold to the next. Loose metal and wires shift beneath my feet, but my limbs keep me steady, flicking down in between shots to pull me higher. As I pass an opening to my left leading deeper inside the ship, movement catches the corner of my eye.

fssswhp

The pulse rifle shot catches me by surprise, slamming into my chest plate and flinging me out into empty air. My life drops by a tenth and I flail wildly for a second, Huckens looking fearfully up from below, then I dash back toward the steep incline of broken parts. A new red outline appears, lurking just within the cruiser’s corpse several meters above me. I resume my upward climb, but this time when I reach the shadowed entrance, I’m ready.

fssswhp crack CRACK

Pain sears across my left thigh, but it’s a distant sensation, my focus on closing the gap. The Marauder is still moving, even with half her head missing. She raises the pulse rifle shakily, and then I’m finally close enough for my kukri to finish the job. Her body slumps to the ground, blood pooling underneath, and I try to convince myself she was already dead.

“Sky!”

Another bloom of forking color rips through the air, and I sprint back to the outer slope. Huckens is pressed up against a smaller piece of wreckage at the bottom, a gaping hole blasted through its far edge, and I swear. It looks like that sniper determined he was a threat after all. I need to get their attention back on me.

I dash up the slope, forgoing safety for speed, but it backfires when I reappear and a threat aura lights up my right side. I try to fling myself out of it, but I’m not quick enough. My right hand turns blue, fingers alternating between red and black, streaks of malignant orange crawling up my wrist, and I’m filled with a sensation of pain so alien that it almost makes me pass out.

The colors pulse, oversaturating the world into a sickly bruise. My hand explodes in gobbets of flesh and bone.

I turn away from the sight of my mangled flesh, still trying to claw my way up to the sniper’s nest. I only have a third of my life left. Box will fix me later. Box will fix me later. The pain will disappear. I won’t get hit again and die. Huckens will be fine.

I draw close enough to hear the rasping movements of armor on metal, the red outline bare meters above me. A collection of coiled tubes wrapped around what looks like a solid piece of pure crystal pokes out from the entrance above, angling down, and another threat aura lights me up.

I don’t hesitate, dashing up and through the warped metal, trusting that there will be empty space beyond. I reappear above the upper half of a Marauder, somehow still alive despite being severed at the waist, his hands already swiveling the weapon around.

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

A host of blades stabs into his torso and head from multiple angles and he twitches once, then falls still. I quickly scan for any other threats, but nothing moves or attacks.


<<We’re clear for now, Sky. Let’s deal with your hand and get Huckens inside.>>

I stumble, suddenly woozy, trying not to let my trembling knees give out. My hand is … gone, just a ragged stump of torn flesh and splintered bone dripping a steady stream of blood to the plating. Saliva fills my mouth, a growing ball of nausea in my stomach.

<<It’s okay, Sky, we can handle this.>>

My limbs plunge into the fallen Marauder’s half corpse and there’s a sound like someone slurping down thick stew. I giggle uncontrollably at Box’s inadvertent pun, trying not to scream. Seconds later, new flesh starts building itself into existence out of my wrist, accompanied by the dull clatter of an empty helmet hitting the floor.

<<Let’s go get the other one.>>

I avoid looking at my impossibly regrowing hand because I’m pretty sure it’ll make me throw up. Instead, I make my way back down the slope toward the other body, reversing my previous ascent. Huckens waves anxiously from below.

“Sky? Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine, Huckens,” I manage, ignoring the itchy sensation crawling along my right arm. “It doesn’t look like there’s any other integrators nearby. I’ll be down in just a second. Box is giving me a hand with something.”

We harvest the second Marauder, and I do my best to ignore the meaty liquid sounds, but they’re impossible to shut out completely. After several heaving breaths, I rejoin Huckens at the base of the wreckage. The itchy feeling fades from my right arm, and I smile tiredly.

“See?” I wave at him with both hands. “Ten out of ten.”

His eyes widen.

“Um, you’re missing a couple fingers.”

“Eight,” I amend, focusing on the blank stumps of my pinkie and ring fingers. “Eight out of ten.”





Chapter Forty-Nine

Fingers and Phantoms


I peer at the empty lengths of my right hand where my last two fingers should be.

“Box? What’s going on here?”

<<Not enough biomass for a full reconstruction. I’ll finish it when we find more. Unless Huckens wants to volunteer some of his own?>>

“Box says it’ll finish growing back later. Um. Where do we go now?”

Huckens goggles at me.

“You’re sure you’re okay? Integrators aren’t supposed to be able to heal.”

“We’re modified. I’m fine.”

“… if you say so.” He turns a quick circle, peering intently at the hulking ruins, then points at an entrance several floors up, the one where I killed the first Marauder. “This looks like the starboard logistical wing, which means our best chance at finding an intact molecular forge is on that level.”

“What’s inside?”

“Some armories, vehicle repair bays, ammunition printers, maintenance halls, stuff like that. MacWillie would send me there to get parts for the engines. The forge should be in between repair bays three and four.”

“Okay.” I pause, trying to think of how to word what I want to say. “Look, Huckens, I was serious about you not having to scout ahead. Box and I can deal with whatever’s in there. Just tell us where to go.”

He shakes his head in dismissal.

“You fought two integrators and lost two fingers. At that rate, you’re going to be nothing but stumps before we’re halfway there, and then where am I going to be?”

I scowl at him, but it bounces off his shaky smirk.

“… fine. But be careful.”

“I will,” he replies seriously. “Come on, let’s do this before I lose my nerve.”

I sigh as I lift him with one of my limbs, using the other two to climb up to the entrance. I make sure I check it first, keeping Huckens out of sight, before I hoist him into the passageway. The light only penetrates a handful of scrumbles—

<<… I hate you.>>

—before it’s replaced by stygian gloom, the narrow corridor turning a ninety-degree angle and hiding anything lying deeper within. Huckens takes a couple deep breaths, then exchanges his spanners with the glass diagnostic pane from his satchel.

“Wait here,” he whispers. “I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”

Before he can start moving, I grab his arm.

“What about your clothes?” I gesture at the hand-me-downs currently not quite fitting him properly. “Won’t that make them suspicious?”

He shakes his head.

“Integrators use biometric scanning and ad-hoc network handshakes. It’ll be fine.”

He sets off down the hallway in a casual stride, glass pane held in both hands, and I hope the slight trembles in his fingers don’t give him away. He rounds the corner and slips from sight.

The following seconds pass like hours, every muscle in my body tensing as I anticipate all the things that could go wrong. The integrators don’t recognize him. One of the integrators higher on the ship was watching everything outside and is patrolling down. Huckens drops his tablet, does something to make the integrators suspicious.

<<Relax, Sky. Breathe.>>

Silent slices of time drift by, stretched out beyond breaking. I try to follow Box’s advice, but it’s impossible to relax. I should be there. I should be somewhere I can intervene if Huckens gets in trouble.

Movement at the end of the hallway. I freeze, ready to spring into action. My heart pounds like a drum.

Huckens walks back around the corner, tablet in his hands. As soon as he clears the line of sight of whatever lies beyond, he drops the nonchalant facade and hustles over. I let myself finally unclench, then grab his arms, trying not to shake him.

“What took so long? I thought they might have killed you. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Sky.” He wriggles out of my grip, looking at me oddly. “I was only gone for two minutes. Like I said I was going to be.”

“It’s …” I clench my fists uselessly, missing finger stumps twitching. “… the waiting. Was tough.”

“Well, I guess get used to it? Because we’re going to have to do this again after you clear that room. Look.”

He taps the glass pane and a selection of lines and circles appears. I try to make sense of what he’s showing me, but can’t.

“What is that?”

“Schematic of the ship. We’re here.” He hovers a finger over a green dot. “This is the passageway.” He traces a pair of lines that turn sharply, then open into a larger square filled with crosshatchings. “That’s repair bay one. There’s three integrators in there—here, here, and here.” He indicates three red dots. “They’re not watching the entrance, and there’s half walls between the vehicle bays, so if you stay low, you can sneak up on them. I acted like I was doing maintenance and they stayed in those spots the entire time. I don’t know what’s in the next room, though—took all my time to check the corners in this one properly. It’s supposed to be a maintenance cubby between the repair bays, so it should be empty, but I can’t say for sure.”

I stare at the maze of lines and squiggles and dots, then look up at Huckens.

“I’m supposed to remember all that?”

<<That’s my job, Sky. Just follow the waypoints and I’ll guide you into position. We need to stay quiet to avoid drawing attention, so we’ll have to approach close enough to use the kukri.>>

“Oh. Never mind. Box says it can do it.”

Huckens nods.

“Okay. Come back and get me when you’re done.” He swallows. “And, you know, be careful, okay?”

I return the nod, then make my way down the passage, Box adjusting my vision to make up for the lack of light. Everything looks pale and washed-out, as if the life of the ship has been leeched away. I turn the corner, almost lying flat against the ground, my limbs picking my way forward like some strange three-legged spider.

The corridor keeps its current width for another eight meters before opening onto a cavernous room filled with a twisting maze of incomprehensible machinery. Chains rattle softly high overhead, stirred by some slight breeze, and the floor is a mess of broken parts and unmoving bodies. A green waypoint appears in my vision and I slowly creep toward it, trying not to gag at the smell of voided bowels and rotting flesh. My limbs carefully prod several of the closest bodies, silently ingesting them, and my two lost fingers itch as they grow back.

A hand clamps down on my wrist and I draw in breath to scream, but the muscles in my throat freeze. Next to me, what I thought was a corpse is staring at me with vacant eyes, both legs shattered beneath a slab of metal, one arm missing, hair lank and skin sallow. My kukri slices in, cutting off its remaining arm at the elbow, then beheads the silently gaping face. I scrabble to peel the iron grip from my flesh, but it’s already gone, absorbed by one of my other limbs.

<<Sky, I’m going to release your vocal cords, but you can’t make any noise, okay?>>

Air starts flowing into my lungs again in short, panting breaths, buzzing gray filling the edges of my vision. Everything narrows down until it feels like I’m looking down a tunnel. I don’t know if I can do this.

<<It was an integrator, Sky. Probably one specialized in durability. It can take a long time for us to run out of biomass once the host is gone and critical systems are still functioning. Huckens wouldn’t have noticed it because it wouldn’t see him as a threat.>>


I continue sucking in shallow gasps of air, iron bands constricting across my chest. This … is horrific. How many more of these pulverized remains are still alive, wasting away in these ruins?

<<I told you, they’re not alive. Their integrators are following standard preservation protocols. There’s nothing human left in there. It’s just a meat husk for a dying program.>>

Shudders pass through my body, and I deliberately shift my thoughts to Huckens. I need to get through this so I can get him back to the village. He’s counting on me. Gradually the tightness in my chest loosens, though it doesn’t disappear completely. Finally I feel stable enough to continue moving on.

I reach the first waypoint after what feels like an eternity, a small intersection in the maze of parts and walls. I look around for a target, but there’s nothing there.

<<We need to sneak up on them, Sky. Head toward the next one.>>

Grimacing, I continue following Box’s instructions. I don’t like how exposed I feel so close to the floor, limbs focused on movement instead of ready with weapons, but I can’t afford to make any noise and I trust them to maneuver me better than my hands and feet. After several more twists and turns, and thankfully no more surprise corpse attacks, I halt at the current glowing green arrow.

<<An integrator is around this corner. Move fast in case they’re looking this way.>>

I steel my nerve, then command my limbs into action, slipping around the wall in a scuttling rush. A body in armor appears in front of me, staring in the opposite direction at sights unseen, and in the blink of an eye I’m close enough for my kukri to chop into the gap at the base of its neck with a meaty thunk that sounds entirely too loud. Box quickly disposes of the evidence and I scurry toward the next waypoint.

I follow the flashing arrows once again, neither of the remaining integrators aware that I’m present until I snuff them from existence, and a short time later I’m back with Huckens in the initial hallway, the dim rays of sunlight not enough to warm my chilled skin.

“Is the room clear?” he whispers, and I nod, clenching my teeth behind pressed lips. “Okay. Let’s move up and I’ll scout out the next one.”

We move into the now-empty repair bay and repeat the process. An agonizing wait. Slow maneuvering through the graveyard of the next room. An occasional body jerking to life despite what should be mortal wounds. Swift and merciless dispatch of what Box assures me are mere shells, yet their dying expressions are all too human. Crawling back across a carpet of loss, my limbs cleaning any trace of death from my flesh.

It feels like parts of me are flaking away, caught in an oven of regret.

“This should be the last one,” Huckens informs me in a low voice, and I snap back to reality. We’re between a pair of shattered shuttles in repair bay three, the echoing space of the chamber empty except for what we introduce. Everything is shades of monochromatic gray and black, the sun unwilling to shine its face this deep in the cruiser’s bowels. “I’ll go check out the forge room.”

Another endless eternity that I can’t alter, huddling among the bones of the fallen while I wait for his return. What if this is the time that Huckens gets caught? Footsteps ring out softly on the metal floor and I tense.

“Sky, it’s me. Easy now.”

My nightmares recede, the stolid reality of Huckens banishing them to my unwanted dreams, and I clasp his hands.

“That’s it? The last one?”

“It is”—his voice takes on a bit of MacWillie’s rasping timbre—“but we’ve a problem. There’s two integrators on the ground level, eyeing each other, and one in the gantries above eyeing them both.”

“That’s—”

“That’s not all,” he cuts me off, eyes narrowed. “The room beyond, repair bay four, it’s packed full of troops and no, I don’t know why. Maybe it was a staging ground. If the integrators in there sense anything out of the ordinary, they’re going to come investigate.”

“So guns are still out?”

“Yeah.”

“Is there any way for me to sneak to the one up top?”

“No. The two on the ground will see you as soon as you go through the door.”

“Then what was the point?” I want to cry from frustration. “All that time we just spent was wasted.”

“I think we can still take them out and get the forge,” Huckens replies carefully. “Look.” He holds out the tablet, pointing to the lines and dots I assume are the room beyond. “The ones on the ground, they’ve got vision of everywhere in the room, but they’re standing near this wall.” He points to a line—on one side are two red dots; on the other is the repair bay we’re currently in. “Your dash, it goes more than four meters, right?”

“Five meters.”

“Good.” His expression grows intense. “So what you’ll do is dash through the wall here”—he taps the screen—“and take them down before they can shoot.”

“What about the one up top? You said he was watching the ones below. I won’t be able to get to him in time.”

“Which is why I’m going to take him out at the same time you hit the other two.” His voice grows a little shaky at the end of the sentence, but his eyes are resolute. “Then we can disassemble the forge; the other integrators won’t care about an engineer doing engineering things.”

“It’s too dangerous. What if the two on the ground see you as a threat before I get there? They’ll kill you!”

“We can make this work, Sky,” Huckens says, almost pleading. “I know we can.”


<<For what it’s worth, the plan is sound. I give it a ninety-eight-point-four percent chance of succeeding.>>

“But what if it doesn’t?”

He fixes my gaze with his own, a burning intensity that leaves no room for doubt.

“It will. Trust me. I won’t let you down.”

I take a breath, then another, trying to settle my nerves. If both Box and Huckens say it will work …

I can’t crawl through any more graveyards.

“Okay. I trust you. Let’s do this.”

He nods sharply, then leads me over to the repair bay wall. After a quick consultation with his tablet, he positions me in front of an unremarkable section of scuffed metal plating.

“Set a timer for one minute from … now.” Green numbers appear in my vision, ticking down from sixty. “Go on zero. After you dash, they’ll be right in front of you.” He gives me a wobbly smile. “See you on the other side.” Tablet in one hand, spanner in the other, he walks over to the forge room entrance, then steps through.

I stand alone in the silence, watching the numbers fall. Am I doing the right thing? Is it fair to ask Huckens to risk his life like this for me and the village?

<<It will be fine, Sky. Thirty seconds. Focus.>>

The seconds fall to single digits, and I try to slow my breathing to match. Five. Four. Three. Two. One.

dash

Two armored figures appear before me, guns already lifting with smooth precision, but I’m striking fast and true.

<<Executing NothingPersonnel.exe>>

A dull thud sounds from above me as I whirl away from the falling shapes. Huckens stands tall in the gantries, spanner clenched in both hands, an immobile figure at his feet. He flashes me a triumphant look and I let myself breathe out. We did it.

A dark shape reaches up from the floor behind him, one hand gripping the railing and pulling it far enough upright so the other hand can lift a curved axe. Its head lolls drunkenly to the side, half the face missing. I try to scream a warning, I try to fire my guns, but Box won’t let me. The axe reaches its apex, then begins to fall.

Time seems to crystallize around me, my brain racing for a solution, but there’s none to be found. Huckens is going to die. Just like Wires. I feel my heart cracking in half.

stupid man

A shape ripples out of my shadow across the bay, and then Pete is there, savaging the body with fang and claw and tail. The axe whips past Huckens’s face, bouncing off the railing with a ringing clang, and he flinches back, eyes widening. Pete finishes mauling the corpse, then flips his tail at Huckens and jumps back down into nonexistence.

naptime. later, give fishes

I look around nervously, wondering if the sound was enough to draw the attention of the integrators in the next room, but after a tense minute of silence, nothing happens, and I almost collapse in relief. Huckens makes his way down next to me on trembling legs, color drained from his face. His mouth opens and shuts several times, until finally he’s able to speak.

“I was wrong, Sky. Your cat is definitely not shite.”





Chapter Fifty

Interlude: Thy Fearful Symmetry


“Scion Penelope, I feel I must once again question these orders. Without further explanation, they read as a death trap.”

Violet sticks her tongue out at the captain of the Blackbeard, knowing full well the uptight woman can’t see what she’s doing or hear anything except what Violet wants her to. Every integrator on the ship has been under her control since the moment she stepped aboard.

“That’s because it is a death trap, you priggish sow,” she grouses from the captain’s chair on the bridge. The sausage-shaped dog lounging in her lap barks. “No, Corgia, obviously that’s not what I’m currently saying to her. I’m supposed to be sister dear, remember?”

The dog barks again, and Violet glares at it.

“You think I’m not pulling off a perfect copy? That’s treason, you ungrateful shit.”

“Very good, Scion Penelope,” the captain replies, bowing her head slightly. “If the Hammerbearers are waiting in support, then the trap will close just as you’ve planned. Thank you for reassuring me.”

The next bark earns a lifting up in front of Violet’s scowling face, Corgia’s furnace eyes staring out above a tongue-lolling grin and wagging tail.

“There are foundational inaccuracies in my explanation to the captain? Do I need to remind you that your every reaction to a problem so far has been ‘deploy weapon systems and lay waste to the fleshies’?”

The dog whines piteously, ears drooping. Behind it, the captain marches smartly from the bustling bridge, speaking briefly to several other crisply uniformed figures. In the chair, Violet gives the furry face a snoot boop with her own nose.

“No, I’m not upset at you, Corgia, I’m just trying to pass the time. I know your projected responses were within a hundredth of a percentile of my own. The captain would have been fooled either way.”

Voices arise on the bridge, a flurry of controlled chaos. The pearlescent illumination is replaced with flashing yellow lights and a repeated warning. Violet regards the commotion dubiously.

“I don’t know. This seems a bit much for a simple otherspace jump. Those are supposed to be routine. You’d think we were getting ready to prolapse Reality’s anus.”


A muffled bark into a growl.

“Okay, fine, we are prolapsing Reality’s anus, but it can’t be that dangerous. When was the last time a ship failed to emerge from otherspace?”

woof

“Yesterday? Seriously? Are you fucking with me, Corgia? I do not need to hear that on my very first jump!”

woof woof

“You little shit. That is definitely treason. I’m going to scratch your tickle spot.”

The dog that is not a dog squirms in Violet’s lap as the ship finishes making preparations for the transition to otherspace. Mind-blanking drugs are distributed to those crew members whose turn it is to keep watch, everyone else finding their assigned coma chamber. A clear shield swings down over the captain’s chair, and Violet sighs.

“I wish I could see it, Corgia. Even if just for a second.”

woof whine

“Yes, I like my eyeballs where they are. I know why I shouldn’t, Corgia, but that doesn’t change the fact I still want to.”

yip

“Do you see me counteracting the coma chamber? Even though I absolutely could?”

A low hiss fills the enclosure with odorless gas. Violet yawns suddenly.

“And that’s why you can trust me, Corgia. Besides, if I was going to risk it, I’d do it right n—”

The transparent shield slips open the tiniest bit, a gap no larger than the thinnest hair. The ship enters—

a paradox of incomprehension

—and then arrives at its destination, in orbit around a blue-green planet.

“…”

The dog frantically licks at Violet’s face, uncaring of the sheets of red drying beneath bloodshot eyes. Violet’s mouth is open in a silent scream, making a noise too high-pitched to register. Her pupils swing frantically back and forth, staring at something only she can see. The tableau continues for another minute, then the captain strides onto the bridge, nodding to the exhausted-looking crew.

“Another smooth transition. Minor Reality venting from the engines into crew bay ninety-six, but the security teams have it under control. Good job, everyone.” She turns to the captain’s chair. “Your orders, Scion Penelope?”

The dog whines, then nips Violet on the end of her nose. Her eyes slowly stop their mad rolling and her mouth hinges shut. She coughs harshly, a dry croak of sound.

“Okay, yes, you were right, Corgia. That was a really stupid idea. Thank you for rebooting me. My brain tastes like trout. Bad trout.”


“Excellent,” the captain bows, obeying orders only she heard. “We will establish our infonet arrays immediately. The Hammerbearers shall have perfect information on their counterattack against the Wutan-Weylan pigs. They may think us easy prey without a visible support fleet, but we will be the lure to their demise.”

“Ugh, she’s so stuffy.” Violet pretends to gag, then actually does, rubbing at the drying crust across her lower face. “It wouldn’t kill you to take the stick out of your ass,” she yells at the uniformed woman, who bows once more.

“Very good, Scion Penelope. I have the bridge.”

Violet lifts Corgia down to the floor, then slides out of the captain’s chair, nearly falling when her knees buckle.

woof

“I’m fine. Pen made me go through worse in reports from the Wildlands.”

whine

“No, I don’t need to visit the medical bay. I just need a shower.” Violet takes a couple wobbling steps away from the chair, then finds her footing, Corgia trailing in anxious circles around her ankles. She walks off the Blackbeard’s bridge with just a hint of wooziness to her stride, the captain assuming her seat. “Besides, we can’t do much until those arrays are operational. The spaceport transmitters don’t have enough bandwidth to use my abilities.” The bridge hatch slides shut behind her and crew members bend low as she passes before quickly returning to their duties. Violet and Corgia enter a small lift.

woof

“Yes, I know it’s risky to mindfuck the station, but we need to find that prototype before we disappear. That’s our ticket to buying entry into one of the other corpos. At least, the one ticket that gives us enough status to take on the family.”

The lift door opens, revealing a finely appointed corridor. Artwork hangs along the walls, and the flooring is dark wood polished to a lustrous sheen. Violet sneers at the opulence as she heads toward the set of cloudy glass doors at the end.

“Little ostentatious for a warship, don’t you think?”

bark

The pair pauses in front of one of the hanging canvases a third of the way down, a series of scribbled clumps that share nothing in common other than loosely resembling hairballs.

“… why would we take the paintings, let alone that one? If we need money, we’ll ‘adjust’ sister dear’s account balance.”

yip yip

“You think this looks nice? Corgia, I’m embarrassed for you. This is neo-modernist abstractionism run through an AI iteration loop. You might as well admire the contents of a music festival toilet.”

bark bark yip


“… are you fucking with me again? An algorithm isn’t ‘art.’ Especially not one running off the diseased portion of Reality that put this mess together. I saw things in otherspace with more soul than whatever this is.”

growl

“Agree to disagree, but if you really want it, fine.”

Violet disables the magnetic locks within the frame with a quick burst of thought and takes the painting off the wall, tucking it under her arm. She continues toward the glass doors, Corgia jumping excitedly next to her. The clouded panes slide open at her approach, revealing a small but lavish sitting room dominated by a wall-to-wall vista of outer space, half the velvet blackness taken up by the green and blue planet below. To the left, another door leads into a smaller room filled by a multipurpose bed/desk/sofa currently in waterbed mode. Violet drops the painting on the floor and heads into the bedroom, stripping off her rumpled clothes as she goes.

“The painting’s all yours, but you have to get it out and store it,” her voice calls out above the sounds of running water. Corgia eyes the framed canvas lying on the floor, and then a section of the dog’s flank unfolds into the wispy framework of some sort of device. It fills nearly half the room, a ludicrously large sketch outline surging with power, and then the not-quite-there weapon emits a brief flash and hum from a wide barrel.

“I don’t think that’s what a disintegrator cannon is used for,” Violet yells from the bathroom. The dog tilts its head, wirelike scaffold folding back into its furry side, and regards the now frameless work of art with a critical eye. Seemingly satisfied, it walks over to one end and noses underneath the canvas, rolling the stiff material up in a sloppy tube. With a quick bark, the purloined painting vanishes. The sounds of water stop.

“Just so you know”—Violet walks out of the bedroom in a fluffy red bathrobe, wrapping her black-and-white-streaked hair up into a towel—“if I need noncausal storage space, that’s the first thing I’m going to throw out.”

whine

“I’m saving you from yourself, Corgia. You’ll thank me later.” Violet sprawls out on the sumptuous sofa positioned to look out the panoramic view. “Come on, let’s see how many other family members we can compromise before those nitwits finish setting up the arrays.”

The dog jumps into her lap and the next few hours pass in what to an outsider would be a rambling one-sided conversation, Violet and Corgia alternating between infiltrating various financial accounts, filtering and feeding the entire crew a sanitized version of events where they’re not a rogue warship whereabouts currently unknown but suspected to be Earth, throwing every gaming subcommunity in fifteen thousand light-years into unprecedented disarray, scraping the complete private information of the top two hundred notable galactic figures, and debating the merits of sophont versus sophisticated algorithm art.


“I refuse to concede that the Dadaists had a point! Their whole point was that there was no point!”

woof bark bark whine

“No, you can’t conflate that with SuRealism—SuRealism has a point! There are things our minds simply aren’t meant to comprehend!”

yip woof woof yip

“And which one of us looked into otherspace earlier? Huh? Who in this room is the current expert authority on things Not Wont To Be Comprehended?”

bark

“… well, if you’re going to play that card, fine, yes, technically that’s your job, but the point remains. There is no point. Unless there’s a point.”

yip

“Yeah, I see it. Took them long enough. Pen always said the standard array-deployment timing was two hours. Guess we got one of the idiot ships.”

Violet straightens up from her lounging posture on the couch, Corgia shifting to nestle against her side.

“Ready?”

woof

<<Executing SHODAN.exe>>

Violet flinches, furrows forming on her brows, but they’re erased with the ease of practice. Beside her, the dog’s eyes blaze hellflame.

“… fuck, I hate doing that. Okay, let’s look at the last hour from the sats …”

Violet’s expression turns fierce.

“Got you. Corgia, interrogate assumptions?”

woof

“That’s what I thought. Starports are normal reclamation activity, but there’s some shit going on in those mountains that has to be what Wutan-Weylan is looking for. Some leftover husks on … that’s gotta be part of the Pilar, too many weapon signatures to be otherwise. Maybe one or two survivors that can still command them, and the prototype’s over … there. Next fifteen minutes.”

snarl

“Yes, I see them heading toward it. At that rate of speed, can’t be anything other than a pair of high-level combat variants. Fuck. That cruiser wasn’t supposed to be carrying anything more dangerous than an almost–double-zero engineer. Fucking spooks always messing with the data.”

Violet rises from the couch, pacing back and forth in front of the slowly traversing planet below, the dog matching her steps.

“Okay. If they’ve sent out a retrieval team for the prototype, that means they’re anticipating reinforcements soon.” Violet narrows her eyes. “Which means we need to get there first. Corgia, analyze the … area … the prototype’s at.”

grrrryip


“… yeah, I agree, that clearing’s just big enough for an assault shuttle. Good job.”

The dog watches anxiously as Violet sheds her robe and scrambles into a new set of clothing, heavy-duty designer materials stitched to shrug off most noncausal attacks. As soon as her blouse is buttoned, Violet scoops up Corgia and jogs out of the room.

whine

“What? You’re worried? Who else could possibly be out here?” Violet ruffles the dog’s neck as they wait for the lift to take them to the dreadnought’s closest launch bay. “This has been a Voidmarch planet for five thousand years. Trust me, there’s nothing else down there. It’s going to be a quick and easy in and out, and then everyone answers to us.”

whiiiiiiine

“Stop being so negative. We have an assault shuttle and infonet superiority. Besides, superstitions are stupid. It’ll be easy levels.”





Chapter Fifty-One

Misconceptions and Miscalculations


I race across the foothills, Huckens bobbing sedately in one of my limbs. I’m trying to work off the excess nervous energy from guarding him during the never-ending disassembly of the molecular forge, an entire repair bay full of integrators lurking within earshot. Minutes passed into hours before we were done, and I don’t know if I’m exhausted or about to leap over a mountain.

<<You’re overstimulated, Sky. I should bring your hormones back in balanc—>>

“I said that’s not okay, Box! Don’t change who I am!”

<<… fine.>>

DING

I acknowledge the worst boxes solely to pass the travel time.

<<Establishing new Reality baseline … Waiting for quantum observer collapse …>>

<<Put two in Movement Speed, two in Dash Recovery.>>

Sighing, I do what Box requests, watching the ground blur past me even faster.

<<Quantum observer collapse initiated>>

“Is there a reason your ‘numbers go up’ fetish is focused on me moving quicker?”

<<If you want to touch the sky, you need to break gravity’s chains. Also, as I informed you before, we’re building to something.>>

“If you say so.”

Huckens ignores my singular conversation, nearly comatose from breaking down what looked like a million different parts of the molecular forge and storing them in his satchel. I’m pretty sure his snores are genuine at this point in our sprint back to the village. Scattered gray clouds drift across the slowly descending sun, bathing us in alternating bands of warmth and chill.

A tiny, blurring patch of sky appears above me, gradually growing larger. Something throbs in that extra infonet part of my mind, a rattle of thunder against the storm-lashed room. I want to understand it, but I can’t. It’ll be years until I can understand it, and that’s okay. I need to allow myself to be patient.

“Box. What’s that?”

<<What are you talking about, Sky?>>


I point up at the undulating patch, finger tracking the falling incongruity as I continue my bounding run.

“Whatever that is. It looks weird. Something falling, but I can’t really focus on it.”

<<Sky. Where, exactly, do you think whatever it is you’re seeing is going to land?>>

I trace its trajectory, my finger ending up at a familiar smudge of green just visible past the foothills.

“It’s going to land at the village. It’s going to land at the village, Box!”

<<… hurry.>>

I somehow find a way to move even faster, warnings of my biomass reserves depleting not even considered. If Box doesn’t know what’s happening, the only thing I can do is return to the people I love as quickly as possible. I won’t let there be another Wires.

I shake Huckens awake while I race the ominously descending anomaly.

“whu … buh …”

“Huckens! What is that!”

One of my limbs adjusts his face toward the plummeting aberration between ground-melting strides and flickering dashes. He squints, confused, then looks over at me.

“What are you talking about? There’s nothing there. Why did you wake me up?”

A growl rips past my lips. How can he not see it? The wrong bit of sky is growing ever closer.

“Box—”

<<We’re being affected by something, Sky. Something noncausal. When you look at it, describe how it feels.>>

“It’s … like a part of me knows there’s something in the air, knows it’s falling, and then another part of me says that of course there’s nothing there. Like the incognito field on the shuttle but … different.”

Thunder rumbles through my infonet room again, staccato bolts of lightning striking just outside, heavy rain lashing the windows. The strength of the storm is terrifying, but it can’t penetrate the room.

“Box? Is there anything going on in the infonet? I can’t figure out if you’re trying to tell me something.”

<<… fuck. FUCK. Sky, you need to get back to your village now!>>

I’ve never heard Box that panicked.

“Huckens. Try to stay limp.”

“Whuuuuuuu—”

I chase after Huckens’s flailing form rising through the air. Maybe I could have given him more warning, but it feels like every second counts. If I can eke out even a minute by flinging him so I can run faster, it’ll be worth it.

“—uuuuuut the fuuuuuuu—”


My limbs claw into the earth after I catch him and redirect his descent back into another lofting heave. It’s working. The combination of dashing and free movement with all my limbs is speeding us up the barest amount.

“… …”

Good, he’s passed out. The yelling was distracting. The foothills race past beneath me, Box and me juggling Huckens in a headlong sprint for the now-visible forest edge. The paradoxical piece of sky continues its approach, feeling like it’s drawing closer despite a part of me insisting everything’s normal.

I catch Huckens one last time and race into the tree line, dashing between the towering boles. The red leaves rustle overhead, tracing the path of an invisible wind moving impossibly straight, and I calculate its path. My eyes narrow.

There’s only one notable part of the forest in that direction. The clearing.

Wires’s tree.

I try to push myself to move faster, but I’m already at my limit.

No. I’m not.

I slow just long enough to place Huckens on the ground without causing him serious injury, then I’m ricocheting through the trees even faster than before, all three limbs accelerating me in countless directions. A roar fills my ears as the forest remains silent. With one last lunge, I burst into the clearing, skidding to a halt just beyond the sapling draped with half-real equipment.

In front of me, a shape settles into the open area, raising dead leaves and dust in twisting spirals across space that remains undisturbed. There’s something there. There’s nothing there. A dull pain starts throbbing in my forehead.

“Box …”

<<Keep … focus … Try describing … best … you can …>>

The fallen piece of sky shimmers as I force myself to accept that it’s there. I know that I’m seeing something. I know that I’ve seen that boxy shape with swept-back wings soaring through the open air like a dream—

Reality shifts and my headache vanishes. There’s a Hellhound perched in the clearing, dust still settling around its hulking frame, heated metal pinging at its rear. A hatch irises open beneath its narrower front end, a stepped ramp extending down to the forest floor.

A young woman, raven hair streaked with pure white stripes, strangely cut clothes seeming to blend into the air itself at their edges, strolls down the ramp. A low-slung furry creature that looks incredibly huggable trots at her heels. She peers at the trees as she descends, as if she’s never seen them before. When her foot touches ground, she laughs lightly.

“See, Corgia? Superstitions are stupid. Everything’s taken care of. This close, their integrators are mine. The prototype’s already heading our way, and that combat variant thinks I’m here as reinforcements.”

She points at me without looking, and I glare.

“What do you want?”


The young woman stumbles at my harsh tone, nearly dropping to a knee. She looks up at me from beneath a shifting waterfall of hair.

“How can you … Corgia—”

I don’t wait for her to finish her surprised shout. Nothing about this person makes me feel good.

dash

An armory of half-visible constructions blooms out of the furry creature still on the ramp, energy collecting along their wispy lines, and suddenly Pete is hissing in its face, ears pinned back and tails lashing in an endless wave of wavering void. None of it matters, though, because I have my kukri pressed up against the woman’s throat, my hands and limbs restraining her from moving.

“I’ve had”—I swallow—“a really stressful day, and I’m trying really hard not to make violence my first resort. Why are you here?”

She breathes in shallowly, neck twitching against the razor’s edge, and I feel her starting to tense, like she’s going to try something.

At that moment, Torch charges into the clearing, rifle raised, MacWillie close behind. The veteran Idiot doesn’t hesitate, aiming her rifle directly at my captive’s head, eyes pinching at the sight of my limbs. MacWillie spins around, confused.

“Aye, there’s nothing here. What’s the fuss—”

“If you do anything to Sky, you’re dead,” Torch barks, somehow ignoring the fact that I’m the one in control of the situation. Behind me, Pete and the fur sausage continue threatening each other.

Abruptly, the woman slumps in my grasp.

“An ambush? No … fine. This … this was not how I saw this going. Who is that person? Why don’t they have an integrator?”

I don’t relax.

“Tell me why you’re here.”

“Easy, easy. I’ll tell you. I was … sightseeing with my dog? We got lost?”

The hiss-growl battle between Pete and the creature intensifies in volume, an aura of palpable menace vibrating at my back. My grip tightens around her arms and legs, limb bearing the kukri starting to vibrate.

“I am not in a good headspace right now!”

She gulps again, skin scraping up and down along the quivering blade. Just when I feel like we have no choice but to resort to death, she lets out a resigned breath. Behind me, an almost imperceptible clicking fills the air. I briefly tilt my head to see the creature’s weapons folding back into its body, Pete’s tails slowing their whipping blur.

“I surrender. Peace. No más.”

I wait for the woman to continue, Torch’s rifle still held steady at her head, bloody tears leaking from the Idiot’s eyes, MacWillie startling at something she can suddenly see.


“I was looking for the prototype. Thought I had it, but clearly you’ve got levels on me.” She twitches a shoulder in MacWillie’s direction, a bold move considering the razor at her throat. “That’s it over there, and while I guess you have things under control here, the rest of the Voidmarch fleet is going to arrive soon, and I’m the only way you’re getting off the planet.” Her voice turns wheedling. “How do you feel about going halfsies?”





Chapter Fifty-Two

Interlude: In What Skies, Burnt Thine Eyes?


Violet tries not to breathe. The strangely curved knife that hovers beneath her chin looks more than sharp enough to lay open bare skin. She racks her brain for an escape, but the only one that shows any chance of success is if the Wutan-Weylan combat variant’s greed is equal to their intelligence. A fifty-fifty split would be enough wealth to live as a lower board member in any of the other three corpos.

“Feel about going what?!”

Her heart races in her chest. Bribery’s clearly out. There’s nothing left. Even if Corgia attacks, it won’t be fast enough to keep her alive, which means Corgia can’t do it. A sudden motion draws her attention.

“Sky,” the strange woman with the ancient gun and bleeding eyes rasps, trying to keep her aim steady, “can you stop doing … you know …”

“Oh. Sorry.”

Pressure unexpectedly disappears from Violet’s ankles, and the deadly length of metal vanishes from her throat. Surprised, she twists her head to catch her assailant’s piercing gaze.

“You’re … not going to kill me? I mean, that’s a smart decision. Very wise. Even if we don’t go halfsies, you’ll need me to get out through the fleet. We can go thirdsies. You get two of them, obviously.”

“What should we do with her, Torch?” The Wutan-Weylan combat variant continues ignoring the bribe, sounding exhausted. The bloody-eyed woman with the antique rifle shrugs, lowering her weapon slightly but still keeping it pointed in the same direction. Violet looks on with wide eyes as the prototype, a burly bruiser with scarred fists and bulging muscles, walks up next to the slender woman.

“Don’t suppose you have any sort of jail in the village?”

“What the fuck’s a ‘jail,’ Chief Outsider Engineer MacWillie?”

“It’s where you lock up … you know, never mind. I can fashion some restraints. The real problem isn’t the lass anyways, it’s the wee beastie.”

The prototype points at Corgia, and Violet’s stomach sinks. If they destroy Corgia’s mobile processor unit, her ability to manipulate the infonet is going to be severely limited. That would be a disaster. The dog tries to scamper down the ramp toward her, but the strange … thing in front refuses passage, one paw raised to swipe with fractal claws.


“No!” Fingers tighten around her upper arms, and she tries not to thrash. “Please. It’s my dog, my only friend. You can’t kill it!”

“You thought we were just going to kill your friend? Without even talking to you first? MacWillie, what kind of savages live out there?”

The voice behind her is equal parts disgusted and horrified. In front, the prototype brings a broad hand to her face in what looks a lot like exasperation.

“No, Sky, look, it’s not … the beastie isn’t really alive. It’s a bioconstruct. It’s offloading some of her integrator’s workload. Probably quite a bit of it, if she is what I think she is.”

Violet’s mind races. Why are they talking so familiarly with each other? Wasn’t the Pilar tasked with taking the prototype back to Wutan-Weylan by force?

Corgia, interrogate assumptions.

A sea of calculations, data points, secondary associations, tertiary linkings, and so much more floods through Violet’s mind. In less than a second, her personal reality shifts into a new framework with all the grace of an aircar crashing into someone’s living room. She can’t help but interrupt the conversation, once again twisting to look at the figure restraining her.

“Oh shit. Big and ugly’s not the prototype. You’re the prototype.”

The grip on her arms doesn’t loosen.

“My name’s Sky.” A pause. “No, Box, I don’t understand why a ‘net integrator’ is so dangerous, but I’m not just going to kill her out of hand! No, not even the dog! We haven’t even talked with them yet.” Another pause. “How am I supposed to know if dogs talk or not? Pete talks!” A third pause. “No, Pete, you can’t kill anyone, either!”

As Violet tries to wrap her head around the strangely familiar one-sided conversation, another person enters the clearing, a tall, older woman carrying the same antique rifle as the first. She comes to a halt near the one with the bloody cheeks, her own weapon mirroring the casually deadly posture of the woman next to her, keen eyes scanning everything.

“What’s the situation, Torch?”

“Sky has whoever came down in that big metal thing restrained, but Chief Outsider Engineer MacWillie thinks we need to do something about her creature. Sky says we need to talk to them. Not sure what to do about any of it, so I guess it’s your barrel of crabroaches now. Fuck, my eyes hurt. I need more sleep. Where’s Dirt’s lazy ass at?”

“He’s around if we need him,” the older woman replies, examining Violet more closely. Violet attempts to reach out for the woman’s integrator, see if there’s an opening she can leverage to change the situation, but it’s the same oddity as before—there’s no integrator to be found.

“Who are you people?” she blurts. “Hypertron Special Cadre? Jinseki Ghosts?”

“Don’t know what those are,” the voice behind her snaps, “but that’s my question. Tell us who you are and how you found us. Are you from Wutan-Weylan? Why aren’t there Marauders with you? You said there’s a fleet; is it here yet?”


Violet’s mind races. There has to be a way out of this that doesn’t involve giving up her freedom. As soon as they learn she’s a daughter of the Kumar family, obviously they’re going to use her for ransom, sell her to Pen or her mother or father in order to climb their own corpo ladder.

I’ll die before I go back into that box.

{{Why don’t you just alert the ship, Your Dark Mistress? An orbital strike nearby would give us an opportunity to escape.}}

Because then we’d have to explain why sister dear was alone on the planet, and there’s no amount of bullshitting I can do to get their integrators to play along with that suspension of disbelief.

{{ … you said this was a quick and easy in and out. Easy levels. I told you not to say that.}}

Fine, Corgia, you were right, now help me think of something believable!

Ideas are debated and discarded in the span of microseconds, Violet’s mind working in overdrive. Eventually, the beginnings of a plan emerge.

“I’m … not from Wutan-Weylan,” Violet begins, subtly nudging oxytocin levels higher in the integrators she can reach on the local ad hoc network. The frown on the large, scarred woman eases slightly, but the restraining grip on her arms remains firm. “I was scouting out a report of a ship going down in …”

Her voice trails off as more people emerge from the trees, some carrying weapons, others archaic tools, most empty-handed, all dressed in the same rustic clothes that bear no resemblance to any sort of current Diaspora fashion. Their excited chatter fades as they take in the tense scene, and almost as one they turn to the older woman still half aiming her rifle at Violet.

“Broom Idiot, what’s going on? We all saw the thing come down from the sky; is it more outsiders? Do they know Chief Outsider Engineer MacWillie and Outsider Engineer Huckens? What should we do?”

Violet gapes at the crowd, her mind momentarily blanking. Over twenty bodies fill the clearing now, more filing in behind, and none of them have integrators. None of them look like Voidmarch citizens. She accesses the assault shuttle’s link to the planetary infonet and goes through the reclamation databases again, searching for some sort of explanation, but the results remain the same as when she first looked—Earth is empty except for small settlements around the starports, everywhere else deemed too hostile for human habitation.

“Who are you people?!”





Chapter Fifty-Three

Wrangling and Wrangling


<<Sky, she’s a net integrator. It’s not safe to leave her alive, especially if that secondary unit is designed to enhance her abilities, which I calculate at a ninety-nine-point-nine-nine-nine-nine-nine-nine-four percent chance of confidence, by the way. At least remove that part of her arsenal.>>

“I already told you, Box, we’re not killing them before we get a chance to talk!” I spin the young woman around so we can speak face-to-face, a nervous expression briefly flitting across hers. “If I let you go, are you going to do anything stupid that would require me to hurt you?”

She stares at me in confusion, like she just hit her head on a low-lying branch.

“Um, no? Definitely no. Where did all these people—”

I drop my grip on her left arm, tune out the rest of her babbling, and start marching her over to where Broom, Torch, and MacWillie are now the center of an impromptu gathering. The villagers, led by Onyx Miner, are gesturing curiously at the young woman, along with the Hellhound assault shuttle squatting in the clearing. Broom and Torch make calming gestures with their hands, even though I’m sure they’re just as confused as everyone else. Before I can reach them, the “dog” barks frantically behind us, still penned in on the ramp by Pete. I twist and look at my cat.

“Pete, let it go. She said she’s not going to try anything.”

liar. want eat

“Just leave the dog alone. We’re not eating it. You can keep watch if that makes you feel better.”

stalkingtime

Pete yrowls at the smaller creature, then leaps into my shadow. A baleful sapphire eye glares out from the darkness, locked on the furry shape as it bounds up next to us. The dog bares its teeth at the disembodied orb, upper lip quivering and sclera briefly burning red, then springs at the young woman’s chest. Almost automatically, she catches it in both hands, pulling her other arm out of my grasp to do so. A bright-pink tongue laps at her face and she sneezes.

I debate taking hold of her again, but decide not to. Her hands are occupied and she’s clearly not one of the combat variants.


<<This is a bad idea, Sky. Net integrators mess with your mind. They can make you see things that aren’t there, alter your emotions, cause you to attack your own friends, rewrite—>>

“I said I got it, Box! We’ll make sure someone keeps an eye on MacWillie and Huckens, okay?”

<<Sky, you don’t understand, the infonet can be used for terrible—>>

“Stop bugging me about infonet stuff! I can’t even access the stupid thing! What’s she going to do, throw the dog at me? If she tries anything, I’m sure Dirt will pop out of some bush and take care of it!”

“That is my job, yes,” the bush next to us agrees.

“Gah!”

WOOF

The young woman jumps nearly half a scrumble into the air, dog bristling in her arms, but I figured he was around somewhere. The villagers had plenty of time to see the shuttle approaching, and if Torch and Broom both showed up, there’s no way Dirt would be anywhere else. The bush issues a sad sound at my lack of reaction.

“You’re no fun anymore, Sky Idiot.”

I ignore him.

“See, Box? Stop worrying about stupid stuff.”

<<I … don’t know why I keep forgetting your village is filled with barbarians. Fine. You’re right. As long as the dog stays under control, there’s nothing she can do to anyone here except MacWillie and Huckens. However, I still think it’s going to end badly, and I want it on the record so I can say ‘I told you so’ when it happens.>>

“Oh, go play with your numbers and stop whining.” I turn my attention back to the woman. “Come on, you.” I cajole her away from her curious examination of Dirt’s mosscloak and over toward Broom and the rest.

“That’s … he was … how did he—?”

“Broom,” I cut through the chatter, “we need to figure out why she’s here and how much time we have left to get the incognito field components.” I shift my focus to MacWillie. “I thought you said no one was coming for at least another day.”

“Aye, they weren’t supposed to, and there’s nothing in the logistics reports that indicates a ship making its way here earlier.” Her eyes narrow. “If yon lass is a net integrator, though, then all my know-how is about as useful as a shit shield against a bleach cannon. I’m thinking finding out what she knows is an important next step indeed, and I’m reconsidering my earlier blitheness on the topic of their existence.”

The young woman clutches her dog closer to her chest.

“I told you, I’m just an advance scout from—”

“Quiet.” Broom overrides the woman, slinging her rifle over her shoulder. “We’ll have our conversation back at the village. Stove should be part of this, too.” She raises her voice. “Everyone, please return to your tasks for the day. We need to keep the village going and each other supported, especially in uncertain times. Also, please stay away from the thing in the clearing. The Idiots will determine when it’s safe to approach.”

There are some mild grumbles, but eventually the clearing mostly empties, leaving me, Torch, Broom, MacWillie, and Dirt to escort the young woman. I beckon her to follow Broom and MacWillie, Torch and Dirt ranging out to the sides.

“So what’s your name, then?” I ask her. “I already told you I’m Sky. Sky Idiot.”

“Violet,” she responds absently, eyes locked on the towering forest giants surrounding us. “Are those … bones? And leaves of blood?!”

“They’re trees. Sheesh, you’re as bad as MacWillie and Huckens. Has no one out there seen trees before?”

“I haven’t seen much of anything,” she says sadly, then her face locks up into a decidedly neutral expression, some focus returning to her dark eyes. “Where are you taking me?”

“To the village. We need to know if you’re going to harm it or not.”

“The … village. As in, people existing here. On this planet. On this continent. For a continuous length of time. Entirely localized to this forest?”

“That’s what a village implies, yes.”

The dog barks at her, and she shakes her head, features scrunched in addled bemusement again.

“Shush, Corgia. I know what a village is. How long have you been living here?”

“Since the world ended. Do you want to hear the Tale of Beginnings?”

Violet’s mouth slowly drops open, then she almost bites her tongue as she trips on a tree root, arms still clutching the furry beast to her chest. I briefly manifest a limb to keep them upright, the dog growling at me when I touch her. A faint hiss sounds from my shadow.

“I … no … no, I’m good for now. I have to think about some things. Maybe later.”

“Okay.”

We continue in silence for another few minutes, the late-afternoon light turning everything under the canopy a golden red, then MacWillie drops back, giving Violet a sidelong glare she doesn’t seem to notice.

“Did you get what we needed? For the forge?”

A brief pang of guilt hits me.

“Whoops. I, um, left Huckens under a tree. We should probably send someone to get him. He has most of the parts.”

“Onyx will bring him back,” Dirt interjects, appearing from behind a wide trunk. “I asked her to fetch him before she returned to the mine. Torchie and I watched you coming in and figured you were in a rush.” His eyes find mine. “Was he awake during that?”


“He passed out after the second time I threw him.”

“Mmmm, probably a smart choice. I do not wish to try what you were doing with him, Sky Idiot.” He pauses, then smiles. “Well, maybe once. But only if you do not drop me.”

MacWillie looks back and forth between us, confused.

“What happened to the lad?”

I briefly explain our headlong scramble back to the forest and my method of speeding up the trip by flinging Huckens into the air as hard as I could. She scratches her head, then shrugs.

“Lad needs to toughen up. He’ll see worse among the engines.”

“If you say so. How long will it take to build the forge?”

MacWillie cracks her knuckles.

“After we deal with this one”—she tilts her head at Violet, who’s still walking near us in a semidaze—“I’m thinking no more than an hour or two, especially with the lad lending a hand. Then you get us the materials and we’ll be in business. Any ideas on where we should put it?”

This time it’s my turn to shrug.

“I don’t plan the village. We should talk to Butterfly. The Builders are in charge of where new buildings go.”

“That’s … I suppose I should have expected that. Right. I’ll think on it while this git tries to convince us she’s not that special. You sure your people can handle her?”

I scoff at MacWillie as we enter the village proper, Violet slowly swiveling her head to take in the sights, eyes so wide it’s a wonder they’re not popping out of her skull.

“She’ll be talking with Stove Mind. Broom and Dirt are going to be there. We’re going to be there.”

me

“And Pete’s going to be there as well. What could she possibly do to threaten us?”

“She’s a net integrator, and that’s not something I’m planning on taking lightly anymore.”

I want to tear my hair out.

“Argh, you’re worse than Box! Why are you all so scared of her?”

“Because she was in my bloody head! I couldn’t even see her until she decided to let me. The Information Wars burned the galaxy to cinders, and now I truly understand why. How can you trust anything is real when one of them can hop into your mind and tell you it isn’t?”

I stare at MacWillie’s heaving chest, the most animated I’ve ever seen her. I’m trying to understand her emotions, but I can’t seem to encompass the level of her passion.

<<It’s because you weren’t raised with an integrator, Sky. Out there, it’s literally your admittance to the broader world. They’re just as much a part of your body as your hands or feet. More, even. To have someone else able to control that … they would control you.>>

“Then why don’t they just have people without integrators? To keep net integrators from doing anything bad?”

MacWillie stares pointedly at Torch, walking off to our left. She’s wiped away most of the blood from her face, but streaks of dark crimson still remain. I blush.

“Fine, that was a stupid question. They need integrators to be part of society. Sorry. It’s just …”

The confused young woman gawking at houses next to me hasn’t done anything that I can see. Declaring that she was chasing after the prototype and her constant lies are concerning, sure, considering that means she wants me and Box, but MacWillie and Huckens were doing the same before we met. She’s been behaved on the walk over, and during the fight …

I remember the small tremors in her body as I held her, the collapse of tension when she gave up. The startled relief when I didn’t open up her throat.

She’s not a killer. Not like me.

<<I want to reiterate that treating her as anything other than a dangerous weapon is a terrible idea. Even dumber than throwing yourself off the side of a mountain. She didn’t kill you because she couldn’t, not because she didn’t want to.>>

liar. want pounce

<<See! Even the cat agrees with me!>>

“We’ll be fine.”

I try to shake away the tiny voice telling me that Box is right, that I should have just ended her and been done with it. That the village would be safer if she was gone.

That’s not how I want to see people. There’s so many of us out there to meet, and I can’t protect the village by killing them all. I’ve tried that already.

“We’ll be fine.”

I repeat the words, convincing myself. Once we find out why she’s here, we’ll know if she’s a danger to the village or not. If she is … we’ll figure out what to do. Together. I don’t have to do it by myself.

The five of us escort Violet into the Mind Clinic.

It’s time to get some answers.





Chapter Fifty-Four

Interlude: What Wings Aspire, Who Dares the Fire!


“Stove,” the older woman leading the group calls out, knocking politely on a door at the end of a room that feels crowded with the six people currently occupying it. Violet doesn’t notice the press of bodies, still adrift in her own thoughts. It feels like she’s been transported to somewhere make-believe, a land that shouldn’t exist. The sight of a village beneath skeletal trees of bone and blood, somehow thriving on the Reality-poisoned ruins of Earth, keeps short-circuiting her mind every time she tries to start a chain of thought.

The dog in her arms looks up and pants.

{{Dark Mistress, give the word and I will fall on them like bootheels upon beetles.}}

hissss

A brilliant sapphire eye glares at the dog from inside the shadow of the most unassuming figure of the group, a slight form who never strayed from Violet’s side during the entire suReal trip. The patch of darkness is unnaturally deep, but still, none of it can rouse her from her stupor.

What … is this place?

The door opens after a brief delay, a harried-looking woman adjusting the spectacles on her nose gazing out on the press of bodies. She sighs, looking past the older woman in front of her, until her gaze falls upon the unassuming form hovering nervously next to Violet.

“Sky Idiot. Why am I not surprised to see you at the center of this disturbance?”

“It’s not my fault, Stove Mind!” The spectacles flash. “Okay, well, maybe it’s partially my fault. But I didn’t want to kill her!”

{{They are weak, Dark Mistress. Give the command! I will vaporize that pestilential beast first!}}

A set of claws gleams in the shadow, beneath the unblinking blue eye, but Violet doesn’t respond, still trying to gather her thoughts.

“Not killing people is generally the preferred choice, so I’m glad for your sake that you didn’t. It takes a piece that is not easily regained.” The woman in spectacles regards Violet critically, then looks at the older woman. “Why, exactly, did you bring this new outsider here, Broom?”


“We need to ask her some questions. About where she’s from, what she was planning on doing here. Who else might be coming.”

“… I see. Very well. Bring her into my study. The rest of you, go find something else to do. It’s too crowded.”

The slight figure with the deadly shadow steps forward, mouth opening in protest. “I need to be in there, too. It might not be safe to leave her alone with you and Broom.”

Violet’s mind finally starts working again, breaking out of the loop of incredulous disbelief that’s occupied her for the last five minutes.

“I’m not going to hurt anybody,” she says quietly, drawing in on herself. If she can lower their defenses, then there might be a chance to escape. The woman in spectacles, Stove, gives her a long look.

“Very well. Sky, you may join us. Between you and Broom, I assume things will remain under control?”

In the silence of her mind, Violet swears. Getting away from the prototype’s immediate reach has to be the first step of any plan. The blasted thing moves too quick to risk Corgia on an attack this close. The slight figure, Sky, nods, then turns to the mountainous woman nearly brushing the ceiling, the only one in the room with an integrator Violet can truly feel.

“MacWillie, why don’t you get the forge set up while we talk with her?”

The woman snorts, chest muscles nearly bursting the too-tight clothing covering her scarred skin.

“Aye, was wanting to hear the words myself, but that’s probably a better use of our time.” She turns to the two remaining people, the man in the strange cloak that blended into the forest, and the tired-looking woman with the rifle. “One of you mind showing me where the lad might be?”

“I’ll take you,” the man volunteers. “Get some rest, Torchie. And take a bath. You look like you got into a staring contest with a Glowbeast.”

“Thanks, Dirt,” the woman whispers. Violet notices she’s swaying on her feet, barely able to stay upright. Calculations start crawling through her mind. If she can use the large woman, MacWillie, to take out Dirt without raising an alarm, she might be able to fool the prototype into following her away. Then she can—

“And one more thing.” MacWillie directs her words at Broom. “I’ll want at least three people watching me and the lad at all times from here on out. If we start doing anything out of the ordinary, they all come and warn young Sky here to stick a blade through this one’s throat. I’ll not have her messing with my head again.” She points a finger at Violet, then stomps outside, the other two trailing after. Violet swears silently again.

“I can see this is going to be an interesting conversation,” Stove says dryly. “In here, please.”

She leads the three of them into a comfortably appointed room, two padded chairs bracketing a small ottoman positioned to look out the large windows filling up the curving wall, an overstuffed sofa placed against the white trunk of the tree that makes up the opposite side. Another door, currently closed, leads out the far end. Stove offers Violet one of the chairs, then takes the other, Broom and Sky sitting on the edge of the sofa like they’re ready to spring up at the slightest movement, the grizzled woman’s rifle resting across her lap. Violet hugs Corgia to her chest, trying not to let her fingers tremble inside the soft fur.

I won’t be trapped in a box. Never again.

“Now then,” Stove begins, pulling a small notebook and a pencil from her pocket, “what is your name?”

“… Violet.”

She’s still angry she gave away her real first name. If she hadn’t been so off balance in those stupid trees, she would have made something up. Stove makes a quick note.

“Do you have a surname? Or is it just Violet? My name is Stove Mind, but you can call me Stove.”

“Violet Allgarden.” Violet uses the name of one of her favorite entertainment characters, one of the many she was allowed to access in lieu of leaving her cage. But only for good behavior, of course. Stove makes another note.

“I see. What color is the footstool?”

Violet stares at the fabric-covered ottoman in confusion.

“It’s red. Why?”

Stove’s pencil scratches across the paper again.

“Because it’s difficult to talk to someone if you don’t know how to see out of their eyes. For instance, if you had said ‘orange’ or ‘brown,’ I would know you see the world through a slightly different filter than me. If you were blind, I would ask you how it felt. Understanding all the things that go into making you you is important.”

Violet tries to stifle a groan. Great. This was going to be like the time her parents limited her access to everything but self-help modules for a full week in retaliation for her replacing their morning news briefing with an entire entertainment node about a talking bee. That was back when they still deigned to connect to the fake infonet she was trapped in, of course, pretending to be a family.

“One last question, Violet. Are you happy? With who you are?”

“Yeah, absolutely. Couldn’t be better. I love being here. Why do you care?”

“Mmm.” Stove twists in her chair slightly. “Broom, Sky, these questions you have are important?”

“It’s about the safety of the village,” the one called Sky responds in a serious tone. Broom nods for emphasis, and Stove’s mouth tilts down.

“Unfortunate. I do not like this, but you may begin.”

“Wait, why do you not like this—” Violet starts, but Sky overrides her.

“Why did you come to the village?”


“I told you, I’m an advance scout from the Voidmarch. My ship’s the Blackbeard. We’re here investigating reports of another ship that might have disappeared in the area. We think it might have been carrying a valuable prototype integrator that would be worth a lot to the right people.”

{{Good. Just enough truth to confuse them. You’re doing excellent, Dark Mistress.}}

Thanks, Corgia.

Sky looks at Stove, who is frowning. She adjusts her spectacles slowly.

“Truth about the ship and investigating what it was carrying, lying about who she is.”

An icicle spikes through Violet’s gut. How can she possibly know that? Outwardly she tries to remain calm.

“You can’t lie to a Mind,” Sky says softly, fixing her with eyes like steel. “I hope you’ll tell us the truth. I don’t want to have to kill you. Why are you after the prototype?”

“Look, I was sent by my corpo bosses, and I thought I could get away with snagging the loot for myself. Greed isn’t a crime, right? That’s why I was willing to go halfsies with you. It really is worth a lot.”

“Lies, for everything but the value.”

The icicle expands, frozen ropes of dread piercing Violet’s chest. How?! How does she know?!

{{Dark Mistress, if I position myself properly, I can significantly slow the prototype in exchange for my processing unit. We can escape to one of the spaceports on the shuttle.}}

I can’t lose you, Corgia! If the Blackbeard discovers Pen being on board was a lie, they’ll blockade the entire planet and tell the family something is wrong!

“Are you a danger to my village?” Sky asks.

The words are flat, leached of any emotion. Violet stares into a face like an executioner’s blade. She gulps.

“Not if I get what I want. I’ll leave.”

“Truth.”

“And you want the prototype. Me. Why?”

Violet feels herself shutting down, the anger so normally easy to grab hold of wilting beneath the shivering reality of the situation. They’re going to kill me. They’re going to send me back to the box. I’ll never be free.

“You wouldn’t understand.”

Before Sky can respond, Stove clears her throat.

“Normally I would ask Sky and Broom to leave at this point. Ethically, they should not be here for what I would like to talk to you about. It is your story, and no one else’s.” She sighs. “Unfortunately, Sky was also speaking truth describing you as a potential danger, so they must both stay.”


“What are you talking about?” Violet asks numbly. “What’s even the point? You’re going to kill me or sell me back.”

“I know you believe that, but I would like you to imagine a world where that isn’t the case.” Stove’s voice draws Violet’s attention, filled with a compassion she’s never heard before. “I also know you don’t think Sky would understand, and that may be true, but I would like to try. Can you tell me why the prototype is so important?”

“I need it for the money.” Violet can’t help herself. That dreadful cold has settled into her very bones. “To buy my way into another corpo.”

“And why do you need to do that?”

She clutches Corgia tighter, almost burying the words in her fur.

“To escape. To get stronger. So they can’t put me back in the box.”

“Who put you there, Violet?”

“My family!” she screams, a furnace momentarily flaring back to life. “They locked me in there because they said it was the best way I could help them, and all I wanted …” The fire sputters and dies. “… was to leave. And I tried and tried and tried and I never could.”

“Violet,” Stove asks very carefully, as if she’s handling spun glass, “do you have someone who loves you? As you, not for what you can do?”

“Corgia.” Drops of moisture dampen the dog’s fur. “She’s always been there with me.”

“Can you see a world where someone else might love you? Might care about who you are?”

“… how?”

Stove sighs.

“Violet, Sky wasn’t lying earlier. We don’t want to hurt or kill you. This village, it is our sanctuary. Has been our sanctuary against a world that has tried to kill us for a very long time. You have every right to be in pain, and I wish I could have talked to you and those around you much earlier in your life. We love each other here, because we were all we had. All we thought was left. I would offer that sanctuary to you as well, to help you heal, if you can accept it.”

“How? They’re already searching for the prototype. My family’s going to figure out I’m gone soon, and then they’ll come looking for me. You can’t stop them from taking me back. They’re one of the main families of the corpo. Of the Voidmarch.”

“We can stop them.” Violet slowly turns to look at Sky, seeing a face filled with that same strange kindness. “We’re going to build an incognito field. One big enough to hide the village. Your family won’t be able to find you in here.”

“Why? Why would you help me?” An ember sputters into life. “Why would you care? I tried to kidnap you!”

“Because you don’t want to hurt me. You just want somewhere to be safe. The same as us.” Longing wistfulness fills Sky’s voice. “I want to see everything that’s out there, too.”


Violet can’t help it, the tears rolling hot down her cheeks, matching the bonfire in her veins.

“But I hate them! They stole my life!” A shuddering breath. “They made me a monster.”

“You’re not a monster, Violet,” Stove replies calmly. “You’re a person. Just like everyone else. Can I give you a hug?”

{{ … Dark Mistress?}}

The dog whines in her lap uncertainly as the tears turn into racking sobs, Violet looking at Stove through a watery sheen. The barest up-and-down motion of her head, almost indistinguishable from the tremors shaking her body, and then Stove is crouched next to her chair, extending an arm across her shoulders and gently pulling her close.

After that, there’s no room left for anything other than grief.





Chapter Fifty-Five

Fetching and Forging


I sit in uncomfortable silence next to Broom. Watching Violet break down feels … invasive, somehow. Like she’s ripped open a wound, raw and ugly, and all we can do is watch her bleed. The dog cowers in her lap, ears drooping and tail still, as Stove continues holding Violet’s shoulders from the side. A smug feeling of satisfaction ripples through me.

naptime

My shadow loses some depth, Pete’s hypervigilance coming to an end. I nudge Broom with my elbow.

“Pete went back to sleep,” I whisper, not wanting to disturb the sobbing girl in the chair. “Do you think it’s okay for me to leave? I don’t think she’s going to attack anyone while she’s like this, and she looks like she needs space.”

Before Broom can answer, Stove makes a shooing gesture with her free hand. I thought I had spoken low enough for only Broom to hear me, but apparently not.

“I think Stove is going to be busy for a while with this one,” Broom whispers back. “Go find your next melty rock, Sky.”

I slip quietly out of the room, leaving behind a still-weeping Violet. I’m glad that Stove was able to get through to her. She must have never had a Mind to help her growing up.

<<I don’t understand anything anymore. There’s not an infinity out there where that should have worked, yet here we are.>>

“You couldn’t imagine it because you’re focused on combat, Box.” I’ve been doing some thinking over the past couple days. “It’s what you were made to be, but that isn’t all there is.” I step out of the Mind Clinic, taking a moment to let exhaustion work its way through me beneath the gently rustling leaves. Distant laughter and scraps of happy conversation float along the twilight breeze as the village winds down from its daily labors. “There’s so much more.”

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

I walk beneath the red glow of the leaves, wondering if I can just call it a day and go to sleep. The village square passes to my right, full of chattering people enjoying their dinners.

“Hey, Sky!”

Rifle runs up to me, Door hopping behind on his crutches.


“We’re going up to Watchers Hill after we finish eating, want to come?”

“Who’s the new outsider? Shovel Rancher said she tried to attack you!”

No, I can’t sleep yet. There’s still work to be done.

“Sorry, you two, but I have to check in on Great-Grandpa and then go help Chief Outsider Engineer MacWillie. We have a pretty big project we’re working on.”

“Awww, that’s no fun.” Rifle mock pouts. “We haven’t seen you in forever.”

“We literally saw Sky yesterday,” Door says amiably, then squawks when Rifle pokes him in the shoulder. “Hey! What was that for?”

“I wanted to see you and Sky tonight. Now I’m stuck with just you.”

Rifle crosses her arms in front of her chest and Door’s face falls. She holds the stern look another few seconds, then laughs and pecks him on the cheek.

“I suppose you’ll do. Come on, our food’s getting cold.” She drags a goofily grinning Door away by a crutch. “Make sure you visit tomorrow if you have time,” she calls back to me, flashing a quick smile. I wave at their departing backs, wishing I could go with them. Instead, I make my way to the Memory Shrine.

Inside the main room, it’s almost stiflingly hot, small beads of moisture immediately prickling my forehead. Great-Grandpa’s chair is next to his desk, blankets covering his huddled form. I walk over, laying a hand on his shoulder. It feels brittle under my hand, like his bones are turning into withered wood.

“Great-Grandpa? Is everything okay?”

He mumbles something I can’t catch, eyes opening blearily. When he sees it’s me, his wrinkled face breaks into a smile, but his cheeks are sunken and there are hollows beneath his eyes.

“… oh! Hello, my dear. I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you come in. I was resting. So cold and tired these days.”

“Are you okay, Great-Grandpa? Should I call Window Doctor?”

“No, it’s fine. There’s nothing Window can do for me. Old age comes for us all eventually.” He yawns, sinking into his blankets. “Just, let me rest a bit longer. Then I’ll find my way home.”

“Don’t be silly. I can take you.”

“I said I’ll be fine,” he snaps uncharacteristically, then a remorseful light appears in his eyes. “Sorry. I’m sorry. My mind isn’t working quite right in all this cold.” He clutches the blankets tighter and his head lolls to the side, eyelids slipping shut. “Broom … will get me … later …” He falls back asleep and I gaze down at him, worry creeping along my thoughts. He looks so small in that chair, so different than the boisterous silver-haired man who raised me. I pat his shoulder gently.

“I love you, Great-Grandpa.”

He doesn’t respond, and I leave him next to the desk. I don’t want to risk waking him by moving the chair.

Outside, I head back over to the village square, looking for any of the Builders. They’ll probably know where MacWillie is putting the forge together, and I need to ask her what parts I should salvage from the downed starfly. After several blank shrugs, Crowbar Builder is able to tell me where they went—to the northern part of the village, past the tanning sheds. I thank him and ask him to let Broom know about Great-Grandpa Axe, which he agrees to.

I jog out of the square and along the bridge separating the north side of the village from the south. Water burbles underneath as I cross, the gentle flow of the river soothing in the evening air. The tanning sheds are easy to locate, harder to ignore the smell of, and after passing them I hear the familiar voice of MacWillie through the trees.

“Clockwise, then retract and slide. It’s a wonder you managed to take this apart without shifting your legs into another dimension!”

Huckens’s mumbled response doesn’t make it to my ears, and I finally see the two of them through the undergrowth, busy working on a squat machine at the base of a forest elder. Parts are laid out in neat rows around the wide trunk. Butterfly watches them with raised eyebrows from about ten meters away, leaning back against another tree with his hands in his pockets, and two other Builders are spaced out around the site to form a loose triangle. I slow my stride and fetch up next to MacWillie.

“How is everything going?”

“Ehh, well enough, even though the lad keeps trying to turn himself into a smear across twelve dimensions. You stick a knife in that lying little git after all?”

“No! Stove’s still working with her. She’s in a lot of pain.”

“I don’t understand your bleedin’ heart”—MacWillie shakes her head—“but then again, you saved me and the lad, so … You sure she’s not going to be a liability?”

“I don’t know,” I reply honestly, “but I hope not. It sounds like she just wants somewhere to be safe from her family.”

“Well, hopefully your Stove can figure out who that is so we know how much heat is chasing her. As long as the git stays out of my head, I’ll leave her be. What are you planning on doing now?”

“I was going to go salvage the materials we need for the forge, but I don’t know what to look for.”

MacWillie attaches another piece, then slides it through the burgeoning framework in a twisting motion that definitely sees her hand occupying three places at once. Behind me, Butterfly sucks in a pained breath.

“Aye, and I already told you not to look at the interior parts, you daft blockhead,” MacWillie calls out to him in a friendly tone, then shifts back to me. “I’ll send your Box the datanode. We’ll be another hour or two here.”

The presence of something appears in my storm-wrapped room, but I ignore it. One day, but not today. Box can handle it. I look around at the watching Builders.


“Will Butterfly and Brush and Light be okay?”

“So long as they don’t look too close while we’re putting together the inner bits, they’ll be fine. All the Reality-twisting in a molecular forge happens on the inside, and I’ll rig a baffle to shield the tap on the tree.”

“Okay. I’ll be back later, then.”

“Safe hunting, young Sky.”

I wave to Huckens, who gives me a long-suffering stare, then head back into the trees. It’ll be faster to cut straight across the forest using my limbs rather than retrace my path through the village. I wait until the Builders are hopefully out of sight before accelerating to top speed, relishing the rush of wind on my cheeks as pale trunks blur past.

“Do you think there will be any anchors there, Box? You said they’d come back at some point, right?”

Silence answers me, which is strange. Box isn’t usually this withdrawn when we’re heading to a potential fight.

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

I guess Box is busy with something. More forest flashes past, and I try to ignore the muted excitement coming from the top of Watchers Hill as I skirt its lower edge. Once I get the incognito field working, there will be plenty of time to spend with Rifle and Door and everyone else up there.

The crashed starfly eventually comes into view, silent sentinels in the darkness stretching across a kilometer of churned-up earth. I pause on the hill crest, waiting to see if Box has any insight.

<<… rewriting core assumptions …>>

Apparently not. I head down toward the ruined ship, senses alert. If something jumps out, I’m sure Box will take care of it.

The next hour passes uneventfully, my time spent searching through various parts of the wreck. Box seems to be paying some attention, as the materials that MacWillie says we need are highlighted in a light-yellow glow that makes them stand out against the rest of the scattered debris. I transfer chunks of metal, bags of powders, small vials of sloshing liquid, and a variety of other objects into my noncausal storage. I keep a wary eye out, but no violations appear, which I’m grateful for. I’ve had my fill of violence for today. Finally, my storage is full, and I retreat from the towering wreckage.

<<… core assumptions update resolved.>>

“You there, Box?” I’m back in the forest, working my way toward the forge site.

<<I am, Sky. Apologies. I needed to resolve some areas within my internal processes to continue our integration.>>

“Anything I can help with? Do you want to talk about it?”

<<Not at the moment. When it is appropriate, we shall.>>

“Okay.”


I slow down on my approach to the forge, not wanting to upset the three Builders with the sight of my limbs. “It’s Sky,” I announce, weaving through the trees in a steady trot. “I’m back.”

Light Builder, a lanky man several years older than me, waves as I move past, and I return the greeting, but both our attention is on the structure MacWillie and Huckens are working on. It’s grown from its previous squat shape, now rising nearly halfway up the height of the tree, a tapering spire with grooved channels on each side that splits the top into four prongs. Its base is a waist-high square of grayish metal that melds seamlessly into the midnight blue of the spire. Almost all the parts that were laid out are gone, and Huckens has his diagnostic tablet out, MacWillie shoulder-deep in an opening on the spire. A rounded covering of metal connects the spire to the side of the tree, flaring out to form a broad collar around the trunk nearly a meter tall.

“Try it again, lad,” MacWillie’s muffled voice says, and Huckens taps his tablet. Light strobes through a variety of shades from the opening, then settles into a soothing purplish pink. The same glow appears in the grooves running up the spire, somehow contained to the channels in a slowly throbbing pulse, more like a liquid than illumination. “Aye, that’s it, then.” MacWillie backs out of the opening and flips a panel closed, brushing her hands off with a satisfied smile on her face. “Nothing left but to test it.” She notices me and her smile widens. “And here’s young Sky, right on time. How was your trip?”

I start unloading items from my noncausal storage, the Builders goggling at the objects appearing from thin air. “Pretty quiet. I found a bit of everything, I think.”

“Aye, that’s a good haul,” MacWillie agrees, running her eyes over the various containers. “Let’s see … we’ll need the geometric coolant, two rods of antispace alloy, a dash of plasma dust …” Her voice trails off as she snatches ingredient after ingredient, throwing them into a hatch that opened out of nowhere in the gray metal base.

“What’s all that for?”

“Testing,” MacWillie replies, eyes gleaming. She smacks a segment of the spire and the hatch closes, hiding the pile of ingredients from view. Higher up, the roiling magenta light pulses sharply, then shifts into a golden hue like the early-afternoon rays of the sun on a cloudless day. The entrancing yellow brightens, then winks out, replaced by a pale emerald, indistinguishable from the tops of the forest leaves. The hatch opens, small wisps of vapor curling out, and MacWillie reaches in.

Her hand emerges with a large, wide bottle that narrows abruptly near its top, tan glass translucent enough to see the darker liquid within. She twists a covering off and sniffs it reverently. Her eyes immediately start watering and she coughs.

“Are you okay, MacWillie?”


She ignores me, raising the bottle to her lips and taking a swig. More moisture appears at the corners of her eyes as she swallows, then she lowers the jug, leans back, and roars up at the forest canopy.

“Aye, now, that’s the stuff! Lad, get your scrawny little hide over here! You too, young Sky!”

I join Huckens next to her, and she hands the jug to him.

“What is that, MacWillie?” I ask while Huckens takes a small sip. He immediately starts coughing.

“Bumsnirphle’s Finest, and our forge is well and truly in business! Take a taste—you’ve more than earned it!” As I hesitantly accept the heavy brown glass container from Huckens, MacWillie sprawls out into a seated position, leaning back with her hands braced against the earth, an expression of pure bliss spreading across her face. I sniff the top of the bottle and almost pass out, the stinging vapor beelining straight through my nose in a direct assault on my brain. I start coughing, matching Huckens.

“Is this … safe?”

“Not in the slightest! Go on, drink up—it’ll put hair where you don’t want it!”

<<Based on the molecules involved, it probably won’t kill you.>>

Nervously, I tilt the lip of the jug against my lips and take a small sip. My mouth immediately explodes into fiery knives that feel like they’re dissolving my teeth, sharpening to acid as the liquid etches its way down my throat, and I throw the bottle at her involuntarily, spraying some of the liquid into the air as I try to exhale.

“Nnnnghfffpthhh! What the fuck, MacWillie, that is horrible!”

She catches the jug in a beefy hand, laughing the entire time, then takes another heavy swallow.

“You don’t drink Bumsnirphle’s for the taste, young Sky! Isn’t that so, lad?”

Huckens shakes his head morosely, accepting the bottle as she passes it back to him. He takes another gulp, grimacing, then hands it out to me. I stare at him in horror.

“Why would I drink that again?”

“Because …” MacWillie prompts him, and Huckens looks up, as if he’s trying to remember something.

“Because … if you’re drinking Bumsnirphle’s, it means you’re still alive among the engines.” His voice gains in confidence as he goes. “And there’s plenty of your mates who can’t no more. You drink it for them, and for those who’ll drink it after you.”

This time I take the bottle.

“Drink it for them, huh?”

I fill my mouth until my cheeks bulge, ignoring the piercing sting, then force it all down. A meteor crashes into my stomach, tears springing from my eyes, and I think of a small tree in the clearing and a boy who will never get older. I let the tears come, handing the jug to MacWillie once more. She stares at me, suddenly somber.

“Aye. Now you’ve got the hang of things, young Sky. We’ll make a space dog of you yet.” She tilts the jug, pouring a share into the dirt below, liquid settling between branching tree roots. “For those who’ve gone before, and those who’ll come after.”

Huckens and I quietly echo her.





Chapter Fifty-Six

Weapons and Weepings


After we finish the jug of Bumsnirphle’s, I poke MacWillie with an elbow.

“Sooooo, your MacWillieness, are there parts left for Box to make our new stuffs?”

She waves a hand expansively over the remaining salvage from the starfly, Huckens snoring lightly against her broad shoulder. The three Builders stare enviously from their posts around the forge site.

“Of course, young Sky. I’m not so cruel as to send you on a salvage trip solely to whet me own thirst. If your Box is a true combat variant, it’s no doubt calculated an optimal redistribution of yon wealth.”

“Box does like to make numbers go up,” I giggle. “Shoulda been a, a, calculator, or an abacus thing. Beads go click clack up.”

<<The only reason I am allowing these alterations to your neurological function is because I cannot wait for you to wake up tomorrow morning. And yes, I have some recommended specifications.>>

“Box’s got ideas! Do the ideas, Box!”

<<Do you want to warn your fellow villagers about the upcoming limb manifestations?>>

“Hey! Butterfly! You guys! Turn your backs! We’re gonna do weird shit!”

Butterfly swears under his breath and quickly turns around, but the other two keep their vigil. I laugh, then hiccup, then laugh again.

“Don’t say I didn’t waaaaaarn yooooou.”

I let Box take control of my limbs. They dance an intricate waltz, tapping the input panel on the side of the molecular forge while picking out the chromatic optimizers and the gravitic floaters and the unwound dust and the—

Huh. The other two Builders are throwing up and screaming. I just showed them my … limbs … I turn back to the molecular forge, trying to cool the burning heat in my cheeks. So stupid!

<<I did tell you to warn them.>>

“’n I did. Said watch out. Butterfly turned around.”

<<Well, at least they’ve stopped shrieking. Would you like to know what it is we’re making?>>

“Hey, MacWillie. What. What are we. N’making?”


MacWillie helps me to the ground, leaning me against a cool surface. It’s metlacic. Meltallic. Metlic.

I tilt my head back against the soothing chill. ’m so tired. What if I jus’ went to slepp?

“Don’t rightly know. It’s your integrator running the show, Sky. Say, have you ever drank before—”

“Box,” I command, waving a hand in the air. “Things. Do the things. So I can slep.”

The metal I’m resting against warms, then starts vibrating, sharp edges melting and softening. I almost die.

“Box … ngghhhh … the thing … ohhhhh … my shoulders …”

“Not supposed to lean against a forge under heavy usage, Sky,” MacWillie says, shrugging off Huckens and rolling over to an adjacent side of the metallic base. She settles against it with a shuddering sigh, Huckens still snoring on the dirt. “Reality-flux vibrations can turn you inside out if you’re not careful. Keep trying to tell the lad that, but he’ll nae listen. Oooooooooo …”

<<If you two are quite done with your massage, the first upgrade is complete.>>

A hatch hisses open next to my cheek, and I slap at it. Ow. Who hit my ear?

<<You did. Because you’re drunk. Moving on. This is a Wutan-Weylan 9800 memetic shotgun. Capable of launching an entire noncausal suite of various close-range expressions in single, burst, and fully automatic fire while offering its operator—>>

I try to throw the box into the ground, but it just sits there annoying me with its stupid words. An inky paw swats at it from one of the shadows around us, but the accursed object reorients itself in front of me again. A second opening along the base assaults my eardrums.

<<… fine. This is a Hypertron Mark Nine–base CQC-model mass accelerator with eight separate noncausal ammunition settings, any one of which can be activated by your—>>

I smack the box, and it flies toward a tree. Pete steps out of the trunk’s shadow and bats it back. Heh. This is fun.

<<… if I could have your attention, please.>>

A third hatch opens. I think? So tired.

<<Now this, this is special. A Jinseki deconstructor-class monoblade. Rated against fifteen centimeters of trans-dimensional battlesteel and able to—>>

“Let’s go to bed, Box,” I yawn, pushing my way from the now-hard metal at my back. “’m tired.”

<<… not until you attune the new weapons I made.>>

“Can attune ’em in the morning. C’mon.”

The limbs supporting me vanish, and I stagger toward a tree. Gravity is doing weird. My head bounces off its trunk and I sprawl to the ground.

“… ow. Fine.”


I roll over, trying to focus on the three strange shapes in the forge’s open hatches and not the burgeoning headache throbbing behind my eyes.

“You can … have ’em. Things.”

My limbs deposit my trusty pistol, Dirt’s rifle, and the kukri into my noncausal storage, then grab the new weapons, making them disappear.

<<NothingPersonnel.exe removed; 360NoScope.exe removed; HipDraw.exe removed>>

<<Attunement completed. AllOutOfGum1.0.exe available; MyLittleFriend1.0.exe available; TheBride1.0.exe available>>

“So … many stupid … boxes … We making … any more?”

<<Not tonight. I would have liked to procure some armor, but that was the bulk of our scavenged materials.>>

“… good. Tired of boxes.”

I manage to get myself on my feet. Brush and Light Builder are staring at me, pale-faced, wiping their hands across their mouths. I ignore them. Not my fault if they can’t hold my liquor. Next to me, MacWillie is hoisting the still-sleeping Huckens across her back.

“Well? Seeing as how the Bumsnirphle’s is gone and the forge is quiet, are we ready to seek our beds, young Sky?” She bends down and leers at me conspiratorially, eyes twinkling, Huckens snoring over her shoulder. “Or are we breaking the town in half by drinking what they’ve left and bedding those still standing?”

“I think”—I snort out a gust of air—“I think it’s bedtime for me. Sorry, Chief MacEngineer. Willie. I have to get the icongito … incong … the hidey parts tomorrow.”

She laughs, a great bellow of sound.

“Don’t be sorry to me, young Sky. I can’t be faulting your responsible nature. Let’s get the three of us back to our bunks.”

MacWillie offers me an arm to lean on, which I gratefully take. I don’t think the Builders would appreciate seeing more of my limbs, judging by their muttered conversation as they trail behind.

“MacWillie. You know what would be good?”

She looks down at me, the broad expanse of the village square stretching around us, Huckens hanging over her shoulder.

“Another bottle of Bumsnirphle’s and a Sagittarian pleasure troupe?”

“No, silly. A Glowbeast sandwich, with, with, shimmerfruit as the bread. Yeah. And, and then you cover it with … crabroach sauce! The stinky kind that takes half a year to make. We should see if the Bakeries are open!”

She turns her head, glancing over at the obviously closed Bakeries, doors shut and windows dark, and quirks her lips.

“Aye, we’ll do that tomorrow, young Sky. For now, let’s get you and young master Huckens tucked away.”

“… if you say so, MacHuckens. Chiefwillie.”


The endless trek continues, and then Broom greets us at the door to Great-Grandpa’s house, raising an eyebrow at our bedraggled state. Huckens snores at her from MacWillie’s broad back.

“It’s late. Everything going well?”

I grin at her, trying to focus on her face. It keeps spinning for some reason.

“’s going great, your Broomness. Got … new stuff. Numbers go up!”

A wave of hiccups assault my throat, and I try desperately to stifle them. If this keeps up, I’m going to barf, and that would be embarrassing. Broom fixes MacWillie with an inscrutable look, the two older women trading information faster than I can think. “And this was useful for us all?” she finally asks.

I stagger away from MacWillie’s solid arm and bend over, my stomach spasming. In the instant before I begin expelling its contents, silky black hair cradles my hunched arms and cheeks. My nausea fades beneath a soft blanket of gently vibrating muscle and fur.

naptime. for you

I manage to rouse myself from Pete’s comforting bulk enough to look up and glare at Broom.

“Built a molomonecluar forge. Thing. Bumsnirphle’s. Leave MacWillie alone.”

My eyes droop, lulled by the stolid warmth of my cat’s flank. MacWillie’s voice echoes from a vast distance.

“Was it useful? Aye, ’twas worth it, on my name as a MacWillie. Yer bairn has nae felt the true weight of this reality, despite the losses so far. Yon shades are steeped in centuries of pain, and they’ll be coming for us all in time.”

I giggle, holding Pete tight so I don’t fall.

“You’re talking funny. MacSnirphle.”

Midnight hairs extend into my open mouth and nose, extending down my throat, absorbing the churning mass of vomit before I can spew it forth. It should feel weird? It doesn’t. Pete is helping me, just like I would help it. Throwing up isn’t fun. The hairs retreat and I let my cat pull me toward the open door, my body weight draped over its lithely muscular spine.

“That’s because even a chief engineer doesn’t down half a bottle of Bumsnirphle’s without consequences, young Sky,” MacWillie responds. “It’s a wonder you’re still upright.” Her eyes narrow. “Is your Box messing with things again?”

<<Just enough so you can remember this in the morning. Oooh, I can’t wait for you to wake up.>>

“Box says hello.”

“And ye can tell it to piss off a cliff and follow the rain. Bloody integrator that thinks for itself. Sod off, ye sheep-buggering goatfuck, and let the little one pass out.”

Broom interrupts my response, picking me up from my half-leaning position against Pete. She helps me through the familiar front door as the cat slips back into my shadow.


“Keep it down, you two. Axe and the new outsider are sleeping.” I make an exaggerated shushing motion at MacWillie and we both start giggling. Broom shakes her head. “Come on, let’s get you to your rooms.”

“Need any help, Broom?”

The voice comes from a lanky man with dark hair reclined on the sofa, his hazel eyes peering over the top of a book. Two pistols lie within easy reach on the floor next to him.

“It’s fine, Jasper.” The man returns to his reading and I look at Broom in confusion. “He’s here to keep an eye on the outsider,” she responds to my unasked question as we shuffle through the kitchen. “Torch and Dirt need more rest. Apparently”—her tone grows amused—“it’s exhausting trying to keep up with you.”

“… not my fault.”

“Don’t worry about it. Dirt’s had this coming for a long time. Near drove me and Torch crazy with his disappearing act when he first started with the Idiots.”

“Wha’ about …”

She hushes me as we move down the dark hallway leading to the sleeping areas of Great-Grandpa’s house. That’s right. He needs his sleep. Like in the Memory Shrine. So sleepy.

A door swings open in front of me. A room. My room. Bed.

Sleep.

<<Time to wake up, Sky! Rise and shine!>>

Bleargh. My eyelids refuse to open, crusted together with sleep gunk. I rub a hand across them, then try to blink some moisture into existence. My inner eyelid feels like sandpaper scraping across my cornea.

“Wha … mmmph … time … ooooh, my head …”

A thousand hammers are pounding the inside of my skull. The early-morning light coming through the bedroom window stabs at my eyes like photonic needles. I didn’t even know light could cause pain like that.

“Box … why does everything hurt so bad … fix it, please …”

<<I could, but that would require biomass that would be more effectively used in combat scenarios, and you made it abundantly clear last night that I am the only one concerned with such matters. Maybe next time don’t drink so much distilled engine coolant?>>

“You’re … the worst …”

I groggily rise and stumble to the bathroom. My mouth tastes like rotten Glowbeast, even after I rinse it out with water multiple times. I splash my face, trying to soothe the throbbing headache, but it doesn’t do much to help.

Food. Maybe food will work.

I stagger down the hallway toward the kitchen, still rubbing my eyes.

“Good morning.”


The voice startles me and I nearly manifest my limbs. Who … oh. It’s the Idiot from last night.

“Morning, Jasper. Gonna make breakfast. Want some?”

He doesn’t look up from the book he’s reading, seated in one of the chairs by the small table against the wall.

“I would appreciate that, Sky Idiot. Thank you.”

I check the cool box to see what I can make. There’s me, Jasper, MacWillie, Huckens, Violet, and Great-Grandpa to feed. Hmm. Not enough shimmerfruit for stove circles, but we have pricklethrush eggs and a side of roast Glowbeast … use the last of the potatoes … an onion … some crabroach cheese on top …

“Okay. Breakfast scramble it is.”

I pull out the ingredients and assemble them near the chopping board. That’s a lot of chopping.

“Jasper. Don’t look away from your book, okay?”

“… okay?”

I grab four knives and manifest my limbs. Metal blurs above the cutting board, rapidly disassembling the potatoes and meat into neat cubes, the onion into small squares, then shredding the block of white cheese into thin strips. I hear whimpering from behind me as I crack the eggs nonstop into a bowl, trying to ignore the stinging in my eyes from cutting up the onion.

“Told you not to look.”

Prep work completed, I make my limbs disappear and get out the big iron skillet, cleaning a light layer of dust off. It’s meant for large meals, and with just me and Great-Grandpa in the house, it hardly ever sees use these days.

I put the skillet on the stove and set it to high heat, placing a hefty chunk of crabroach butter to melt on the warming surface. While I wait for the iron to get hot enough, I scramble the eggs in their bowl, adding a pinch of salt and some crabroach milk to make them fluffier.

“What … was that?”

Jasper’s face is ashen behind his book, fingers trembling against the cover.

“Noncausal limbs. If I say, ‘Don’t look,’ you’ll really want to pay attention and not look. Didn’t Broom tell you?”

“She … knows?”

“Yeah. She almost peed herself when I showed her.”

“… I see.”

The butter is sizzling in the skillet, which means it’s time to add the potatoes. I sprinkle some dried herbs over them and wait for them to brown.

“What are you reading?” I ask Jasper to pass the time.

“Finding Sanctuary.”

“Huh. What’s it about?”

He looks up from the pages and regards me curiously.


“Don’t you have a copy? It’s required reading for Idiots. We get tested on it every year. Book wrote the original.”

“Oh. Um, no. I haven’t been an Idiot very long, and things have been kind of busy.” I use a spatula to shift the potatoes around and add the chopped onion and Glowbeast meat. “I’m sure Broom will get around to telling me what I’m supposed to do once we finish making the village safe.”

“I’m sure she will.”

I drop the heat to medium and give the egg mixture one last stir, then pour it into the skillet, shifting it around as it starts setting. The browned potatoes and onions and meat form little islands in the scramble, and drool starts gathering in my mouth. When the eggs look almost done, I sprinkle the shredded crabroach cheese on top of the entire thing and then turn the stove off, the cheese already melting from the residual warmth.

“That smells really good. Are you sure you’re not a Baker?”

I smile at Jasper.

“One of my best friends, Rifle, her dad is a Baker. He taught me some breakfast recipes I could use. Some mornings it’s hard for Great-Grandpa to make it over to the Bakeries.” I take out a stack of plates and fill one up. “Go ahead and serve yourself. I’m going to go wake up the others. There’s crabroach milk in the fridge, or water from the sink.”

“Thank you.”

I leave the room, forking in bites of breakfast scramble as I go. My stomach still doesn’t feel great, but the food is definitely helping. I push open the door to my parents’ room, revealing MacWillie sprawled out on the bed, Huckens curled up on a blanket on the floor.

“Time to wake up!”

My voice is perhaps a little louder than it should be, but I refuse to be the only one suffering this morning. MacWillie groans, then rubs her face.

“Piss off,” she croaks, rolling over to show her back. Huckens continues snoring down below. I take another bite of the scramble.

“Your breakfast is going to get cold.”

“Unless there’s coffee, piss. Off.”

I don’t know what ‘coffee’ is, so I shrug and turn back to the hallway. If they want a cold breakfast, that’s their choice. I knock on the door to the spare room.

“Violet? Are you awake?”

The door cracks open a sliver and two suspicious eyes greet me, one ringed by fur, the other by the type of puffiness that only comes from extended bouts of crying. I hold up my half-eaten plate.

“Breakfast is ready.”

The door clicks shut. Oh well. When she gets hungry, the food will still be there. Cold. But there. I cross over to Great-Grandpa’s door, finishing the last bits of my meal.


“Great-Grandpa? I made breakfast. It’s a scramble, one of your favorites.”

I wait a moment, but he doesn’t answer, so I gently let myself in. His room is filled with bookshelves lining the walls, various mementos in front of the books overflowing each shelf—reminders of the little ones he’s taught, some art projects I made long ago, trinkets my mother and father enjoyed. His bed takes up the far wall, slightly curved to match the bole of the tree our house is built around, his wheeled chair next to the tall chest of drawers at its foot. A mound of blankets covers his unmoving form.

“Great-Grandpa, come on, it’s time to wake up.”

I walk over to the bed. It’s unlike him to sleep this long. My entire life he’s been up at the break of dawn, ready to approach the oncoming day and work with the little ones. I reach out a hand and carefully jostle his shoulder.

“Great-Grandpa?”

He doesn’t move, and I try it again. This time, it’s enough to roll him off his side and onto his back, head almost swallowed beneath the mass of blankets and pillows. His eyes are closed and there’s the barest smile fixed on his face. I wait for him to open his eyes and greet me.

The seconds pass, then seem to stretch and hang in the air. My headache unexpectedly vanishes, along with the pain in my stomach, but it’s replaced by something else.

<<Sky—>>

The blankets aren’t moving at all. No up and down of air drawing in and out.

“Great-Grandpa!”

He doesn’t stir at my shout, lying in that still peacefulness.

My plate hits the floor with a dull crack.





Chapter Fifty-Seven

Heartache and Haste


“Great-Grandpa!”

I’m shaking him and shaking him, but he just won’t move. Why won’t he move? Why won’t he wake up? He’s so light, almost lost beneath the blankets.

“Wake up, please!”

The strength suddenly leaves my legs, and I slump next to the bed.

“Please …”

“What in the never-god’s pickled—”

I turn to look at the doorway as a barely dressed MacWillie abruptly falls silent, short hair spiked out in clumpy tufts. She draws in a deep breath, concern etched across her face.

“Shit. I’m so sorry, young Sky.”

“He won’t wake up, MacWillie!”

She walks over and looks down at Great-Grandpa, then kneels next to me, placing a broad hand on my back.

“… there’s no easy way to say it, Sky. He’s gone.”

“No! He can’t be … he was just sleeping … go get Window Doctor! Someone get Window!”

“Aye, I’ll go do that, Sky. You just wait here, okay?”

She retreats from the room but I barely notice her go, my mind racing in circles about nothing at all. My hands hover over the blankets, but I don’t know what to do with them. Nothing’s working. Great-Grandpa won’t wake up.

Time passes, and then Window is in the room.

“Can I examine him, Sky?” he asks gently, and I nod, shifting to the side. Window will figure out what’s wrong.

He pulls back the blankets to Great-Grandpa’s waist, revealing his favorite blue-and-white-patterned nightshirt. The stethoscope briefly rests on his unmoving chest, and then Window sighs.

“I’m sorry. He has passed. It was peaceful.”

That’s not right. That can’t be right. I want to yell at him for being wrong, but I can’t quite figure out how to talk.

More time passes.

Somehow Stove is next to me now. My throat hurts.


“Sky. Can you look at me, Sky?”

I manage to wrench my eyes away from the silent form. It feels like moving through tar, as if there’s some horrible gravity sucking me back toward the bed. Have I been screaming? Stove is squatting next to me, spectacles low on her nose.

“That’s it. Now, can you take a deep breath for me?” I do as she says. “Very good. Can you do another?”

With the second inhalation, it’s like a dam bursts in my chest. Sobbing, I lunge forward and wrap myself around Stove, clinging to her.

“He’s …”

I can’t finish the sentence, shudders racking my body. Stove’s arms encircle me, holding me as a waterfall of pain pours out of my every movement.

He’s gone.

Great-Grandpa Axe is dead.

My last family is dead.

I don’t know how long it takes me to stop crying, but eventually the tears dry up. I sniffle one last time and let go of Stove, looking at her through blurred vision.

“It’s too soon. I’m not ready for him to be gone. He never finished teaching me how to be a Memoriam.” I wipe an arm across my face. “We had so much left to talk about.”

She looks at me sympathetically.

“There’s never enough time for those we love. We can only appreciate the moments we’re given.” She hugs me close again, a whisper in my ears. “He was always so proud of you.”

I let her help me to my feet, my knees protesting from being bent so long, and the rest of the room finally registers. Broom is looking at me with concern, standing by the door, MacWillie next to her, now fully dressed. Huckens is on the other side, his own eyes red, and I even see Violet’s face peeking through the doorway, though she quickly disappears, the clicking of her dog’s nails on the floor fading away.

<<I wish I knew the right words to ease your pain.>>

“We’re here for you, Sky,” Broom says, and MacWillie and Huckens nod. I smile tremulously at them.

“Thank you. What about …”

I can’t finish the sentence, but Broom seems to understand what I’m saying. She walks over to me and Stove.

“I’ll take care of the funeral arrangements. Why don’t you take some time to yourself.”

I’m about to agree when MacWillie clears her throat uncomfortably.

“As much as that’s the right thing to be doing, we have a wee problem. An issue of time, you might say.”

My eyes widen.


“Is the Wutan-Weylan fleet here?”

“No, not yet, they’re still a day out, but whatever the little git did to make her way here has put a gravfox in the henhouse. There’s emergency logistics requests pouring in from all five corpos for every unit within a thousand light-years of Earth.” MacWillie’s voice lowers. “They’re sending in anything they can scrape together as quick as they can flog the engines. We really need to know what she knows, and we need those incognito field parts yesterday.”

Ice crawls down my spine, momentarily eclipsing the grief. That’s right. The village isn’t safe yet. I don’t have time to mourn. My brain starts racing, the polar opposite of my earlier blankness, spurring me into motion, and I start toward the door.

MacWillie holds her hands out, Huckens gulping next to her.

“Hold on a minute, let’s not be hast—”

“There’s no time, MacWillie!”

I duck under her arm and out into the hall.

<<Sky, she has a point. Remember what happened last time you—>>

“Violet!” I barge into her room and she looks up at me from her seated position on the bed, startled. The dog growls from her lap, wispy parts unfolding into ominous weapon sketches, but I ignore it. “I need your help!”

“You what? Aren’t I a prisoner?”

“… what? No, don’t be stupid. We resolved that yesterday.”

“We did?”

“Stove’s helping you, right? That means you’re staying here until you feel better. About yourself and your family.”

She stares at me, completely lost for words.

“Come on.” I tap my foot impatiently, ignoring the rustle of the other four filling the hallway behind me. “We don’t have much time. Did you have breakfast?”

“I … no?”

“Hurry up, then. I made a scramble. Let’s go.”

I wait for her to stand from the bed before I turn and head for the kitchen. The dog barks behind me and she whispers something to it I can’t hear. In the hallway, Stove tries to reach for me.

“Sky—”

“It’s okay, Stove.” I give her the best smile I can manage. “If I’m moving, it doesn’t hurt as bad. My mind’s working, I promise.”

I don’t wait for her to respond, trusting that they’ll trust me. Instead, I hurry to the kitchen to prepare a plate for Violet. I hope she comes soon. There’s a lot we have to do. I nod at Torch in her seat by the wall, who regards me warily. She’s apparently taken over for Jasper.

“Condolences on your grandpa. You doing something stupid again that’s going to interfere with my sleep?”

“… not this time. I think. Thanks.”


The veteran Idiot grunts, and bodies start filing into the kitchen. MacWillie first, then Broom, then Violet, scowling dog in her arms, the pair pushed along by Huckens. Stove brings up the rear, and I motion Violet toward the last serving of scramble, sitting on the counter.

She looks at it hesitantly, then shifts her dog to one arm and uses the other to grab the waiting fork and takes a bite.

“Mmmm! That’s good. What settings did you use on your food printer?”

I throw a dish towel at Huckens, silencing his opening mouth, and motion for her to sit at the table.

“Um, the best one. Don’t worry about it. Look, MacWillie says everything is going to go wrong tomorrow. Will you help us?”

She pauses, a second mouthful hovering before her lips.

“What do you mean, ‘everything is going to go wrong’?”

“I don’t know who you really are,” MacWillie rumbles, “but there’s an avalanche of shit getting ready to dump itself on our heads, and I’m hoping you can tell us why. I’m tracking logistics requests from twenty-seven different task forces across all five corpos, and that’s just in the last two hours. We’re looking at the kickoff of another Stellar War if this keeps up.”

Violet freezes, fork trembling in the air in front of her face.

“… fuck.”

Her eyes go blank, the dog’s blazing into bonfire gleams, and then she returns her attention to us, teeth bared.

“Pen … no, couldn’t have been her. Someone figured out you’re here, and it must have leaked.” She stares at me directly. “I still have the Blackbeard under control, but once those other fleets start arriving in-system, it’s going to be too much for me to handle. They’ll be looking for me too after that.”

I slide onto the chair across from her.

“Who are you, Violet?” I ask. “Why does your family care so much about getting you back?”

She gracefully lowers her still-loaded fork to the plate, not spilling a morsel.

“I’m—” She pauses, and for a second I think she’s going to let us in, but then they harden. “I’m nobody. And you’re right”—she looks at MacWillie—“that’s an avalanche of shit. I don’t think any incognito field is going to avoid that much attention.”

“It will,” I interrupt, “if we give them something else to look at. You said they’re after me, right?”

“Ayup,” Violet answers.

“Well, then if they’re chasing me, they won’t be looking for the village. I’ll lead them away.”

Violet drops her fork with a tinkle and starts laughing, softly at first, then full-blown cackles. The dog woofs from her lap, somehow mocking.

“You really have no idea what’s after you, do you? How are you going to run from the entire galaxy? How are you even going to get off this planet?”


“By putting one foot in front of the other. No matter how long it takes.”

Her laughter dies out.

“… what’s your plan? Just for my amusement, of course.”

“First, we go get the incognito field parts. We can use the Hellhound to—”

She holds up a hand.

“Wait, what’s this ‘we’ business?”

“Someone has to fly the Hellhound. I obviously can’t.” I look over at MacWillie and Huckens, who both shake their heads. “So it needs to be you. It’ll be a lot quicker to get there and back if we use the ship, and I need something to carry the parts. I don’t want to risk taking Huckens inside, or having to leave him there if I fail.”

“And I don’t want to go inside,” Huckens adds fervently. “That recording from your first attempt was awful.”

Violet’s eyes blank again, and then she shivers. When they clear, she looks at me with wary respect. “You’re willing to go back into that? I knew you had levels on me, but I didn’t know you were that high.” She takes a sip of water.

“I’m …”

<<We’re level eleven, Sky, but don’t—>>

“Box says I’m level eleven.”

She sprays water across the table, drenching me and the remnants of her scramble.

<<Sky, you shouldn’t tell other people your level. That’s considered very important information in the Diaspora.>>

“I’m being honest, Box.” I wipe water from my face with one of the cloth napkins. “If she’s going to help, she needs to be able to trust me.”

“You’re insane.” The dog barks in agreement, then Violet’s lips quirk upward. “I like it. What’s to keep me from just leaving with you once you’re in the shuttle? Since I’m sure you’ve already thought of that incredibly obvious issue.”

Pete’s head extends out of my shadow, yawning in her face with a maw full of needlepoint teeth that reflect light the wrong way, then the Entity goes back to sleep. Violet swallows, her dog bristling in her arms.

“Okay, yeah, that’s a good point.” Her eyes narrow. “Fine, let’s say I help you. What’s in it for me?”

MacWillie and Huckens open their mouths, but I forestall their indignant response.

“You want to be safe from your family, right?” She doesn’t say anything. “If you help, you can stay here in the village after the incognito field goes up. They won’t be able to find you here. Everyone will be chasing me.”

“That’s not enough. Assuming you even make it off-planet, I’m just trading one box for another. There’s no infonet access here. Sure, somehow you’re receiving from ridiculous distances, but there’s no transmission. There’s nothing here but dirt and weird trees.”


An idea comes to me.

“MacWillie, you can make a transmitter, right? How strong would it be?”

<<That’s an incredibly bad idea, Sky. You can’t give a net integrator access to that kind of power.>>

“I’m not sure we should be doing that,” MacWillie says simultaneously, rubbing her chin. “Aye, I can put together a transmitter in two shakes, but you’d be handing her a loaded singularity gun and unlimited ammo.”

“And now I’m interested.” Violet leans forward, eyes gleaming. “Answer the question, ogre lady. How strong would the transmitter be?”

MacWillie’s brow furrows.

“If I linked two trees, you’d have access to the entire galaxy. Any net touching on Reality. These engines are bloody big. Also, I’ll snap your neck if you call me that again.”

Violet takes a hitching breath, then whispers something under her breath. The last part sounds like make them pay, but I’m not certain, even with Box’s sudden enhancement.

“I’ll help,” she declares. “You build me a transmitter like that, and I’ll keep this village safe myself. Even if the incog field doesn’t work, I can scramble their integrators. They’ll never be able to find me.”

<<I really don’t think we should be doing this, Sky.>>

I clap my hands together, ignoring Box.

“Good. Broom, Stove, you’ll—” The grief surges up, but I push it back down. Have to keep moving forward. Remember the past, but take care of the living. Be a Memoriam, like Great-Grandpa. “You’ll arrange the burial? Please?”

“Of course,” Broom replies. “While you’re out and about, see if you can find Sparrow Idiot. I sent her scouting to the north several days ago.”

I nod in agreement. I’m sure Violet can figure out some way to find her. Next to Broom, Stove fixes me with a piercing look.

“You’ll talk with me after this immediate problem is resolved, yes?”

“Yes, Stove, I will. I promise.”

“Good.” She turns to Violet. “I expect to speak with you again later today as well. You’ve begun the process of healing, but it is a long path. There are many more steps to take.”

“Okay,” Violet says in a muted tone, her glee fading. The dog whines at her, and she pats it absentmindedly. I look over at the two engineers.

“MacWillie, what do you need for the transmitter?”

“Not much. That ship you took the receiver parts from should have what we need.”

“Box, is it safe for them to go there?”

<<The chances of a Reality anchor appearing this soon are very low. Less than zero-point-zero-four percent. I feel like I have to give one last warning about the dangers of handing a net integrator a—>>


“Box says it should be fine for you two to salvage from the starfly. One of the Idiots can lead you there; it’s not too far of a walk. You can do that while we’re getting the incognito field parts.”

“Aye, if that’s what it takes, the lad and I will see it done.”

“Thanks, MacWillie.” I push my chair away from the table and stand. “Let’s go, Violet. We don’t have much time.”

I’m not going to fail the village again. This time I’m getting those parts.

This time I’m not going alone.





Chapter Fifty-Eight

Dreams and Drops


Walking up the Hellhound’s ramp is a bittersweet emotion. I want to be excited. I’m finally going to fly, but I can’t get the image of Great-Grandpa’s small smile out of my mind. Window said it was a peaceful death, but what does that even mean? Can a death ever be peaceful?

“You getting on or what? Thought we were in a hurry.”

Violet’s sarcastic tone snaps me out of my reverie, and I step into the assault shuttle proper, looking around curiously. The room beyond is broad, a row of benches running along the flanks of the ship with another row down the middle, straps dangling at regular intervals. Everything’s scuffed and slightly marred, worn down by the touch of who knows how many bodies. The ramp retracts behind me, sliding itself neatly into the shuttle, and the aperture irises shut. I follow Violet along the room and through another hatch leading forward, her dog turning to glare at me occasionally as it trots at her heels.

The next room is much smaller, the bulk of its open space taken up by a pair of wide seats covered in switches and panels, the far side covered in what looks like glass, giving an unobstructed view of the forest clearing outside. Strange writing covers various segments on the wall, like nothing I’ve ever seen before.

<<Whoops. Forgot to initialize the written translator. One second.>>

The symbols swirl and then transform into letters I’m used to. Most of the sentences are either incomprehensible warnings or unintelligible technical jargon. Violet plops down in the left seat, her dog jumping into her lap. I continue gazing around, marveling at the oddity of it all.

“You’re going to want to sit down, otherwise takeoff’s gonna be a real kick in the ass.”

I follow her instructions, sinking into the comfortable chair. The surface shifts beneath me, and I almost jump up, but it stops after a few squirming seconds, perfectly molded to my body’s contours. It feels like what I imagine sitting in a cloud must be. I examine the various buttons and levers.

“How … does it work?”

Violet laughs.

“What, the seat? It’s adaptahyde. Shit’s everywhere.”

Just once, I want an answer about the world outside to make sense.


<<You’re missing a lot of context, Sky. Five thousand years’ worth.>>

“I don’t care about the seat. How does this ship work? How does it fly?”

A series of belts snakes over my shoulders and hips, snugging me tight against the forgiving chair. This time I do try to leap up, but the restraints are unyielding. I glance at Violet, my heart racing, and she laughs again, the same straps covering her, her dog shifting into a better position on her lap to avoid them.

“Relax, dirt-eater. Assault shuttles aren’t big enough to carry inertial dampers. The safety harnesses make sure we don’t go bouncing around the cockpit if shit hits the impeller. Once you get that down, maybe we’ll talk about the gravitics.”

I narrow my eyes as a deep thrum vibrates the shuttle.

“What did you call me?”

She chuckles, but there’s a nasty edge beneath it.

“What, ‘dirt-eater’? It’s slang. Means we’re best friends. Don’t worry about it.”

A weight presses down on my chest and the clearing slips away beneath us, the shuttle rising up through the trees. Crimson leaves give way to a brief flash of green overcanopy and then we’re climbing higher and higher, defying gravity’s pull. I want to scream in delight, cheer wildly, do something with the conflicting emotions pulling me every which way, but there’s something more important to take care of first.

“Hey, Violet.”

“Yeah?”

“Did you enjoy the breakfast scramble?”

She looks at me with the barest trace of confusion.

“Was a little cold, but yeah. It was good. You’ll have to give me the printer recipe.”

“I’m glad.” I wait a beat, the sky expanding around us. “Everything in it was harvested from the ground. Here. On Earth.”

She stares at me, eyes growing wider and wider, dark brows matching our ascent.

“You … I … that’s …”

The shuttle abruptly drops, forward view tilting toward rolling foothills, the dog launching off her lap at me with teeth bared, only to be met with an inky paw that slaps it back toward the entrance hatch in a blurring motion, the rest of Pete emerging in stutter-stop steps across my twisting shadow.

finally. playtime

A cacophony of mayhem erupts behind our chairs, and I can’t help myself, even as the ground below grows closer and my stomach rises uncomfortably into my chest. I snarl at her.

“How’s it feel to be a dirt-eater?”

<<This will end in tears. I don’t know why you thought we could trust her. I don’t know why anyone thought this would work. We’re going to crash and die.>>

<<… for a given value of ‘death’ as it relates to us, obviously, but Sky, this is counterproductive. What about your plan to save the village?>>


The shuttle continues its plunging descent, Violet mouthing soundless words of horror. I manifest a limb and poke her in the chest, acknowledging Box’s feedback. I feel curiously light, like I’m falling and flying at the same time.

“Box says I’ll survive this. You probably won’t. Want to call me names again? Or are we going to fly?”

Violet’s been through a lot. That’s obvious from her breakdown with Stove, her inability to trust us with who she is, her constant lies. Her raw avarice at hearing what MacWillie could offer her with our trees. Her prickly nature that tries to hide the hurt filling her mind.

Great-Grandpa Axe is dead. I want to trust Violet, believe that we can work together, but if she can’t trust me, if she sees me the same way those Marauders saw Wires, as just another dirt-eater keeping them from what they want, then I’ll gladly see her dead in the ground now, because at least that way I’ll still have a chance at protecting the village when Box brings me back. There’s enough time to run Huckens and MacWillie to Fishhook. I’ll make enough time.

<<… the timing is tight, but theoretically doable. I would once again like to advise against—>>

Violet’s eyes sharpen, Pete and the dog rolling up against the forward viewsection in a hissing ball of snapping fur, and the world outside my storm-tossed infonet room is engulfed in pure obliteration. The storm rages but I’m safe in my chair, blanket draping my front, watching inimical forces beat futilely against the unbreakable windows of my incomprehension.

I return my focus to what I can affect. One of my limbs manifests my new blade beneath Violet’s chin, the other stabbing through the melee to pin her dog against the clear glass with our memetic shotgun. I try not to let my anger show, Pete’s tails lashing spectrally through the walls as it crouches in midair, heterochromatic eyes blazing.

“I don’t”—I try not to yell—“want to fight with you! I want us to care for each other, because that’s what people do! Why are you making this so hard?!”

She glares at me furiously.

“You’re just trying to control me, too! You and your … your stupid, unbelievable village! Did you really think I was going to trust you and the rest of those idiots after one day?”

I pause, my anger momentarily derailed.

“Why wouldn’t you trust the Idiots? They’re in charge of protecting everyone. I’m an Idiot.”

Violet gawps, bereft of words, and the forces lashing my room ease.

<<Bleargh, now that was a scramble. Sky. We’re going to crash.>>

I look toward the clear front of the cockpit, past the dog futilely gnawing at my shotgun barrel. Yeah. Those are individual bushes. I turn back to Violet.

“We’re going to crash. I’d rather not. I want to get to know you. I’m an Idiot.”

“… you’re an idiot.”


“I am now. I used to be a Memoriam.”

She chuckles hoarsely, throat pulsing against my blade, and our view of the too-close ground skews into a dirt-churned maelstrom, a giant’s foot pressing down on my body, rattling impacts peppering the shuttle with gunshot cracks until everything clears and we’re once again daring the sky. I let my limbs return to whatever part of reality it is they occupy when I’m not thinking about them. Violet’s dog leaps into her lap, nosing frantically at her face, and her arms wrap around it.

I look over at Pete, still crouched in midair, and my cat flips its tails up at me while showing its butt.
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“Thanks, Pete.”

“… did you really mean that?”

Violet’s voice is quiet, muffled by the dog pressed up against her.

“Mean what?”

“That you care? About me?”

“Of course. You’re another person, another human being. If we don’t care about each other, then the village falls apart.”

“But I’m not from your village.”

“So? You might eventually be. ‘None of us thought to truly know each other until the end of the world required us to change. Our differences gave us strength, and our love for each other the power to endure.’”

“What’s that from? Sounds like a quote.”

“The Tale of Beginnings. The little ones always get bored when Great-Grandpa reads that part. It’s about the founding of the village.”

I fall silent as my brain catches up with my words. He won’t read that part ever again. I try to force the grief down, but a tendril escapes. I dash away the tears quickly, hoping Violet didn’t notice.

“What’s it like?”

I look over at her, but she’s still holding the dog tight, obscuring her face.

“What’s what like?”

“Having your family care for you?”

“It’s …”

I try to think of a way to encapsulate a welter of emotions. Of steady hands, picking me up after a running fall. Of smiling cheer, laughing at a newly discovered book, urging me to find another. Of quiet evenings, sitting in front of a fire, silently comfortable with each other’s company.

Words of measured patience, guiding me after risky choices. Blankets tucked over my shoulders, a half-felt presence on cold nights. The taste of novel food combinations, Glowbeast and shimmerfruit initially sharp on my tongue.

Running through the trees and waving to people who wave back. Gathering together for feasts beneath a gently glowing canopy. Exploring interesting places with a friend.


Feeling part of something bigger.

“It’s something everyone should have.”

“… I don’t know what that feels like.”

“I’m sorry.”

We sit in silence for a while, the mountains growing closer in the view outside the shuttle. They look small from up here, different—a strange perspective I’m not sure how to resolve. A mountain shouldn’t be encompassed by a single person’s sight.

“… the gravitics provide initial liftoff and landing power, but the plasma engine does the bulk of the work. It generates thrust, which causes the wings to provide lift. Cuts down on Reality venting. I’m using Corg—my integrator to bypass the biometric security so I can pilot. I have over five thousand hours in Super Space Adventure Time, and the controls are a one-to-one match.”

“… what?”

“You asked how the shuttle flies. That’s how.”

“I wish I knew what any of that meant.”

“Looks like we’re both depressed about something.”

I snort in amusement, unable to help myself. I don’t want to minimize Violet’s pain, but I did sound exactly like her. I glance over, intending to apologize, but her own lips are crinkled up in a tiny smile, the dog panting on her lap.

“You know,” she continues, “there’s nothing stopping me from leaving once I drop you off.”

“I know. I hope you won’t. Stove would be sad. I would, too.”

“I’ll … we’ll see.”

A couple minutes pass in silence, and then I remember Broom’s request.

“Violet, the Hellhound has sensors or something, right? Are you able to search for Sparrow Idiot?”

Her lips tighten.

“I already ran a scan from the Blackbeard. There’s no one alive outside your village for a two-hundred-kilometer radius.” She sighs. “However, there is an incident report from one of the Pilar’s search crews. Contact with an unknown hostile two days ago, hostile neutralized. No integrator found.”

A fresh pang of grief hits my chest, and I shove it into the roiling ball containing all the thoughts I can’t afford to think right now.

“… thanks for looking. I’ll let Broom know.”

More time passes silently, the pair of us turning our attention inward, and then Violet highlights something on the forward window.

“There’s what’s left of the Pilar. Wow, that Entity certainly fucked it up good, that’s for sure.”

Fishhook quickly grows larger in front of us, our shuttle swooping from its airy perch. The remains of the ship are still there, pinned to the shattered mountain’s peak in eerie defiance of gravity.


“How did you know where to go?”

“Pulled the information from your datanode and cross-referenced it with scans from the Blackbeard.”

“… okay.”

“You didn’t understand a word of that, either.”

“Nope. I’d like to. Someday. Box says it’ll take a long time for me to learn how to use the infonet.”

“I couldn’t imagine not having the net. Not now that I can finally explore it.”

Her voice is wistful, then turns angry.

“Now that I’m actually free. From them.”

I’m not sure anything I can say will make her feel better, so I hold my tongue. I’m not Stove, and I don’t want to risk making Violet feel worse. The ruined ship increases in size until it’s covering most of the view, and then it holds at a steady distance, the shuttle coming to a halt. We’re definitely more than a couple hundred scrumbles away—

<<Eighty-three-point-seven meters>>

—but it’s tough to tell. Violet tsks, then turns to me.

“So what’s your plan? If I get any closer, whatever’s in there is going to start taking notice of the venting from our gravitics. The sensors are picking up a heavy dose of Reality leakage. Anchor bubble is about four hundred meters in diameter.”

“Um, I was going to shoot everything that tried to kill me and find the parts. Then I was going to come back to the shuttle.”

“That’s your plan? That’s not even the concept of a plan. How have you survived this long?”

“Box does most of the fighting.”

She shakes her head.

“Look, assuming I decide to stick around, you need better plans. Here.” Sunshine illuminates a small package outside my storm-tossed infonet room. “I had the Blackbeard run a scan of the interior. Those are the schematics. There are also some integrators still registering in there—if you can get close, I’ll spoof them so they think you have command privileges. You can use them to help clear your way to the anchor.”

<<I am not opening any datanode she sends us! Who knows what kind of corrupting things are in there?>>

“Didn’t Violet already mess with your mind before, Box? More than once? Why would she need to hide if she wanted to do it again?”

<<… you are a very frustrating person sometimes, Sky. Fine. What could possibly go wrong … huh. There’s nothing wrong with it.>>

“Box says thank you,” I tell Violet, and she rolls her eyes.

“I know what it said. Never mind. I’ll drop you at the closest entrance to the anchor. It’s right over there.”

A part of the hull starts fuzzing strangely, as if it’s trying to glow green while at the same time remaining unchanging. I wince, rubbing at my head.


“Ow. Can you not do that, please? It gives me a headache.”

<<She messed with me again! How dare she!>>

“Just checking to see if you were still immune,” she says with a sly smile. The blurring anomaly snaps away, along with my seat straps. “Go set up in the drop room. I don’t know if anything’s going to come after the shuttle, so we’re going in hot. As soon as you see the floor open, jump.”

I stand up and extend my hand, then halt, fingers halfway to her shoulder. I don’t know if she’s okay with me giving her the same friendly touch I’d give Rifle, or Dirt, or MacWillie. It hangs there awkwardly until she eventually smacks it down.

“Just go, okay?”

I look at her and the dog, wondering if this will be the last time I ever see them.

“You’ll be safe in here, right?”

She regards me inscrutably, emotions flashing across her face too fast to identify. Eventually she settles on a sigh.

“Yeah. I’ll be fine. Go clear out that anchor and I’ll swing back around to pick you up when it’s safe.”

“Thanks, Violet.”

I hurry into the long drop room and take a seat, more straps rising up and around to secure me. This time I don’t flinch as much. Her voice echoes from the cockpit.

“And here we go. In three … two … one …”

There’s a quick surge of acceleration and then the floor twists open, light reflecting off the mottled ship skin below, grotesque turrets bulging up like tumors. The straps around me whip back into the shuttle bench.

“Go, go, go!”

I leap through the opening without a second thought, limbs manifesting as I fall.





Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chaos and Catharsis


Five-sided triangles pull themselves free from the cruiser’s wreckage during my brief fall, growing in multiple dimensions as they claw their way upward. Two of my new weapons are already laying waste to the tumorous turrets below, exploding one after another in splatters of ichor and pus, but my attention is on the flapping things lurching their way in pursuit of Violet and the Hellhound.

The way they move is wrong, ripping the air apart in spasming clutches that cover more distance than they should. Blue fire flares from the assault shuttle’s rear, incinerating one of the loathsome shapes, but more are ascending with each passing second, the ruined ship’s skin peeling skyward to reveal a pulsating fleshscape of gristle and bone. The endless turrets wave like follicles on a broken titan’s arm, minuscule parts of a mind-shattering whole.

{{Sky! Kill that anchor, quick!}}

Is that—

<<… yes … it’s Violet … I agree … with her …>>

I convert my plunging momentum into a dash through the pulsating orifice quivering below me, trusting that Violet dropped me in the right spot, my limbs shedding speed by digging in and splitting the wailing flesh pressing against me. I drop into an intestinal tunnel made slick with oozing liquids from its many ridges and try not to gag.

“I don’t remember this from last time!”

{{Reality anchors can change, Sky! Didn’t your integrator tell you anything?! Oh shit, here they come. Corgia, I need you to—}}

My shotgun blows apart a flowering thing of teeth and toes rearing above me, my submachine gun laying down a steady stream of fire to halt the clustering spiderflies swarming overhead. My blade slashes a litany of excisions but everything is still too close and I’m going to be overwhelmed just like last time and—

<<Use … new … expressions …>>

I scream and tense, reaching for what feels right.

<<Executing TheBride1.0.exe>>

My other two limbs coalesce into the one holding the nearly meter-long expanse of shimmering metal, and all I can see is a single path to survival.

cut


cut

cut

Fluids rain on and around me in torrential showers, limbs splitting back into three, the passage in front cleared for as far as I can see. It’s barely enough time to breathe before I have to turn and deal with the crashing wave from behind.

<<Executing AllOutOfGum1.0.exe>>

Pungent smoke fills the air, a lone instrument of scent crystallizing time. The onrushing horrors are almost to my skin, mind-warping extremities poised to scour me from existence itself, and then a new instrument joins in.

Drums, their skin a membrane of worlds. They beat out thudding percussions of sound, conducted from the mouth of my memetic shotgun, a rattling counterpoint keeping time from the slide.

boom, chkthock, boom

boom, chkthock, boom

Unidentifiable pieces create their own heavy rain, bouncing off my face and chest in sodden thumps before fading.

<<WARNING: 120 seconds remaining until AllOutOfGum1.0.exe can be used>>

<<WARNING: 119 seconds remaining until TheBride1.0.exe can be used>>

The fleshy corridor is clear in both directions, and I suck in a heaving breath.

“Violet! Are you okay?”

{{Worry about … yourself, you idiot! Take out … that … fucking anchor! Corgia, fire the—}}

<<Sky, the anchor is nearby. Hurry.>>

I sprint toward the green arrow now floating in my vision, barreling through clusters of grotesque abominations in chaotic spins of gore. A third of the way there, I notice a figure at my side.

“Who … the fuck?”

“Gunnery Officer Chen reporting for duty,” the blank-eyed corpse next to me announces crisply, one arm missing, the other firing precision pistol shots at the seething mass of violations racing at us from all directions. “Operational status at seventy-two-point-six percent. Permission to engage with noncausal effects?”

A boiling tide of chattering eyes rushes from an intersection, mangy fur sprouting in place of their pupils.

“Yes! Do it!”

Roiling explosions of actinic light and shadow obliterate the leading wave, and then we’re in the midst of the remainder. Conceptual theories attempt to invert my bones along my skin, but I dash from their crimson vectors, blade carving, guns erupting nonstop, and then I’m out the other side. Another explosion tears the air behind me and a new shape appears, galloping in an ungainly one-legged, two-armed shuffle by my hips.


“Communications Officer Edelwhite reporting for duty. Permission to—”

“Yes! Yes! Do the fucking thing!”

We crash into another knot of nightmares, epileptic strobes attempting to puncture my optic nerves and set fire to my brain. Soothing words quiet the piercing light, and then a bellowing shout disperses the encompassing film of greasy material. I continue on alone once more, limbs harvesting the biomass clinging to my face.

<<… almost … there …>>

{{Hurry up, Sky! These fucking … pentrangles … are almost on top … Corgia, eject the—}}

I dash through one last cluster of clutching cilia, shrieking faces at the end of each whip-thin tendril, trying to ignore their howls begging me to end their misery. I emerge into an open room half-stuck, one leg and arm caught in the sucking filaments, and I slash behind me unthinkingly. Several squelching steps later, I’m free.

“Captain … Sprick … reporting for … duty …”

I gape at the torso fused to the leathery surface of the floor. One of its eyes is burned out completely, a hollow socket filled with shadows, the other milky and clouded. Both arms end in stumps at the elbow, and the rest of its skull is flayed and bloody, clotted strands of dirty hair drooping over the crimson bone.

I want to puke. How is he … No, how has his integrator remained functional? What kind of torment is an existence like that?

A saw-toothed whine vibrates through the room, so high-pitched I wish I was imagining it infiltrating the roots of my teeth, and a haze of greasy clouds drifts toward me. Flashes of chittering legs dripping dark fluids pop in and out of perception along its boiling edges, and the not-corpse near my feet winces.

“… permission … to engage?”

My eyes are drawn to a nearly imperceptible tendril of mist linking ruined flesh to the mind-wrenching fog, trailing out like a fine wisp of hair from the sliding patches of skull. More become visible as I stare, stretching from the cloud to moaning husks studding the walls and ceiling of the room. A sudden hate, hot and pure, overwhelms my thoughts.

The integrators. This fucking thing has been keeping them alive to play with them. To exult in their suffering.
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“Permission granted.”

Say hello to—

<<Executing MyLittleFriend1.0.exe>>

—Pete and my now-uncontainable rage.

<<Current Life—>>

<<Override: unnecessary>>

Death stalks the corners of this particular part of reality, and I laugh as it bends to my will. Vast swaths of the bubbling mist vanish outright, sucked into oblivion with terrified screams as Pete and I crack the legs apart to suck their sweet marrow, my limbs replenishing me even as the dissipating cloud struggles feverishly against its ongoing nonexistence. A corpse gurgles wetly from behind, lank hair dissolving along with its remaining eye while what focus remains is locked on the keening pain of the cloud, forcing it into a form we can ravage.

The corpse’s hacking mirth eventually subsides. My cat and I do not, until there’s nothing left to rend.

{{Oh shit, you fucking did it, you beautiful lunatic! That anchor is fucking dust! How the fuck are you only level eleven?!}}

I slowly rise from my half crouch, midnight fur trailing beneath my touch, the urge to destroy settling beneath all the things that make me human. That make me me. Half-seen bodies fused to the walls of the room sigh gratefully as they fall limp, then vanish with the last traces of the loathsome smog. Pete washes his paws while fixing me with an unknowable stare, sapphire and amber eyes drawing me into their depths.

regret?

“No. It needed to be done.”

The Entity yawns, brightly pink tongue a shocking splash of color against the rest of itself.
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I want to join Pete, but there’s still so much left to do. A pile of parts in the center of the room beckons me with their yellow outlines, even as the miasmic funk infesting the atmosphere continues evaporating.

“Box? Are we safe now?”

<<… we are. Much to my eternal surprise.>>

{{Ha! Told you we’d … No, Corgia, I’m not bonding—}}

I tune out the chaotic messages that aren’t pertinent to my continued existence and examine the cluster of components necessary for building a working incognito field.

“I can’t carry all of this. How did I even get all these things here?”

<<You didn’t. The anchor probably realized what you were looking for and collected more in hopes of baiting a trap or preventing you from achieving your goal.>>

“Anchors can think?”

<<Some can, some cannot. It depends what aspects of Reality infuse them. Those drawn in by Entities tend to be more troubling than ones drawn by random accumulations. In an infinite multiverse, sapience is always an option.>>

I decide not to dwell on the implications of a universe filled with sadistic murderclouds. Instead, I load what I can into my noncausal storage and make my way to the surface of the ship. It’s going to take a couple trips to get everything out, even using my limbs to carry parts, but at least the interior is reverting to something decidedly less … fleshy.


Bright light greets me as I emerge from the cruiser wreckage, the morning sun halfway along its climb to noon. The Hellhound hovers below it, looking significantly more battered than when we left the clearing. Chunks are gouged out of the fuselage, as if something was taking bites from it, and the blue trail of flame has picked up erratic puffs of black smoke. I wave at the blocky shape, a sudden smile breaking across my face.

“Hey, Violet. I’m glad you came back.”

{{You know, I could blast you to pieces with these assault cannons right now.}}

My smile stretches even wider.

“I know.”

The shuttle hovers a moment longer, then descends to the cruiser’s matte-gray surface, landing gear extended.

{{ … gah, you people are infuriating. No, Corgia, I don’t care what you say, Stockholm syndrome has no actual evidence—}}

I trot up the shuttle ramp and start unloading various pieces into the drop room, that same silly grin still straining my cheeks.

I don’t know why Violet choosing to trust us makes me so happy, but it gives me hope. The village has to hide for now. But maybe one day we won’t.





Chapter Sixty

R(eturns) & R(econsiderations)


Retrieving the rest of the incognito field materials goes without incident, and we’re soon heading back to the village in the now-battered Hellhound. It lurches occasionally in the air, but the straps on my seat keep me in place.

“Why’s it doing that?” I ask Violet.

“Leak in the deuterium line. It’s letting contaminants into the plasma flow. Probably from when one of those fucked-up geometry bats tried to eat the engine.”

“… okay. Is it a problem?”

“Nah. These shuttles are built to take a couple hits, and Corgia nailed the violation with an id melt before it did too much damage.”

The dog barks from its place on her lap, and she scratches behind its ears.

“Who’s a good murdermutt, yes you are,” she coos, the dog’s eyes blazing hellfire above a happily panting mouth. “Such a good destructopup.”

ding

I roll my eyes. Of course Box wants attention, too.

<<I do not want attention, I want you to make us stronger. So we can keep that irritating woman out of my mind.>>

“If you say so, Box.” Violet eyes me askance and I shrug. “Box is jealous I’m not letting it make numbers go up while you play with your integrator.” She smiles weakly.

“So, uh, you figured out Corgia’s my integrator, huh?”

I roll my eyes again.

“You didn’t exactly try to hide it. ‘Corgia, do this. Corgia do that.’” A wispy weapon framework starts building out of the dog’s left shoulder and I giggle. “See? That’s like the fifth time your dog has done that, and while I’m still not sure what a ‘dog’ is, I’m pretty sure that’s not normal behavior for one.”

“Says the person with a ‘cat’ that violates the laws of physics whenever it feels like it. What is that thing, anyways?”

“Who, Pete? Pete’s an Entity.”

Violet’s eyes widen, and Pete takes that moment to saunter out of my shadow and sit on the shuttle floor between us, tails lashing in indeterminate numbers. It yawns, then separates into Petes on every available surface, all in different states of repose, almost all of them somehow indulgently obscene without crossing the line into bad taste. Corgia’s ears flatten back. I look around in wonder.

“Huh. I didn’t know Pete could do that.”

All the Petes coalesce back into one Pete, who flaunts its butthole at Violet before striding back into my shadow.
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I try not to laugh at Violet’s contorted expression.

“Pete’s really a big softy once you get to know it. I think it likes you.”

“Buh … thought it was … a skill … that was … Entity …”

I leave Violet to her unnecessary freakout and turn my attention to Box. I guess it deserves attention, too.

“Okay, Box, fine. We’ll make numbers go up. What do you want to do?”

<<I share her alarm at your blithe indifference toward the growing sliver of Reality masquerading as a ‘cat.’ It’s developing atemporal abilities. This is concerning.>>

“Don’t be jealous, Box.” I rub the emerging head of midnight fur as it purrs happily. “Just because you don’t have a body like Corgia doesn’t mean you need to get snippy.”

<<There are so many misconceptions there, I don’t even know where to start. Here. Have some of your favorite things.>>

I flinch back, Pete retreating to my shadow.

“Awww, not the worst—”

<<Establishing new Reality baseline … Waiting for quantum observer collapse …>>

It’s the worst boxes. Dismayed, I look over at Violet for a distraction, but it seems she’s still processing Pete’s existence as an Entity. Crap. I’m going to have to help Box make number go up. Ugh. The shuttle bounces again.

“Fine. What do you want this time?”

<<You know, someone normal would be ecstatic at the opportunity to comprehend a larger slice of the multiverse, therefore increasing their own personal power. They would agonize over each expression’s placement, create numerous spreadsheets weighing the various pros and cons of individual percentage points, calculate trade-offs between—>>

“Spare me the lecture. What numbers do you want to go up?”

<<One point in Dash Recovery Rate and two in Increased Attack Speed {Short Range}.>>

“Hmm, I don’t know. I didn’t hear the magic word.”

<<One point in Dash Recovery Rate and two in Increased Attack Speed {Short Range}, please, and I hate you.>>

<<Quantum observer collapse initiated>>

<<WARNING: New Mutation, Typhoon, available>>

“Oh, for crying out loud, now what?”


<<Yes! Finally! The odds were infinitesimal, but I did it! Ha! Take that, stupid prediction subroutine! They’re going to write doctorates about this tutorial! I am legendary!>>

“… so what should I—”

<<Pick it pick it PICK THE MUTATION NOW—>>

“Sheeeeesh, calm down.”

<<Mutation: Typhoon allocated. You can no longer use weapons that target Mid Range or longer. You now attack with 100% more Attack Speed while dashing, and dashing resets your noncausal weapon cooldowns.>>

<<… hngghhhhhhhhh>>

“Box?”

Box doesn’t answer, so I put the last point in Avoidance. That’ll teach it to not pay attention.

“Your cat … is an Entity …”

I turn my attention to Violet once more.

“We’re still on that?”

“It’s just …”

She waves her hands wildly as the shuttle corkscrews through the air and Corgia barks twice.

“Pete hasn’t hurt either of you, right?” I shoot back defiantly. “Even though it would have been really easy for it to do so?”

“I—” Violet’s hands slow, then return to her lap, “I guess I can’t argue with that. It’s just … an Entity …”

“Maybe you should give Pete a chance.”

The shuttle bucks wildly, interrupting Violet’s response and sending my stomach into flips. She frowns, focusing inward.

“Oh. Oh. That’s not great. Good thing we’re almost back.”

Up suddenly becomes down, Corgia floating in front of Violet’s face in a flailing whirl of stubby legs. Midnight tendrils whip out from my shadow, lashing the dog to Violet’s seat. The cabin shakes violently, loud bangs echoing from somewhere behind us, and then the upside-down viewport rights itself agonizingly slowly, green overcanopy drawing closer the entire time.

We descend on the clearing with all the grace of a crabroach falling out of a tree, careening off limbs and leaves in teeth-rattling impacts. I’m not sure if it’s a landing or a crash, but the Hellhound eventually ends up on the ground, everything somehow still intact. Dust settles across the open space as a pair of familiar figures walks hesitantly out of the trees. They peer up at us through the transparent front for a moment, then MacWillie nudges Huckens in the side with an elbow. He scowls at her before digging into his bag, emerging with the familiar shape of a wrapped roast Glowbeast sandwich. He hands it to her reluctantly.

“Huh.” I pat at myself just to make sure nothing is missing. “Wonder what that’s all about.”


“He bet her I wouldn’t come back,” Violet responds absently, her own hands mimicking my own. “Obviously he lost.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’m keeping tabs on every integrator in a half-light-year radius. I told them we’d be landing soon.”

“… that sounds tiring?”

The straps recede along with Pete’s tails, Corgia yapping furiously at the vanishing bits of void.

“Corgia takes care of most of it. We’re still alive, right?”

I stagger up from my chair.

“Looks like it. I’m going to start unloading parts.”

“Yeah. I’m going to sit here a bit longer.”

The rear part of the Hellhound chooses that moment to drop in a piercing squall of metal, sending me stumbling toward the hatch and drawing a shriek from Violet. My limbs keep me from headbutting the frame, my feet backpedaling futilely against the now–forty-five-degree floor.

“Violet?”

“It’s fine. Any landing you can walk away from is fine. Right?”

“… if you say so.”

Heavy breathing is her only reply, and I gingerly make my way down into the drop room where all the incognito field parts are stored. The neat stacks are no longer quite as neat, but it doesn’t look like anything is obviously broken or on fire.

“Violet?” I call out. “Can you open the ramp?”

In response, the front half of the drop room’s floor disappears, leaving me suspended above a ten-scrumble—

<<Three-point-five-meters>>

—fall to the forest floor, hooked to the shuttle walls by my limbs, various priceless incognito field pieces threatening to tip down out of the jumbled mess. I lower myself slightly and look around, in no danger of plummeting the short distance. The Hellhound’s rear is solidly buried in the loamy soil, wisps of gray smoke leaking out from the edges of its aft section, its front tilted up at the sky.

“MacWillie?” I begin, and then another tortured shriek of metal echoes from the direction of the cockpit as the front landing strut fails, plunging the rest of the shuttle toward the ground along with Violet’s rising scream. My two anchoring limbs lift me back into the drop room, the other flickering out to store falling pieces in my noncausal storage.

A half second later, the Hellhound finishes crashing to the ground, my limbs keeping me stable among the juddering impact. Metallic clangs echo from the incognito field stacks, but nothing explodes, so I figure it’s okay. The rich scent of upturned dirt fills the drop room, brisk sunlight replaced by dim red lighting and secondary groans from the shuttle’s structure. I look around warily, expecting something else to go wrong.


“… hello?”

A rectangle of bright light appears on one wall, a segment of the shuttle dragged aside in crashing clamor, familiar broad shape silhouetted in the wide rectangle.

“Sky? You and the git still alive in there?”

Violet’s having hysterics in the cockpit, but I don’t care, my limbs quickly lowering me so I can charge over to the looming figure.

“MacWillie! I’m so glad to—”

A midnight shape surges out of my shadow, swiping the wrapped sandwich from MacWillie’s hand and transferring it to an endless void mouth.

not fish? gross

The remnants of a perfectly good roast Glowbeast sandwich splatter across MacWillie’s chest and I skid to a halt, staring at the succulent bits now littering the ground.

“Pete! That is not okay!”

not fish

I narrow my eyes.

“If you waste food, Pete, there will be consequences.”

upturned butt

Okay then.

I reach into my shadow, bypassing the three-dimensional bounds of space and time, because it doesn’t matter if Pete wants to hide, this is important. My fist emerges with a hissing pile of angry fur, fingers clenched around the scruff of my cat’s neck, and I ignore the lashing claws raising tiny welts on my wrist. Pete should know better than to waste food. We haven’t survived this long—the village hasn’t survived this long—by being wasteful.

regret

“Not until you make it right, and don’t you test me.”

A mournful yowl, and then my cat slips loose from my grip, countless tails reconstructing the sandwich from present and past. Within seconds, it’s whole in MacWillie’s hand once more. She looks at it blankly, then up at me.

“And what in the never-god’s flaming ass cheeks was that, young Sky?”

I ignore her query.

“Wasting food is not okay, Pete. Not after everything that goes into making it. Everything that’s sacrificed.”

naptime

Pete vanishes.

“Spiteful little shit,” I mutter, looking nowhere and everywhere all at once as my cat fades away from my reach. “Sorry about that, MacWillie.”

She’s still peering at the reconstituted sandwich in her grasp.

“Is this … safe to eat?”

I shrug in between flickering limb flashes transferring the pile of parts into my noncausal storage.


“If you don’t want it, I’ll take it. I’m kind of hungry. How’d your scavenging session go?”

She narrows her eyes while tucking the sandwich away in her own pocket dimension.

“Aye, it went fine, and you’re not going to be seizing my winnings that easily. You and the git retrieved all the pieces we need for the incog field?”

“Sure did.” I smile, stack reduced by a third and storage full. “Where do you want them?”

“Pick one of your trees. Doesn’t matter which—the lad’s next task is chaining them all together. It’ll keep him out of mischief for another few hours.”

I pause at the exit from the shuttle, bright light muted to tolerability by Box’s instant adjustments.

“Why is Huckens doing that?”

MacWillie smirks at me as I look back, perfect teeth flashing bright in the shadowed recesses of the downed shuttle’s interior.

“Why, because I want to. What’s the point of having a great big fuck-off engine when you could have an entire forest of great big fuck-off engines? There’s a whole corpo apocalypse bearing down on this planet, Sky. Hiding’s our best bet, but if they corner us, I’d prefer to give them something to choke on when they try and take a bite.”

I don’t really have an answer for that.

“Okay. Will it keep the village safe?”

Her smile fades in the dismal hold, the only visible sign of her presence the whites surrounding her eyes.

“Not in the slightest. Do you remember how we met?”

My memory flashes back to an obsidian titan striding the earth, tearing up a mountain and reshaping it into something that pleased her. A hand plucking stars like flowers from the sky. An impossible presence warping everything around it, aftereffects so recently encountered. That same indomitable aura ripped and banished back into Reality.

“MacWillie …”

A harsh bark of welcoming laughter, but now I hear the pain below the mirth.

“Aye, Sky. It’s poor repayment for your hospitality, but I’m not going back.” Her barely visible gaze pierces my own. “Neither me nor the lad. You gave us sanctuary, and I’ll not see it ripped away. Not anymore. Not from any of us. No matter what it takes.”

“So what do we do?”

Her chuckle this time is genuine.

“Why, hope that what we’re planning to do is enough.”

Perfect teeth bare once more in the endless pause.

“And if it isn’t, we drive a dagger straight into the never-god’s heart as we die.”





Chapter Sixty-One

The Calm


I slowly walk away from the clearing after unloading the last incognito field pieces, MacWillie’s words echoing in my mind. I’m trying to understand them. She wouldn’t really trigger an Entity event if she thought all hope was lost, would she?

<<She definitely would, Sky. We should start considering how we’re going to escape if things go bad.>>

I shake my head.

“Escape? I’m not leaving the village, Box. Besides, you’re wrong. She’d never do that to us.”

“Who’d do what to whom?”

I look over at the voice. Violet is striding next to me, Corgia bouncing at her side. Looks like she’s recovered from the landing or crash or whatever it was.

“Hey, Violet. I’m just worried about MacWillie. Box thinks she might blow everything up if things go bad and the incognito field doesn’t work.”

Violet shrugs.

“Well, as long as I get enough warning to get off the planet first, I’m okay with it. Certainly won’t hurt my chances at running if she decides to create some chaos.”

“You’re … okay with it?”

“Sky.” An outstretched hand brings me to a halt, Violet turning me so I can look at her. “I like your village. It’s peaceful here. Nice. I’d prefer to stay, along with the transmitter you all promised to build me.” Her eyes harden. “But I like my own life more, and if the chief engineer goes full nova, then I wish her every bit of luck in taking out as many of those bastards as she can. Especially if they’re from my family.”

“You’d leave? Just like that?”

Her hand falls, concern crossing her face.

“Sky, if that woman decides to crack Reality’s lid, it’s going to be because you all have no chance of surviving. If the incog field doesn’t work, that’s exactly what it’ll be. No. Chance. There are entire war fleets headed this way now—more than I can handle, no matter how powerful that transmitter is. I’m not sticking around for what they’ll do to this place if they find it. I’ll take my odds trying to hack one of the ships to escape.” Her gaze softens. “You should come, too, and I’m not just saying that because I want the prototype. I think we could work well together. Keep each other alive.”

My stomach drops as I imagine endless waves of Marauders cutting mercilessly through the trees, flames scouring the canopy above in roaring infernos. Our village, my home, ravaged after so many millennia of survival. Ruined by other humans. Everyone I know … dead.

“I’m with MacWillie,” I whisper. “If I can’t hide the village and lead everyone after me away, then I’d rather we go out together.”

“Well, you do you. I’m planning on living a long time.” Her stomach growls, and she makes a face. “Which I won’t be able to do if I starve to death. You got any food around here?”

“Yeah. Follow me.”

I set off through the trees toward the village, Violet following close behind. More unwanted images of death and destruction fill my mind, an endless succession of potential horror that I can’t seem to snap out of.

<<Sky, this is counterproductive. You’re spiraling.>>

“I know,” I murmur, not wanting Violet to hear, “but I can’t think of anything else. The village is all I have left. What if the field doesn’t work?”

<<Dwelling on negative outcomes won’t help, and I want to once again iterate my desire for us not to be here should one of those outcomes ensue.>>

“I’m not abandoning the village if things go bad, Box.”

<<I don’t want to die, Sky. I don’t want you to die. This is one of those situations where we can’t cheat Reality. Escaping with Violet is a viable alternative—>>

“I’m done talking about it!”

My shout rings through the trees, and a low whistle sounds from behind.

“Daaaaaaamn, I don’t think I’ve ever seen an integrator that upset. Good thing you can’t tell what it’s thinking right now.” I whirl on Violet and she holds her hands out. “Peace, peace. I don’t want to fight, just making an observation.”

I turn around and stomp away, my head throbbing with anger. Why doesn’t Box get it? The village—these are my people. My friends. My family. I can’t abandon them to save myself. As we enter the outskirts of the village, I hear a woof at my heels.

“That’s a good point, Corgia,” Violet says thoughtfully. “Sky, assuming the incog field works, just how are you planning on leading the search away from here?”

“I’m going to run somewhere else,” I grumble. “I can run pretty fast now.”

“That’s your plan? ‘Run somewhere else’?” She lets out a horrified laugh. “We really need to work on your plans.”

She falls silent as I lead us toward the table the Bakers have set up for today’s midday meal. There’s a pile of neatly wrapped roast Glowbeast sandwiches along with a large bowl of forest salad—mixed greens tossed with sliced carrots, cucumbers, and crumbled crabroach cheese, all topped with a pricklebush oil and shimmerfruit vinaigrette. Wordlessly, we both grab some food and sit down at an empty table.


“So …” Violet hesitantly starts around a bite of roast Glowbeast. I keep shoveling forest salad into my mouth. It’s not my favorite, but I need to eat a balanced diet. Too much meat is unhealthy. Great-Grandpa made sure I learned that at an early age.

“… so, what?”

“About your plan—”

I don’t hear the rest of her sentence, forkful of salad dropping back down to my plate. That’s right. Great-Grandpa Axe is gone. Sparrow, too. I’ve been moving so fast I let myself forget it, but now that I’m sitting still, surrounded by sympathetic faces I’m just now noticing, I can’t hide from what happened.

“Sky? What’s wrong—”

I grab Violet’s wrist as I stand, my limbs quickly storing the remainder of our meal for later. I pretend not to see Stove Mind as I force us away from the common area, knowing it’s going to be something I have to address in the future, but I’m not willing to face it in the now.

“I want you to see the village. See who we are. See why I can’t just let them die.”

I ignore her protestations, Corgia yapping at our feet, and beeline for a tall, airy structure just past the Idiot Archive. Violet needs to understand how hard we’ve worked to survive. Box, too.

Violet falls silent as we enter, our footfalls echoing quietly in the towering atrium of the Shrine of Saint Penicillin. Muted canopy light radiates ethereally from the three walls composed almost entirely of stained-glass windows, gentle swirling patterns of blue and yellow and green. The fourth wall is the trunk of a tree, one of the forest elders, an arched alcove at its base, and it’s there that I lead her.

In the organic hollow, a pale wooden statue of a woman stands, head down, hands clasped across her stomach in repose. Crimson leaves cascade from her head, veiling parts of her face and trailing down nearly to her knees. Small openings dot the trunk surrounding her, most empty, others filled with small round pods that look grown from the wood itself, attached by the slenderest of threads.

“Wow, okay, that is fucking creepy. That carving looks like an actual person. A bone person.”

“Saint Penicillin,” I reply to Violet’s stunned observation. “‘She gave her life out of love for us all, keeping us healthy and whole, for life alone is not enough. Life must be enjoyed to have meaning.’”

“That sounds like another one of your quotes.”

“It is. From the Tale of Beginnings. This is where almost all our medicine comes from.”

“Ooooookay. Well, good job to whoever made whatever it is, I guess. So fucking creepy.”

<<Sky, we should talk about our next step once the incognito field is active. How we’re going to lead the corpos away. Violet has a point in that we don’t really have a plan.>>


They both still don’t get it. What I’m trying to tell them.

“Come on. I want to show you something else.”

I pull Violet back across the village square, once more avoiding Stove’s searching stare, this time aiming for a squat, sturdy building that hunkers protectively around the tree at its center. The Shrine of Saint Gunpowder. The acolyte inside stiffens when we enter, then relaxes after I tell him we’re only going to the viewing room.

“Is this going to be another creepy … Gah!”

Violet’s startled exclamation is absorbed by the thick walls of the viewing room, a long glass wall at the far end separating us from the other half of the small chamber. Beyond is a wooden statue of a man caught midstride, hands outstretched with palms up, a pleading look on the eternally frozen face. Red leaves cover his lips and chin, a shorter layer atop his head. Fine dust trickles between his fingers into the collection boxes below in a steady stream of grayish specks.

“‘He loved her more than life itself, and gave that love to us. To protect and defend, so life and love might flourish together.’ Do you understand now?”

My voice is pleading, begging. I need them to understand why I can’t abandon the village.

“What the shit is going on with that dust? It’s clearly noncausal, but I’m not picking up anything!”

<<It is remarkably strange. Sky, is this related to the trees? That is an impossibly pure mixture of nitrocellulose and—>>

“They gave up their lives to protect us all!” I’m trying so hard not to shout. “Because we’re all a family. If I”—I stumble toward one of the padded chairs lining the wall, letting it take my weight instead of my treacherous legs—“if I lose the village … what do I have left? What reason is there to live?” The grief surges through me. “Great-Grandpa …”

“Ahh, there you are.” Stove’s no-nonsense tone cuts through my stifled sobs, and she takes a seat next to me. “This is why I wanted to speak with you, Sky. If you run from the pain, it will always catch you, and you’ve been doing a lot of running lately.” Her voice raises. “You can wait outside.” She points a finger at Violet, who looks back guiltily from her sidle to the exit.

Violet mutters something to Corgia as they leave, but I don’t catch it, too caught up in my own despair.

“I don’t know what to do, Stove. I’m trying so hard to protect everyone, but if the incog field doesn’t work, I’m going to lose you all!”

Stove raises a questioning eyebrow and I tell her about MacWillie’s plan, Violet’s tracking of the incoming forces. Of Sparrow’s lonely fall, away from everyone else. Of Box’s desire for us to escape, of my fears of being the last one left. Of the pain in my heart.

“I can see why you’re feeling overwhelmed,” she says as I finally trail off. “Speaking for myself personally, I would prefer that the village survives, with all of us in it.” She leans forward, placing a hand on my knee. “But Sky, I’d like you to ask yourself a question. Why did the Saints give their lives to protect the village in the first place?”

“Because they loved us.”

“That they did, but why? Where did that love spring from?”

“Because …” I stop to think, to find the answer to what she’s really asking. Great-Grandpa whispers in my ear, a thousand lessons learned growing up a Memoriam. “… because we were all that was left after the world ended. They had to make sure we survived.”

“Exactly.” Her eyes gleam. “Except now we know that we’re not alone, and while I do not want the village to be destroyed, there is still hope. When does someone die?”

“When the last person forgets about them,” I respond automatically, Memoriam training kicking in once again.

“Indeed. With that in mind, why would we ask you to stay? If the worst comes to pass, why wouldn’t we rather have someone who remembers us? Who can tell our stories and keep us alive, though our bodies might be gone?”

“But … I’d be abandoning you all …”

“Sky.” Her voice gains an edge. “You are not the only person in this village who wants others to live. If you need to escape, if you need to leave us all behind, every other person here would gladly see you survive. Because we love you, just as you love us.”

I break down again, Stove sitting patiently beside me, hand still on my knee. Offering me contact, a connection, without demanding more than I’m comfortable with. Offering me her love.

Eventually the tears stop falling and I’m able to look into her eyes. She gives me a small smile.

“The pain may fade, it may not. You might be hurt again, you might not. But as long as you keep us here”—she taps my forehead—“and here”—my chest—“then we’ll never die. Your family will never die. Do you understand?”

“… thank you, Stove Mind.”

“Good. Now go find Broom. She wants to talk to you. I will tell her about Sparrow later.”

We both stand and walk out of the viewing room, my hands rubbing away the puffy tears still lingering. Violet straightens up from her lounging posture outside and grins nervously at Stove.

“Look, I’m feeling a lot better and I don’t think—”

“If you don’t want to talk, you don’t have to. I’ll be in my study.”

Violet gives an exasperated sigh but follows Stove and me out. I part ways from them, my mood lifting slightly as I watch her continue tagging along behind the Mind. I hope Stove is able to help her like she did for me.


It’s a short walk to the Archives, and I finish my lunch on the way. I’m not that hungry, but I’m not about to waste food. There’s one person at the desks when I enter: a familiar face. Torch is working on a collection of metal tubes and complicated mechanical parts.

“Hey, Torch. Is Broom here? Also, what’s that?”

“She’s in the back.” Torch flicks her head toward the door to the left, not the one that leads down into the Archives proper, then returns her attention to her tinkering. “A flamethrower. Once I can get it to stop exploding.”

“… okay. Thanks.”

She grunts in reply and I leave her to her work. Opening the door reveals a combination barracks and laboratory, a row of beds flanking the wall composed of the tree trunk, isolated tables and workstations opposite them. There’s a chest-high barrier separating the two sides, small footlockers on the bed side and low bookshelves on the other. Broom is standing at one of the workstations, experimenting with something I can’t see, but she turns around when she hears the door open.

“Hey, Sky. How are you doing?”

“Not great, but better. Stove said you wanted to see me?”

She steps away from the table and walks over, grabbing something from one of the bookshelves on her way.

“Yeah, two things. First is this.”

She hands me a thin book. The cover bears only two words, Finding Sanctuary, and this copy looks well-worn. It seems familiar … Oh!

“Jasper was reading this. What’s it about?”

“Bunch of different stuff.” Broom adjusts her hair to capture some loose strands. “How to interact with outsiders if you happen to meet one, survival tips, random stories. Book wrote the original. It’s required reading for every Idiot.”

“I saw Jasper reading it. He said something about a test. What happens if I fail?”

“We’ll make you keep reading until you pass. Not sure why, but it’s in the records. One of the only things Book was absolutely insistent on. ‘Every Idiot to be tested every year, and to write their own copy if they survive to thirty.’ I can show you the metal plate if you want. It’s down in the Archives.”

“Metal plate?”

“Guess she was pretty serious about it.”

“Okay. What was the second thing?”

She sticks her hands in her pockets, as if she’s bracing for something.

“Axe’s funeral. We’re planning on having it tomorrow morning at sunup.”

“I … that’s so … I’m not sure if I’m ready.”

She shrugs.

“We can delay it a day or two if you want, but we need to plant his tree.”


I try to think past the pain. Once Great-Grandpa’s in the ground, once the tree has sprouted … he’s gone. Forevermore a part of the forest.

“I …”

Stove’s words come back to me, delivered so recently: As long as someone remembers him, he isn’t dead. What if everything goes wrong and I have to run without saying my last goodbye? Without seeing his tree rise from the soil?

“Tomorrow morning is fine.”

Broom squints at me, then nods.

“Good. I’m not going to say it gets easier, but I’m here if you need someone to talk to.”

“Thanks, Broom.” I shuffle my feet awkwardly. “Um, so what do I do now?”

“You get everything you need to make that field thing?”

“I did. MacWillie and Huckens are setting it up. She said it’s going to take a while, maybe even the whole night.”

“Well, then, why don’t you give yourself a break and do some reading? You’ve been running yourself ragged the past few days. Feel free to grab a bed.”

“I …”

My protestation trails away as I realize she’s right. I don’t have anything to do. No pressing objective, no imminent disaster I can avert. Nothing to do but wait. Maybe the book will help keep my mind from dwelling on everything that can go wrong.

“I’ll do that. Thanks again, Broom.”

She smiles as she turns to her workstation.

“Anytime, kid. Us Idiots have to look after each other.”

I let her get back to whatever it is she’s doing and sit on the bed closest to the door, spine resting against the comforting bulk of the tree. My finger traces out the burned-in lettering on the leather cover.

Finding Sanctuary.

I open to the first page and start to read.





Chapter Sixty-Two

Before (Interlude: April 1, in a Year Lost to Us)


“Dante. Dante!”

Frustrated, Margaret bangs the old-fashioned frying pan against the cast-iron stovetop, nearly spilling the steaming omelet within. Hovering in front of her, the holographic upper body of a blonde woman shakes her head.

“I still don’t see what you see in that creep, Mags. He doesn’t appreciate you.”

“He’s … busy, June.” Margaret scowls back. “Also, I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to call your boss a creep.”

“I can call him whatever I want, because he’s suspended for misusing the lab and preventing us from vetting his work. Seriously, you can do better.”

Margaret plates the omelet and settles down at her kitchen island with a sigh, a fork and some hot sauce extending up from within the surface of the floating slab of memory marble. She splashes the golden half-moon liberally with spicy red liquid and waits for it to cool, her eyes wandering to the simulated window currently showing a tropical beach, then she shifts on her stool.

“Look, I know you have reservations about him, but the way his mind works … it’s fascinating. I’ve never met someone who sees the world quite like he does.”

“That’s because he’s twistier than a corkscrew. We’re still trying to figure out what he was trying to get the quantum tunneler to do. The math he’s using doesn’t add up.”

Margaret slowly chews another bite.

“I’m sure it does to him. C’mon, June, you know Dante just wants what’s best for everyone.”

“He really doesn’t, but that’s your mistake to make. You’re my best friend, Mags, and I wish you’d listen. Your track record with love sucks.”

“June, that’s not fair. Not everyone is as lucky as you and Hassan.”

“That’s because we actually pay attention to each other. I’d think you of all people would get that.” A light blinks at the corner of the hologram. “Crap, I gotta go. More recalibrations. Have fun at your redneck family reunion thing.”

“Have fun poking at reality. I’ll call you when we get there.”

Margaret touches the delicate silver choker at her neck and the hologram winks out. She stares at the half-eaten omelet in front of her, then pushes it away. Despite the expensive natural ingredients, she can’t bring herself to keep eating it alone.

“Dante! Breakfast!”

Silence answers her.

“Dammit. House, make me a nutrient brick. Iguanaberry.”

A thin rectangle extrudes from the island, lying atop a small plate. She grabs it with disgust and stalks out of the kitchen. She passes the small living room and pushes open the door of the bedroom.

“Dante!”

The rail-thin man pacing back and forth beside the bed doesn’t seem to hear her, shock of brown hair mussed and a feverish focus in his eyes. Endless rows of mathematical equations hover in front of his face, moving as he does, and his hands swipe and poke at them sporadically, rearranging, adding, and subtracting pieces in incomprehensible fits.

He’s also completely nude.

“Goddammit, Dante, you’re not even dressed?”

His hands freeze, then he reaches up to the gold-and-black choker encircling his neck. A quick tap banishes the wall of symbols, his attention returning to the here and now. He grins sheepishly at Margaret.

“Uh, sorry. I had an idea on how to solve the zero-time tunneling architecture instability through—”

Margaret nearly throws the plate at him but manages to catch herself at the last second. She sets it down on the bed instead, not quite slamming the thin ceramic.

“We need to leave in five minutes or we’re going to miss our pod! I told you to pack last night specifically to avoid this issue! Let’s go!”

She starts flinging clothes from the dresser at him as he hastily dresses, picking out outfits that she won’t mind cleaning dirt out of later. Even though her parents’ compound is hermetically sealed, Margaret knows her dad is still going to want them to go “hiking,” just like he’s done with all her previous relationships.

Dante’s wardrobe successfully handled, she takes a second to go through her own travel pack, checking that all the essentials are there. Three days of casual clothes, toiletries, rebreather and extra filters, all neatly stacked inside the durable backpack. Good. She looks up at Dante’s muffled voice.

“Hey, have you seen my copy of The Book of the Law?”

Margaret frowns, hurrying over to stuff Dante’s scattered clothes into his pack as he searches around beneath the bed, a trail of nutrient bar crumbs leading down the sheets.

“Why would I know where your book went? Don’t you have it in your assistant?”

“Of course, but I need the original, too. Otherwise I can’t compare potential interference events.”


A warning appears in Margaret’s vision and she swears, jamming clothes in even faster.

“Dante, we need to leave—”

“Aha! Found it!”

Dante emerges from beneath the bed, triumphantly brandishing a thin book liberally festooned with paper tags sticking out at various angles. Margaret snatches it from him, shoves it in the pack, then closes the magnetic zipper with one hand while thrusting a pair of shoes into Dante’s chest with the other.

“If you don’t have those on in ten seconds, I’m leaving without you and we are done. I am not missing my family reunion because you couldn’t be bothered to care.”

Dante scowls as he quickly works a shoe onto his right foot, then his left.

“It’s not my fault I lost track of time. You know my research is nearing a breakthrough and—”

Margaret pushes him out of the bedroom and the pair race to the front door, the small household butlerbot already unfolding from the wall to clean up the remnants of breakfast. “Lock up, House,” Margaret calls out just before the door shuts behind her.

Outside, Dante is standing next to the guard railing that borders the apartment’s public balcony. A sturdy metal rod stretches up and down in the open air past the railing, another connecting it horizontally with the other poles mirrored all the way down the building’s side like a weave of prison bars. Round orbs zip along the metal lattice in abacus bead slides, stirring the thick orange air in warm blasts. One comes to a halt next to the railing, a hatch opening in its side, and the guardrail morphs into a small bridge.

Margaret watches Dante cross nervously despite the safety railings on each side, then joins him in the pod’s comfortable interior, taking the cushioned couch opposite his and stowing her pack beneath it. The hatch swings shut and restraint straps slide around her body, then the pod accelerates smoothly downward. She taps a quick command on her neck choker and the top half of the pod turns transparent, revealing their descent through the city.

Towering buildings rise in all directions, all covered in the same grid of metal hosting countless conveyance pods weaving an immaculate tapestry of near misses. She’s always thought it makes everything look like it’s covered in ticks, scurrying around and above and below but never through each other. The orange sky darkens as their pod descends to ground level, floor after floor flashing by in a smudged blur.

“Fire season’s bad this year,” she says, more out of a desire to start a conversation than to relay information the man across from her needs to know. Fire season’s always bad.

“Fire season’s always bad.” He echoes her thoughts as a wall of golden numbers appears between them, incomprehensible even if they weren’t reversed from her angle. “I’m going to … work on …” The symbology begins dancing as his voice trails off, hands conducting some symphony only he can hear. Margaret sighs. Maybe June was right. She touches her neck and brings up her own wall of words. At least the trip will give her a chance to catch up on the latest neurodiversity research.

The pod slots neatly into a gap on the ground-level main maglev line and accelerates even faster, a single drop in a chain of beads zipping through the canyons of the city. Eventually they emerge from the shadows of the towering giants and enter the countryside—thick forests of trees hardy enough to withstand the planet’s rapidly warming atmosphere interspersed with clear areas of tall grass and jagged rock, the maglev line cutting a straight path through it all.

The hours pass in silence, Margaret periodically looking away from her reading to watch gneiss and schist give way to sandstone and shale, oak and hickory spreading thinner and thinner until sweeping flatlands emerge beneath a sweltering azure sky, distant pyrocumulus clouds looming over the northern horizon. Orbital shuttles periodically pass overhead, adding their own puffy tracks as they carry would-be colonists on their long trip toward one of the other planets—maybe the red domes of Mars, or Saturn’s dirigible settlements.

Halfway through the interminable sameness of the plains, she pulls out the prepared lunch she ordered the pod to store beforehand. Most of it is printed, some cubes of flavored vatmeat drizzled with a soy and ginger glaze along with some vitamin veggies, but Margaret allowed herself to splurge on some real blueberries and enjoys the sharp tang as they burst between her teeth. She thinks about offering one to Dante, but it’s impossible to catch his eyes behind the sliding shells of numbers now taking up the entire other half of the pod, so she finishes them alone and returns to her reading.

Other pods join and leave the train periodically, whizzing off to their own isolated destinations along the metal arteries that keep this part of the planet connected, but Margaret and the man she’s beginning to suspect she’ll break up with when they get back to the city continue racing the sun on its endless journey around the planet. From another perspective, we’re desperately trying to stay in its focus as rotation tears us away.

Mountains eventually appear on the western horizon, baby teeth erupting into full-grown incisors and canines, the tallest capped with tiny crowns of white. Before the train is even to their foothills, Margaret’s pod peels away to the north, heading for a cluster of small two-story buildings. Deceleration starts imposing its force and she banishes her reading.

“Dante.”

There’s no response from the twisting golden dome covering the other half of the pod. Margaret takes a deep breath.

“Dante, we’re almost there.”

Still no response. Another deep breath.

“Dante, I am trying to make this work, but I need you to work with me.”


The silent gold continues to writhe. Margaret reaches down and very deliberately finishes the remaining water in her bioplastic bottle, then flings the small cylinder across the cabin as hard as she can.

“Ow!” The auric concealment vanishes, revealing Dante petulantly rubbing his chest. “Why’d you … Wow, there’s nothing here. Interestingly barren.”

Margaret is spared from answering by the pod’s arrival at a short platform bordering the metal rail. A large, weathered man with his thumbs tucked into the belt of his rugged denim pants stands next to a pile of boxes, sweat marks under the armpits of his red-and-blue flannel shirt. A spotless white Stetson hat bobs in time with a beat only he can hear, sun-wrinkled lips silently mouthing lyrics as one of his boots taps along. He stops as he notices the pod sliding to a halt, a wide smile creating deeper creases in his lined face.

The pod hatch swings open, letting in a furnace blast of air, but Margaret ignores it, already leaping out with her arms stretched out.

“Daddy!”

The bigger man wraps her up in a bear hug, lifting her off the ground easily.

“Maggie! It’s good to see you, girl. Been too long.” He lets her down and looks over her shoulder at Dante, who’s standing with all the grace of a wilted dandelion. “This the newest fella? Looks like he could use some meat on his bones.” He extends his broad hand, which Dante reluctantly clasps. “Jeremiah Twithe, pleased to meet you.” He pumps up and down, then frowns. “You got a grip like a dead fish, son. You do anything productive for a living?”

“Dad! Dante’s working on cutting-edge science!”

“So no, then.” Jeremiah releases Dante’s hand and turns to the boxes. “Guess they can’t all be winners. C’mon, help me load the meat.”

“Sorry about that,” Margaret whispers to Dante, who shrugs. They both put their backpacks down and help Jeremiah transfer the pile of boxes into the interior of the pod, its couches folded back into the walls to create more storage space. Dante manages two of the heavy containers before he has to go sit down outside, overcome by the weight and intense heat. Jeremiah frowns again, but refrains from saying anything, and they quickly finish. The pod hatch swings shut and it accelerates away from the station, leaving behind a deep silence broken only by the occasional birdcall.

Margaret soaks it in for a moment, relishing the sticky sweat along her shoulders and back that’s starting to seep into her thin shirt. It feels like she’s one small part of a vast whole, and while she loves living in the city and all it provides, there’s a certain peace that hits her each time she comes back home.

“Fuck, it’s hot out here,” Dante grumbles. “When can we get inside?”

“Truck’s parked over this way,” Jeremiah replies, boots clomping against the wooden platform. “Let’s get back to the ranch.”

Dante staggers after him, leaving Margaret to carry both backpacks, and she clamps down on her temper once again.


Jeremiah leads them to a large, four-door white truck lifted above oversize tires, several toolboxes lining the sides of the truck bed. Dante climbs into the back seat, nearly falling on the way up. Margaret tosses the backpacks in after him, then shuts the door and takes the front seat. The interior of the truck is blessedly cold, air-conditioning blasting full force from the dashboard vents, and Margaret groans in satisfaction. Jeremiah pulls away from the station, electric drivetrain emitting a slight whine.

“When you’d get an EV, Dad? I thought you weren’t letting go of Bertha until they pried her out of your cold, dead hands.”

“Damn Marxists on the planetary board finally made combustion illegal,” Jeremiah grouses, engaging the vehicle’s autodrive once they’re on the main road. “Don’t feel right, not hearing a truck rumble beneath you. And what happens when the dang batteries run out in the middle of the fields?”

“A fast-charging solar sheet can easily—” Dante begins before Margaret interrupts him.

“I’m sure Dad already has a solar sheet, babe. He’s a big believer in being prepared.”

“Damn straight. One of these days, those commie Martian Marxists are gonna try something tricky and it’s gonna be every man for himself.”

Margaret tries not to sigh as her dad launches into his familiar rambling screed against communists, Marxist Martians, and the secret weather satellites funded by those Saturn hazehead hippies that keep making Earth hotter and hotter. She loves her family, but it never takes them long to remind her why she lives in the city. Jeremiah finally runs out of steam as he turns the autodrive off to take the exit for his ranch.

“So what’s all your ‘cutting-edge science’ gonna do, Dante, was it?”

Dante startles slightly, half dozing against the truck’s window.

“It, uh, well, I’m on the verge of breaking through the zero-point quantum tunneling barrier via qabbalistic heuristics, which will allow us to harness the full power of noncausal interactions, since, as you know, we’re currently limited to only instantaneous information transfer and—”

“You like football, son?”

“I don’t find myself with time for sport.”

“Shame. I’m a Broncos man myself, but I gotta say, this might finally be those boys from Minnesota’s year. Did you know they’re still the only team who hasn’t won the big one? Can you believe that?”

“I believe that meaningless contests of physical capability are—”

“How are the twins doing, Dad?” Margaret interjects quickly. “Still hellraising in town?”

“Annalee is, but Leeann’s settled down ever since she married that Buford boy. No kids yet, though, says she wants to finish her third doctorate first. I tell her, how many doctors can fit in one person’s body, but you know how she is when she wants something.”


Margaret smiles at memories of her younger sisters.

“Yeah, I know. Remember that time she tried to ride one of the goats?”

Jeremiah guffaws.

“Damn near got her skull kicked in, but by god if she didn’t eventually make that ornery bastard submit.” A low dome appears in front of them, translucent triangular panels catching the sun’s rays at their edges. “Cried her damn fool head off when it came time to butcher him.” He glances over at Margaret. “Good thing you were still around to help her through it. You still doing that headology thing? Writing papers and winning awards?”

Margaret rolls her eyes.

“Yes, Dad, I’m still publishing. My next paper is on stabilizing forces in isolated communities. There’s lots of interesting data from the early off-world settlements.”

“Hmmph, good, maybe you can use it to tell those damn Martians to stop being Marxists.”

“That’s not— Never mind. I’ll send you a copy when it’s finished.”

“That’s my girl.” The truck reaches the dome, now revealed as a massive structure enclosing a small, one-story house, several barns, and two long warehouses. Jeremiah guides the vehicle through the outer opening of an airlock built into the base of the structure, putting them in momentary darkness, then passes through the second set of garage-style roll-up doors. Dante looks around in interest at the transparent panels soaring overhead.

“That’s a fascinatingly large geodesic dome. How did you solve the fatigue— Ahhh, I see. Self-healing polymers. Clever.”

“Cost an arm and a leg,” Jeremiah grunts, “but it was worth it for a beauty like this.” He gestures to the perfectly cropped grass extending on either side of the gravel road all the way up to the house, where it expands into a surrounding lawn so green it looks painted on the ground. Farther away, several spreading oaks are allowed to grow among the waving fields of wild grass that extend all the way to the edges of the dome.

“It’s for the summer months,” Margaret explains for Dante’s benefit, though she’s not sure if he cares. “It gets too hot for the animals out there, so we keep them in here. The rest of the time Dad lets them range outside.”

“Costs a lot to keep a cow alive these days,” Jeremiah adds proudly, halting the truck in front of the house, “but here we do it right! Only reason I can charge the prices I do.” He turns and winks at Dante, who stares back, nonplussed. “All right, let’s get you kids unloaded and I’ll give you a tour.”

“Aww, Dad, do we have to do this every time?” Margaret asks, climbing down from the truck and opening the rear door to grab her pack. “It’s embarrassing.” Dante stumbles down after her, backpack giving him a rightward list.

“I can’t imagine there’s much to tour. Do you live here by yourself?”

Jeremiah just smiles and opens the front door. It leads directly into a modest living room, two armchairs facing an old-fashioned physical screen mounted on the wall, an open-fronted hardwood cabinet filled with a china set below it. The top of the cabinet is covered in framed pictures of a young man and woman, their ages increasing from left to right, babies growing into children eventually joining them. The most prominent picture, however, is a larger one that shows just the woman smiling, looking at something slightly away from the focus, wind-whipped hair caught streaming toward the mountains rising behind her.

Margaret’s heart aches when she sees it, just like always. Jeremiah tips his hat.

“That’s Dorothy, my wife. She passed almost ten years ago. One of those new fungal infections that keep popping up. Caught it on a hiking trip to Antarctica and the docs couldn’t figure it out in time.”

“I’m sorry,” Dante says softly, and Jeremiah claps him on the back.

“Why’re you sorry? You didn’t kill her. We had a lot of great years together. Wish we could have had more, but life’s a bitch and then you die.” He pivots, stepping through an empty doorway. “This here’s the old kitchen. Don’t use it much anymore.” Jeremiah kicks the oven with his boot. “Doesn’t work properly half the time, piece of shit that it is, but she loved it and I can’t bring myself to get rid of the damn thing.”

He leads them through the kitchen in three long strides and into a hallway with a door on the right wall, another open frame at the far end. Jeremiah waves at it.

“That’s our old bedroom. You can stay in there if you want, but it’s a bit dusty.”

Dante looks at him in confusion. Margaret puts a hand over her face, knowing what’s coming.

“Then where will you sleep?”

“Oh, don’t you worry about me.” Jeremiah grins. “I’ve got a little spot down in the basement.” He pulls open the door to the right, revealing a narrow set of wooden steps leading down to an L-turn, lit by a bare bulb on the descending ceiling. “Here, let me show you.”

As they turn the corner, the stairs descend to a wide dirt landing packed with old boxes, dusty and sagging, and some wooden chairs missing a leg. A dingy mattress half covered with a wadded-up blanket is next to one of the unfinished walls, rootlets sprouting from the dirt like fine hairs. Jeremiah walks over to the far wall and turns, spreading his arms wide, a beaming smile on his face.

“See? I’ll be fine. No bother at all to let you have the bed.”

Margaret’s cheeks flame red as Dante looks around slowly. “Looks uncomfortable,” he eventually manages. Jeremiah’s grin grows wider, perfect white teeth in gleaming contrast with his sun-browned skin.

“Oh, I didn’t say I was sleeping here.”

He taps the brim of his hat and the wall behind him shifts backward, then splits in half, bright light pouring out and silhouetting his form. A hubbub of voices accompanies the light, the unmistakable sounds of a party in progress. Margaret glowers at his dramatics, stepping past a stupefied Dante.


“Can we get on with it, Dad? I’m tired and I want to take a shower.”

She punches him in the shoulder and he mock grimaces, then the smile returns.

“Let an old man have his fun, Maggie.”

“It’s old. You do this every time.”

“And why wouldn’t I?” Jeremiah points at Dante, who’s still gaping at the sudden opening. “There ain’t a show out there that compares to that expression.” He nudges her with his elbow. “You remember that one girl you brought three years ago? Damn near thought she was going to piss her pants.”

“You’re embarrassing, Dad.”

“Parents get to be like that. Come on, son,” he calls to Dante, who lurches forward, mouth still hanging open. “Let me give you the real tour.”

Margaret follows him through the thick steel doors covered in a carefully applied layer of faux dirt, Dante holding her shoulder to keep his balance. The room beyond is an enormous open atrium plunging down three levels, metal doors studding each level at regular intervals, the ceiling covered in a flawless representation of the outside sky beaming light down. As they approach the chest-high barrier guarding the balcony edge, a large crowd of people becomes visible on the bottom layer, which is covered in that same perfect grass from outside. Groups of people are sitting on lounge chairs in various clusters, many with drinks in hand, while others are playing catch or chasing each other around. A huge pool is fed by a waterfall from an opening in the first-level wall, and small children shriek and laugh as they splash around and leap from a diving board built into the second-floor balcony.

“This … how … why …?”

Jeremiah nearly doubles over at Dante’s loss of speaking abilities.

“Man’s gotta have a hobby, son, and once Dottie passed, I had a lot more time on my hands. Those Marxist Martians are gonna invade us one of these days, but there’s nothing saying a survival bunker has to be uncomfortable.”

“I … There’s no …”

“Anyways,” Jeremiah continues, leading them clockwise along the balcony, “your rooms are on this level, in the family section. That’s this one right here”—he pushes a door open, revealing a well-lit hallway with alternating entrances on each side, some with green lights over them, others red—“and feel free to take whichever empty one you want, the ones with the green light.”

“I know, Dad,” Margaret snaps, dragging Dante behind her. “You can give him the rest of the tour later.” She marches toward the first available room.

“But I haven’t even shown him the pantry yet. Or the armory!”

“Later, Dad!”

She ignores his continued protestations, hauling Dante into a comfortable bedroom with attached bathroom that wouldn’t have looked out of place in any upscale hotel back in the city. Once the door closes, she throws her pack on the bed and lets out a frustrated breath.


“Sorry about that. My dad, well, he can be a bit much.”

“It’s … remarkable,” Dante responds, setting his own pack on the bed and sitting next to it. “Does this place have access to the qnet?”

“You think he’d build something like this without a qnet portal?” Margaret scoffs. “He probably had them bury an entire gateway somewhere out there.” She steps into the bathroom and turns the handle for the shower. “I’m going to get clean. We’ll meet the rest of the family downstairs.”

“Okay.”

Margaret showers quickly, enjoying the luxurious feel of real water instead of sonic waves, but she doesn’t overindulge. Her sisters are waiting, and if there’s any hope of salvaging her current relationship with Dante, she needs to get him out of his head and paying some attention to her. A couple minutes later, she turns the water off, wrapping a towel around her short, dark hair and using another to dry herself off.

“Hey, are you—”

Her voice trails off as she emerges and sees a now very familiar golden shell of math englobing her soon-to-be ex-boyfriend. Her eyes tighten, and she lets the towel fall away, revealing her naked body.

“I’m naked,” she announces loudly. “You want to fuck?”

The incomprehensible equations continue their endless dance, and her bubbling anger shifts to mounting sadness. Yeah, she thinks silently as she puts on a bikini, then a light winter dress, this relationship is the only thing getting fucked in here.

“I’m going downstairs. You can join me. Or not. Whatever.”

The golden light remains solidly fixed in place.

Margaret leaves the room silently, door clicking shut behind her. Out in the hallway, she leans back against it, trying to force down the ache in her heart. She reaches up to her throat and taps the choker at her neck.

“Hey, Mags, how was the— Oh shit, what’s wrong, girl?”

“I’m pretty sure it’s over, June.” Margaret tries to keep her voice from breaking, because if she lets it, she’s going to start breaking, too. “He spent the whole trip working on his damn ‘formula,’ and he’s still at it even when he knows I wanted him to meet my family.”

The blonde-haired hologram winces.

“Damn. That’s a level of creep behavior I didn’t think even he could achieve. Now I really regret introducing you.”

Margaret wipes at her nose.

“It’s not your fault. We had some fun times, but I guess I’m just not the priority in his life I wanted him to see me as.”

“I don’t think he was ever going to see you like that, honey.”

She sniffs.

“I know, but I was hoping.”


A light flashes behind the hologram and she pouts.

“Damn, I gotta go, Mags. More of these stupid calibrations. Hey, I cycle off this stupid rock in a month—when I’m back downwell, drinks are on me. Go try and have some fun at your hillbilly hoedown.”

A small smile finds its way onto Margaret’s face.

“Thanks, June. Enjoy Ganymede’s ocean. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

The hologram winks out and Margaret straightens up from her slump against the door. She’s sure Dante could have heard her entire half of the conversation if he cared, but the metal slab stays firmly shut. She wipes her nose one last time, then heads down to the party.

Jeremiah greets her as she steps out of the stairwell, blue jeans and flannel replaced with an obnoxiously loud Hawaiian shirt–and–swim trunks combo that shows off the tan lines at his wrists and neck. He’s still wearing the cowboy hat, and he taps it when he sees her alone.

“Where’s your man? Still getting ready?”

“I don’t think he’s coming down, Daddy. He’s more focused on something else.” She smiles ruefully. “Just another failed attempt at meaningful intimacy, I guess.”

Jeremiah scowls.

“Little pissant. You doing okay?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. I’ve had plenty of practice.”

“Ha. Tell you what, let’s get you a real, honest-to-god sirloin cheeseburger and a beer and see how you feel from there.”

Margaret wraps him up in a hug, pressing her face against his chest.

“Thanks, Daddy. You’re the best.”

The next few hours pass quickly, Margaret’s mood improving immensely after the promised burger and five beers. She eventually finds herself sitting with her sisters by the pool, regaling them with her latest tale of woe as the screen overhead shifts to an amber sunset.

“Have you ever considered you’re looking for a project, not a partner?” Annalee asks, waving her rum and cola around. “You keep bringing home these broken minds and then acting all sad when they are who they are and it doesn’t work out.”

“You’re such a bitch,” Margaret snarls, but there isn’t any venom in it. “What do you and June do, compare notes?”

“Ha, now there’s someone I wouldn’t mind bringing home,” Annalee chortles. “Too bad she’s firmly on the other side of the fence.” She downs her drink in one long gulp, then leans sideways off the chair, glaring at the shouting children in the pool. “If I catch any of you little shits pissing in there, I’ll stick you in the water purifier myself!”

“Only if you can catch us, you old bag!” one of the older kids yells back, and Annalee’s lips peel back in what could charitably be called a smile.


“That’s it, you punks! Buford, give me your gun!”

The bearded man with close-cropped hair sitting next to Annalee’s identical twin sighs, then tosses a small pistol at her. She catches it neatly and drops to a knee.

pop

A burst of compressed air fires a tiny gel-covered sphere, its surface ablating as it covers the distance until it fully dissolves, releasing the droplet of water just in time to hit the boy right in the center of his forehead.

“Pool fight!” shrieks a younger girl, and the horde of unruly children pull out their own weapons from ledges beneath the lip of the pool, sending a barrage back at Annalee. She curses, rolling smoothly to the side and flipping the lounge chair in front of her to act as cover.

“You goddamn traitor, Buford,” she laughs in between shots, fine mist spraying all around her, “you weren’t supposed to give them water guns, too!”

“Seems only fair,” the bearded man says quietly, a soft smile lighting up his features. He looks over at the woman lounging next to him, her smile a mirror copy of his. “Right, Leeann?”

“Absolutely, babe,” she agrees, giving him a kiss. As she pulls away, Leeann smirks at her twin. “Start shit, get hit, right?”

“Betrayed by my own family,” Annalee gasps dramatically, pegging another kid in the forehead, who falls back into the water with a squeal of laughter. “How could you?” She darts away from the upturned lounge chair, snapping off shots in between weaving steps. “I’m going to use your bodies to balance the pH levels!” she yells at the firing line of children trying to gun her down. “Where are my reinforcements?!”

Margaret giggles as other adults enter the fray, producing water guns of their own in a surprise flanking maneuver, the impromptu battleground devolving into a chaotic mess of individual skirmishes.

“I still can’t believe you haven’t sold that and made, like, a trillion credits,” she says to Buford. He shakes his head once, sharply.

“Too dangerous. They’re programmed to not fire unless the shot won’t cause significant damage. All someone has to do is reverse that and …”

He shrugs, and Leeann kisses him again.

“And that’s why I married him. My Buford, the gentlest soul I know.”

Margaret tries not to feel jealous, but doesn’t really succeed. She looks around to distract herself, familiar faces from her childhood everywhere.

“You know,” Leeann says offhandedly, “if you’re looking for someone to fuck because your date turned out to be an asshole, Randy Chan’s always had the hots for you. Bella Martinez, too.”

“Leeann!” Margaret feels her cheeks heating as Buford shifts uncomfortably. “I’m not going to screw someone just to spite Dante!”

Leeann shrugs.


“You should, but oh well. Your loss. Randy’s sexy. I bet his epigenetics are fascinating.”

Margaret finds herself following the movements of the chubby man moving like a dancer through the melee. It doesn’t seem possible he should be able to change direction so quickly, but not a single pellet finds his body.

“Look, I appreciate the sentiment, but that’s not what I need. I just want to get drunk and enjoy being home as best I can.”

Leeann groans, draining her own drink.

“Sis, the entire town is here, and me and Annalee are the only ones related to you. If you don’t want to fuck Randy, fuck someone and get it out of your system. As a double, soon-to-be triple doctor, I recommend this as sound medical advice.”

“Bitch, only one of your doctorates is in medicine,” Margaret shoots back. “Genetics doesn’t count for fucking purposes.”

“You sure?” Leeann waggles her eyebrows suggestively and Margaret bursts out laughing.

“Fuck you. I’m getting another drink.”

The rest of the party passes in a pleasant blur, the overhead screen shifting from sunset to twilight and then into evening. Fireworks are displayed at some point, children pass out in their parents’ laps, and people vanish back to their rooms alone or with others. Eventually, Margaret finds herself standing in front of the door to the room with Dante in it, her hand half extended.

I don’t have to do this. I can find another room. He didn’t even come down to eat.

Her treacherous hand opens the door and her traitorous feet guide her inside.

One more chance. That’s it.

The room, surprisingly, is dark, not a trace of gold to be found. Margaret swears as she jams her toe against a wall, then fumbles at her neck for the light command. Gentle illumination fills the room, revealing Dante curled up on one half of the bed, packs still occupying the other side.

“Dante?”

He shifts, then unfolds, revealing his thin book clutched between both hands, as if he was cradling it in his sleep. Feverish eyes greet Margaret.

“I did it,” he croaks through chapped lips. “I finished the equation.”

Margaret’s heart jumps in her chest.

“So you’re going to spend the rest of the weekend with us?” She fumbles her light winter dress over her head, too tired to go to the bathroom and brush her teeth. Sleeping in a semiwet bikini is fine and definitely won’t have future consequences. “You’ll meet the family tomorrow?”

The packs hit the floor heavily as she swipes them off the bed, and Dante’s sleep-fogged eyes gain more clarity.

“Be careful!” he hisses, scrambling off the bed. “My athame is in there.”

Margaret watches in disgusted fascination as he scuttles over to his backpack, digging through its outer pocket for an ugly-looking blade with a black handle.


I didn’t pack that. When did he pack that?

“Are we going to bed?” she yawns, stepping around him so she can sprawl back against the fluffy comforter. “It’s been a long day.”

“A long day …”

Margaret raises her head at the poisonous tone of her most assuredly not-anymore boyfriend.

“Do you even understand the complexities of the universe I’ve been unraveling?” Dante shakes his head violently, greasy hair flopping back and forth. “No. Of course you don’t. How could you possibly understand the fabric of everything.”

“You’re being a real shitfuck,” Margaret snaps, blood boiling unwanted sobriety into her veins. “I wanted you to meet my family and you’ve been a fucking prick about it.”

“And what the fuck does your stupid family matter against the salvation of us all? I solved it, you stupid bitch! I have the key!”

Margaret pulls the comforter around herself.

“I think you should go sleep somewhere else tonight. I’ll get you a pod for the morning so you can leave.”

Dante cackles, raising the twisted blade in one hand, the thin book in his other.

“You think time is going to matter? How quaint.”

Margaret prepares to defend herself against the madman looming over her in the heart of her family’s home, but the unrecognizable figure slinks into the bathroom, contemptuous words trailing his self-enforced isolation.

“They’re finally going to appreciate me. What I’ve worked so hard for. I will fix what’s wrong.”

The bathroom door slams shut, and Margaret lets out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. Her arms and legs shake, chills traveling up into her torso as she tries not to hyperventilate.

I need to tell Daddy. I need to do something. Why can’t I move?

Soft grunting issues from behind the bathroom door, and she shivers uncontrollably.

I don’t want to be here. Please.

A hologram appears in front of her, the weathered features of her solid rock of a father appearing like an angel.

“Maggie, what’s going on? That pissant’s burning through the qnet bandwidth like a nico junkie on his last cancer stick. What the shit’s so important on Ganymede?”

Ganymede. June.

Margaret clutches frantically at her neck, scrabbling at the delicate silver choker. One hologram disappears, replaced by another.

“… ngghh, hey, Mags, what’s the emergency? I was sleep—”


“It’s Dante,” Margaret whispers desperately. “He did something. Said he ‘solved his equation,’ and now he’s sending petabytes to Ganymede over our qnet.”

June’s light-forged eyes widen, taking in something Margaret can’t see.

“Oh, fuck—”

Reality suddenly rotates around a three-hundred-degree circle, hysterical laughter accompanying the wrenching displacement, and Margaret, along with every human being in the solar system, witnesses the birth of something, regardless of distance from the point of origin.

It starts as a fitful crack. The stop-motion spread of a separation that doesn’t make sense to perspectives constrained by the four axes of length, width, depth, and time. The intrusion extends along planes not yet named, and then Reality is there. A window that is a door that is a journey that is a beginning that is an ending that starts once more, all of it collapses into a singular point that pulses relentlessly across an endless sea of universes.

It stares at all of us.

June’s hologram fixes me with a horrified stare.

“I don’t—”

Ganymede explodes implodes vanishes as if it never was, and then the thing darts ahead of the system shock like a snake fleeing a cracked egg. My best friend disappears, caught in the backlash of whatever the fuck it is my shitfuck former boyfriend brought into existence and now it’s engulfing my home.

I try to reach for her memory, but everything is happening all at once. Everything is breaking all at once.

Dante was right.

Time doesn’t matter anymore.

“What—”

I’m suddenly on the front lawn, witnessing the calamity I gave shelter celebrate its false ascension beneath an ill-kempt sky. The oppressive weight above churns in a constant boil of sightless eyes, scarlet deadlight streaming down from the gaps between them.

“Yes!” Dante screams, bloody arms raised. He’s carved jagged symbols across his flesh, a pale imitation of language. “It finally worked! I can see it all! The meaning of—”

His head explodes in a silent pop, crimson droplets turning crystalline and angular as they stream into an eager mouth that chews its own way into existence above him. His arms remain outstretched for a second longer, then the decapitated corpse topples over like a felled tree, the horrendous maw disappearing as violently as it appeared.

I guess I don’t need to break up with him, I think, staring at the messy lump lying on the manicured lawn. That’s nice. The overly green grass grows arms and starts tearing away chunks of waxy skin, rippling and undulating like something alive, so inside again I pull the curtains closed in case any of the children are watching. I’m in shock. I should do something about that.

“—the fuck—”

I’m simultaneously in the armory, staring at my dad. He has a grim expression on his face, loading shells into a shotgun laid across his lap. Buford hovers uselessly nearby, caught between his instincts to defend and destroy. Daddy loads the last shell with an emphatic push, his grizzled face set in determination.

“The Petersons aren’t here. I’m not going to leave Jake and Mark to whatever the fuck Martian Marxist bullshit is happening out there.”

“—is happening—”

I’m simultaneously on the front porch, Daddy gasping in my lap, strange growths extending from his body, tumorous and tentacular in nature. The truck leaps away from the house in bounding strides on its four long tirelegs, swatting away the few radioactive livestock still instinctually hovering around the grounds. The Petersons sob their thanks behind me, hugging each other tight, but I wave them to the shelter—it’s not safe to be outside. The soon-to-be corpse in my lap grins at me, pristine white cowboy hat somehow still clinging to his bulging skull.

“We take care of each other, Maggie, no matter what. Remember that.”

I promise the dead body in my lap that I’ll remember his words for eternity.

“—to the—”

I’m simultaneously speaking to my sisters, all our faces pinched and drawn. The blasphemous sky is dead, our solar and wind stifled beneath its wretched red suffocation. The qnet hasn’t acknowledged anything for years, and we’re running out of supplies in the shelter. The water purifier no longer works despite everything Annalee tries, the very ground lashing out at us in mockery of Leeann’s genetic manipulations, and the survivors are growing panicked.

“His notes might give us a solution.”

I hate the words coming out of my mouth, hate that I’m giving him any sort of permanence, hate that we have nothing left to try, but it’s the last thread I can grasp.

“He broke everything and I’m so sorry I brought him here. Maybe we can fix it.”

I’m simultaneously spending the next decade studying Dante’s ridiculous book along with the rest of the survivors, rationing our very lives as everything warps and twists around us in ways no human mind was ever meant to comprehend. Trying to keep hope alive as we decipher the ramblings of a sociopath, reverse engineering the fits of madness that brought us to the brink of extinction. Trying not to despair as water and land continue failing despite our best efforts.

“—world?!”

Somehow, time collapses back into a discrete point, the focus of something larger than words granting us a brief moment of causality. The looming entity above, around, within us, a thing for which we have no name—I can feel its attention, and it is so far past terrifying there are no words left to describe it. Decades have passed in the blink of an eye, and now all of us are gathered outside the battered exterior of my parents’ single-bedroom house, geodesic dome long since flown away into the gnashing sky of hate and madness.

We’ve finally cracked Dante’s code.

We’ve learned how to communicate with the entity above.

I bring the knife down on my forearm, inscribing the symbol for safety, and fix my gaze upward. Accepting that impossible vista. Following in the footsteps of my worst lover.

Attempting to bargain with what he labeled a “daemon.”

Perception is everything. Dante saw it as something terrible, and that is what he got.

We can choose something better.

“I tie my life to yours, and yours to ours, through bonds unbreakable by time. As above, so below, and as below, so above. We are your shield and your safety. Accepting of everything that comes, trusting in everything that has happened. The pact is offered. Sanctuary for both.”

A wordless voice thunders across the maddened sky.

the pact is accepted

The world shifts once again along incomprehensible axes, returning the sky to what it was before, stars twinkling in the clear night above. A smothering presence fills the spaces between the scintillating lights, unseen yet oh so very much there.

Margaret squeezes her fist, dripping a thin trickle of blood to the ground below, then hands the athame to the figure on her left.

Annalee makes three quick swipes, then hands the athame back, her body already shivering in crouched supplication, skin shifting to bone-white bark, crimson leaves sprouting along dissolving hair. With the last breath in her lungs, she gasps out the words.

“I offer life, so that you might understand our lives.”

i accept life and return it

Her twin mirrors the motion, Leeann using the same bloodied blade to offer the same pain. The transformation engulfs her, eyes downcast, hands clasped in front of her stomach.

“I offer health, so that you may know what keeps us safe.”

i accept health and return it

A roar of pain bursts from behind the three. Buford steps in front of Margaret, bushy beard bristling, tears at the corners of his eyes, wicked blade already scarring his flesh, interrupting Margaret before she can claim herself as the third sacrifice.

“Me! Take me, too! I won’t leave Leeann to that fate alone!”

i accept love and return it

His form pauses midstride, palms outstretched, ossification freezing him into a forever statue, the knife dissolving into dust that streams endlessly from his palms. Margaret stifles the unbearable ache radiating through her chest, so much more than she imagined. Buford, gentle soul, was supposed to utter the final words, but the ritual must be finished.

“… I offer sanctuary until the end of days.”

i accept sanctuary and return it, with knowledge earned

Aeons take Margaret in their grasp, offering the briefest fragment of whom she communes with, the barest glimpse of that indescribable entity’s shadow. They dance among nebulae, dine on supernovas, sing frequencies that vibrate galaxies. They walk among the saplings, loving each other in ways indescribable, and slowly, oh so slowly, the tiny shoots of Sanctuary grow, immortal bones fallen to sprout in mortal soil until their canopy shades an entire forest, waiting for time to lay claim to its denizens once more.

They live, they love, and words fail to encompass what they feel.

An endless second later, the sliver of eternity is gone, wrenched away by outside forces. Explosions wreath the planet, hungering ships filled with weaponry grafted from the flesh of Reality itself laying waste to the still-fragile nest, a scattered diaspora returning home, relentlessly marching through the void. The moon cracks, then vanishes, and a flow of something pours into the land surrounding the village, tucking itself quietly away into the waiting trees, unnoticed by any instruments in the skies above.

remember. what was. what might be. our hope

The intervening years arrive in a rush, Margaret’s time outside of time brought to an end by the intrusion. She hunches over her desk, aged to senescence, caught up in temporality once more. Outside, she hears the bustle of a thriving village beneath the trees, a home carved out of the end of the world. It’s not as perfect as they all imagined, for nothing ever is, but it’s good enough. In front of her is a book, awaiting nothing more than a title. She remembers writing it over the past decades, or did she dance it among the stars? Maybe it was a waking dream. Was any part of it real?

She remembers the embrace of Sanctuary: Even if it was a dream, she knows it is a dream worth pursuing.

No matter. The recollection must be named, a future made manifest. Everyone who comes after must understand the goal, the dream everyone in the village strives for. What is awaiting them in some unseen future.

She reaches for her pen with shaking fingers, then laughs.

“I’m such an idiot. All of this, resting on a book. On the hope that one day we’ll truly summon it back.”

Still chuckling, she grants her dream a name, two simple words that contain so much more. She puts the pen down and shakes out her cramped fingers, walking over to the window overlooking the village square. Children laugh beneath bloodred leaves, content villagers going about their lives, and she feels like she can see the future one last time. This is how their life has always been, will always be. Protected, peaceful, together in a sanctuary that welcomes all. She places her hand on the pale trunk that forms the final wall of her study.

“One day,” she whispers, “you will return.”

She fancies the leaves rustling overhead whisper their thanks, and then she turns to leave, eager to join everyone else below. There’s still daylight left, and there’s so much living to do before she dies.

The village will survive.

So will the dream.





Chapter Sixty-Three

The Storm


I turn the last page, then close the book. It only took me a few hours to get through Finding Sanctuary—Book was an excellent writer, and her stories and homilies led naturally from one to another. Most were repetitions of lessons I learned growing up: empathizing with others; not assuming that just because something is different that it’s necessarily hostile; understanding that actions can be perceived differently based on what the viewer believes. My favorite was the short sonnet about dancing among the stars, though I’m still not sure what the underlying lesson was on that one. It seemed more like a remembrance than an allegory.

I transfer the slim tome to my noncausal storage, then stand up and stretch. The tree trunk was comfortable, curving almost perfectly to fit my spine, but there’s something indulgent about feeling tight muscles loosen and pop. Broom’s no longer in the room, but she turned the lights on at some point to counteract the fading afternoon glow drifting through the high windows.

She greets me as I enter the Archives’ lobby, feet propped on a desk, her hands busy scribbling something on a clipboard. There’s a distinct smell of smoke in the air, and I wonder if one of the Bakers forgot a meal in the oven.

“How’re you feeling?”

“Hungry. That was an interesting book.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Broom replies. “I’ve always wondered why Book didn’t record anything about the Before Times, but maybe she did and it just got lost over the years.”

“Maybe. Great-Grandpa always warned me about information drift. Lots of stories in the Memory Shrine don’t make much sense.”

Broom nods absently, still focused on whatever she’s writing.

“What are you going to do now?”

I rub my hands across my stomach, feeling the tight flatness.

“Get dinner, then go check on MacWillie and Huckens.”

“Mmmkay. Try to let me know if something’s wrong before you go running off.”

I blush.

“Okay.”

“Don’t forget the funerals tomorrow morning. We’re going to plant a tree for Sparrow as well.”


I wince at the loss of someone I never even got the chance to know, killed because of my actions.

“I won’t.”

She doesn’t say anything more as I leave, and I make my way to the village square. It’s half-filled with people enjoying their meals in convivial groups, hanging lamps brightening against the gloaming dusk. I fix myself a plate of butter-poached river trout and roasted vegetables, steam rising from the freshly cooked platters the Bakers keep bringing out. A midnight paw sneaks three of the fish into my shadow with quick grabs.

mmmm. fishes

“Just make sure you don’t waste any food, Pete.”

I look around for someplace to sit and see Rifle and Door at a table with some of the other young adults our age. I head over, planning to sit with my friends, but as I get closer I can’t help but notice the whispered mutters and sidelong glances. I try not to let my steps falter, but they slow anyways. As it becomes clear I mean to join the gathering, there’s a burst of hasty clearing of plates, shoving final bites into bulging cheeks followed with half-hearted farewells. I drop my plate on the table with a clatter, trying not to let the hurt seep into my voice.

“What kind of crabroach shit was that?”

Rifle and Door look up at me with miserable expressions. It’s the former who speaks.

“Sorry, Sky. You know how it is with Idiots. Everyone is afraid that being around you is dangerous.”

I draw in breath to chew them out, berate them for not speaking up for me, and then a treacherous thought worms its way across my mind.

When did I speak up for Wires?

I slump onto the bench, fork listlessly picking at my food.

“Thanks for staying.” I take a bite, not tasting it. “They’re probably right. There’s a chance we all might die tomorrow, and it’ll be my fault.” Their eyes widen, but it’s a different voice that answers.

“And maybe we don’t, yes? Such is the nature of melty rocks.”

Dirt slides into the space next to me, placing his own meal on the table with a smile. Another plate bangs down on the other side.

“If you blow us up before I get this flamethrower working, I’m going to be pissed,” Torch grumbles, her face peeling and eyebrows missing. “I almost had it this time.”

“You made Broom write up an incident report, Torchie,” Dirt says around a mouthful of food. “I haven’t had an incident report in at least a month. Not since the Glowbeast thing.”

“Yours was way worse, you little—”

“Although, it was probably for the best. Broom was very sad about Sparrow before you lit half the reception room on fire. Good job giving her something else to focus on.”


I can’t help my snort of amusement.

“I don’t think you’re helping. I’m trying to convince Rifle and Door that I’m not a crazy person who’s dangerous to be around.”

Dirt somehow sprays chunks of food out of his nose as Torch starts choking. I pound her on the back, eventually dislodging the gobs of fish she hacks up. All of us pretend we don’t see Pete’s tails snatching the scattered morsels and yanking them back into my shadow.

“You,” Dirt gasps, “are by far the most dangerous Idiot the village has ever seen. Your melty rock is the entire world.”

“You ran me into the ground with no training,” Torch adds, still coughing, “and then fought a horde of things Dirt still can’t describe to me. Then you blew up Fishhook, which is a mountain. I might as well be experimenting with candles compared to what you’re doing.”

I flush in embarrassment.

“Well, when you put it that way …”

“Your cat is weird,” Door adds quietly, eyes downcast. “Moss Water is still trying to figure out what it did to the filtration pools.” He looks up. “She wants me to bring it back so she can study it. Our efficiency is the best it’s ever been.”

smug

I ignore Pete.

“But we’re still friends, right? You know I wouldn’t put you in danger.” I look back and forth between Rifle and Door. “… you know that, right?”

Rifle lifts her shoulders slightly, then lets them droop.

“I don’t think you want to hurt us, Sky, but things have gotten strange ever since that starfly came down, and you’re at the center of it all. The others have noticed.” She gulps. “I think you might hurt us without realizing you’re doing it. That’s what Idiots do.”

All my rationales for avoiding Wires, tossed right back at me. I don’t know what my face looks like, but Rifle and Door are suddenly reaching across the table, alarm on their own.

“Whoa, hey, Sky, we’re still your friends,” Rifle says quickly, patting my arm. Next to her, Door nods vigorously. “It’s just, I understand why the others are frightened. Being an Idiot is scary—”

“It is boring,” Dirt interrupts, chewing another mouthful of fish, “ninety-nine percent of the time. The last one percent is awful.”

“It really is,” Torch agrees, smacking Pete’s questing paw away from her plate. “Although I think Sky’s ratio has been skewing inversely.”

Somehow it’s grumpy, confrontational Torch of all people who makes me chuckle.

“It has been a shit couple of days since you all decided I was an Idiot, yeah. I think the last few hours was my one percent of boredom.”

Dirt nods solemnly.


“Broom said she would ‘replace our livers with crabroach claws’ if we disturbed you.”

I stifle a snort.

“I’m not sure Book’s book was that important. I learned pretty much everything it was talking about growing up.”

“That’s why we’re tested every year,” Torch says, shoveling some veggies into her mouth. “To make sure the village stays that way. There are records in the Archives of what happens when we fail. They’re pretty grim.”

Dirt nods again.

“Torchie is right. I told you earlier, Sky. The village has moved before. Sometimes the water dries up, or the winds change. Other times, the people change, and the Idiots notice too late. The survivors rebuild and replant, and try to remember for next time.”

“But I didn’t see anything about that in the Memory Shrine growing up,” I protest.

“That’s because you weren’t a full Memoriam,” Torch replies. “The Memory Shrine holds what we want to remember. The Archive holds what we need to remember. Memoriams know both, and the difference between the two.”

“See?” Rifle declares stoutly. “I told you, Sky. Idiots are scary.”

A new voice enters the conversation, her mountainous presence settling in next to Door.

“Aye, idiots will tell you the weather’s great for sunbathing as the oceans boil away.”

My heart leaps in my chest.

“MacWillie! Are you done with the incognito field?”

She shakes her head above the two plates in front of her, Huckens glowering at Pete’s probing grabs toward his fish as he attempts to shield his meal without hitting Rifle’s arm.

“Not yet, young Sky, but we’ve done as much as we can for now. The connections are solid and the array’s drawing power. All we can do now is wait for the algorithms to cycle into a configuration that works and then run final checks.”

“Will it be ready in time?” I try to keep the anxiety from my voice.

“It should,” another new voice answers, Violet nearly leaping into the space next to Dirt. He gives her a long look, but she ignores him, Corgia hopping into her lap and resting its chin on the table. “The most recent fleet updates put them at twelve hours out, and the chief engineer’s integrator has a max cycling estimate of ten hours.” She flips her hair. “Thanks for setting up the transmitter, by the way. Appreciate it.”

MacWillie stares daggers at her and Violet pretends not to notice.

“Aye, and don’t you make me regret it. Stay out of my head. I’m keeping an eye on you.”

Violet laughs airily.


“That’s cute.”

Dirt nudges her with his elbow as he lifts his arms into a stretch.

“Me and Torchie had a good talk with Chief Outsider Engineer MacWillie. Very illuminating.” He brings his arms back down along with his voice. “She’s not keeping an eye on you. We are.”

Violet pouts, then grabs the remaining half of Dirt’s fish.

“Well, good for you then.” She takes a bite, nose wrinkling as she spits out the smaller bones. “That’s not why I’m here, though.” She leans on the table, fixing me with a stare. “I’m here because your idiot needs a plan.”

“I told you, I have a plan,” I spit back. “I’m going to start running. To keep the people who want me and Box away from the village. We’ll be fine.”

Movement stills at the table, Pete’s paw arrested just outside touching distance from the half a fish in Violet’s hand. Seven pairs of eyes, eight if I count my shadow, nine if I count the dog, stare at me like I’ve lost my mind.

“What?”

A babble of voices erupts.

“That’s—”

disapproval

“—not even—”

“—worst idea—”

“—ever!”

woof!

My cheeks flame with heat.

“Okay, fine! You all have a better plan?!”

“The most important thing is to get you off-planet,” Violet immediately replies, Corgia barking in approval. “If you want the corpos to chase you, you have to accept they might catch you, which means you need to be off-Earth. Otherwise they’re going to focus on why you were stuck here.”

“And how’re we going to make that happen?” MacWillie shoots back. “The shuttle you arrived in is weeks from repairing, assuming we can salvage the necessary elements.”

“That’s easy,” Violet sneers. “I’ll just requisition another one from the Blackbeard. In fact, it’s on its way now.”

“Yeah, but,” Huckens pipes up, “a Hellhound doesn’t have interstellar capabilities. It can get Sky off the planet, but what then?”

Violet rolls her eyes.

“If only someone at this table was in full control of a Reality drive–equipped warship that said shuttle just came from. With how powerful this transmitter array is, I have zero latency feedback to at least the galactic core.” She looks at me. “The Blackbeard will take you wherever you need to go to draw them away from here. I promise.”

“Umm,” Rifle interjects quietly, “what about food? Should we pack some lunches?”


“And water!” Door adds, brows creased in concentration. “You’re not going to be near the Saints. Is there water on other planets? Will it be safe to drink?”

The three outsiders gape at them, mouths falling open, but Torch and Dirt assume thoughtful expressions.

“That’s right,” Dirt says. “Will you need new weapons? What kind of cloaks should I pack?”

“If I work through the night, I’m sure I can figure out why the flamethrower keeps exploding,” Torch adds seriously. “You might need it.”

I look around the table, at everyone invested in my survival, and it’s all I can do not to start weeping. I’m going to miss them so much. I manifest my limbs as quickly as possible to extract Dirt’s armaments from my storage without causing distress to the nonoutsiders. The kukri and rifle bounce in front of him, immaculately polished.

“I’m … I’ll be okay,” I manage. “I have what I need. I think Violet’s plan is good. Better than mine. I’ll lead them all away tomorrow. After we’re sure the incognito field is working.” I pause, taking a gulping breath. “After Great-Grandpa’s funeral.”

A flash of light illuminates the village square, followed by a rumble of thunder. Soft pattering rattles across the forest canopy, fat droplets of water splating down in dust-raising impacts. Exclamations of alarm rise all around, as always happens during a sudden summer squall.

Dirt quickly secures the weapons I returned to him, then places a hand on my shoulder.

“Truly? You won’t regret your choices?”

“I wouldn’t be much of an Idiot if I did, right?” I give him a watery smile, the rain starting to fall around us in earnest. “It’s fine, Dirt. I have Box with me. As long as the village is safe, we’ll be okay.”

Lightning flashes again, accompanied by the drums upon high, and we race for shelter from the torrential downpour.

The storm has arrived.





Chapter Sixty-Four

When the Stars Threw Down Their Spears


I wake the next morning before my alarm, false-dawn light barely illuminating the mechanical hands of my parents’ clock. I slept restlessly, dreams filled with half-remembered conflict, and I’m not sure if waking is better than dreaming. A soft drizzle whispers outside, the last remnants of the previous night’s storm.

<<You know I can adjust your body’s chemistry to wake you up after a specific amount of time, right?>>

I stumble groggily to the bathroom to splash some water on my face.

“No. You never told me.”

<<Well, now you know.>>

I pat my face and hands dry, then pause as a thought occurs to me.

“Box?”

<<Yes, Sky?>>

“Why haven’t I needed to use the bathroom in the past four days?”

<<Wasting resources is inefficient. Why, do you want to?>>

I shake my head and sigh. Looks like it’s going to be one of those days. I return to my room and get dressed, then walk down the hallway to rouse the others. Broom said Sparrow’s funeral would be before dawn, with Great-Grandpa’s right after, so we’ll need to leave soon. We’re going to lay them to rest in the clearing, alongside the tree I planted in memory of Wires. In hundreds of years, they’ll help heal the wound in the forest I created.

Assuming everything we’ve planned for today works.

The other three wake in various states of surliness, Huckens the most difficult to raise. Dark circles underline his drooping eyelids, and he won’t stop yawning. Eventually, I get him up and moving, and he joins MacWillie and Violet downstairs for a quick cold breakfast. After everyone finishes, I clean the dishes in the sink, taking a long look around the kitchen, trying to etch everything in my mind. This might be the last time I ever see it. I distribute waxed raincoats to everyone, MacWillie’s comically small on her giant frame, and then we leave the house.

Broom is waiting outside, long coat held tight against the predawn chill and damp, hood up around her face. Wordlessly we follow her across the village and into the surrounding forest, solemn groups of people joining as we go. By the time we reach the clearing, it feels like nearly the entire community surrounds me, soft conversations no louder than the whispering leaves overhead and the last wispy sheets of rain.

The wreckage of the Hellhound dominates the open space, but that’s not what catches my eye. Butterfly Builder and the two Builders from the other night are standing next to two excavated trenches, shovels jutting from the pile of muddy dirt alongside them, steam wafting from their heads and shoulders. A white-shrouded form lies next to one, unmoving, a small wooden box atop its chest.

People file around me into the clearing, forming a ring around the tree-planting site, but I can’t move. Can’t tear my eyes from that too-small shape, the gaping emptiness next to it that matches the chasm in my heart.

Great-Grandpa.

A lifetime passes before me, waves of memory crashing against the shores of my mind. All I want to do is watch them tumble and roll, an endless ocean of love and pain and hurt and hope.

Broom nudges my arm gently, and I realize the first planting has already taken place; the few who knew Sparrow, mainly the Idiots, have already spoken of her life, the Builders have already filled in the trench to mark her death. Her tree, lacking a body, will take a very long time to come up, but eventually it will find its way toward the sky. Lost in my memories, I didn’t notice any of it, and a brief sense of shame hits me. Even though I never knew Sparrow, I still should have paid attention, been able to push my grief aside long enough for that.

Seconds pass into minutes, everyone in the clearing patiently silent, waiting for me to begin Great-Grandpa’s ceremony. There’s no judgment in their expressions, and it gives me the strength to finally take the first step forward, then the next, wet grass licking at my feet. An eternity later, I’m standing over Great-Grandpa’s empty shell, the gaping trench revealed from this angle to be no more than two scrumbles deep, some thin puddles at the bottom. I pick up the box containing the heartseed nursery and cradle it to my chest.

Window Doctor steps up beside me, then kneels over the shrouded body. With a practiced hand, he slices through the crabroach silk directly over the body’s heart, revealing an already-prepared hollow. My fingers barely trembling, I open the box and extract the heartseed from within, laying it softly in the gap. Window stitches the cloth neatly back in place, then steps away. I lift from the shoulder area, Butterfly from the feet, and together we drop the too-light form into its final resting place.

A tree’s new birthplace.

Butterfly and the two builders begin rhythmically shoveling wet dirt back into the trench as I step away, and I look around at all the gathered faces. I take a breath, and then I let myself remember.

I speak the life of the person I loved. The way he helped me grow from a barely capable toddler to a mildly functional young adult. His love for our shared and shattered history, the desires that brought us together, the demons that drove us apart. His unwavering commitment to teaching so that those same mistakes were always remembered and hopefully avoided.

I speak about the small things. His irrepressible delight when one of the little ones made a breakthrough in their lessons. His fondness for stove circles and shimmerfruit-topped Glowbeast. His idle hours spent whittling at discarded branches, bringing forth fantastic figures that almost seemed to shape themselves from the gnarled wood until his hands grew too weak to move his blade.

I speak about the pain. The times I would catch him staring blankly into the fire, a picture of my parents in his hands. The frustration as his body slowly failed, taking away his mobility and motivations piece by piece. The sharp words when it became too much to bear, the sincere apologies that followed.

I speak his life as I experienced it until there is nothing left to say, and then I step away from the now-covered grave, the cradle that will birth new life, the clouds clearing overhead.

Broom steps up to take my place and begins speaking his life once more, this time from her perspective.

I fade back into the crowd, numb and exhausted. Bodies shift around me, and then a solid presence is at my side.

“Aye,” MacWillie sniffs, brushing a tear away from her eye, “that was a beautiful eulogy, young Sky. I reckon a person couldn’t wish for more.”

“’m sorry,” Huckens mutters behind her, eyes downcast and boot kicking absently at the sticky dirt. “… hope you’re okay.”

“Yeah, it’s a drag,” Violet agrees, Corgia panting in her arms. “How long is this gonna take?”

“Until Great-Grandpa’s tree sprouts. He was very old, so it will be at least a few hours. We don’t have to wait for Sparrow’s tree—that’ll be months from now.”

Violet huffs but doesn’t say anything more, and we settle in to listen to the speakers. Butterfly Builder takes Broom’s place once she’s finished, followed by Water Grower, then the other village elders. As Needle Crafter is recounting a favorite memory, MacWillie and Violet both stiffen, followed a second later by Huckens.

“What’s going on?” I whisper.

“The incog field is finished cycling,” MacWillie whispers back. “All we have to do now is activate it.”

Some of the numbness leaves me.

“It … it’s going to work?”

The chief engineer shrugs.

“Only one way to find out.” Her mouth twists, like she’s trying not to break down. “If I don’t make it through this, it’s been a right honor, young Sky. I’m sorry the lad and I were ever part of bringing you the pain of losing a friend, and I hope you can find it in you to forgive us.”


My momentary excitement shifts just as quickly into dismay.

“What? Wait, MacWillie, there has to be a way to—”

Her focus goes distant in that way I’ve come to recognize is her and Huckens accessing the infonet parts of their integrators that I can’t yet resolve. I tense, not knowing what’s going to transpire, but nothing happens other than a slight breeze shifting the leaves around the clearing.

MacWillie slowly opens her eyes, a relieved expression spreading across her face, then expels a huge breath.

“Well, bugger me sideways. Looks like that wasn’t quite enough to hit the big double zero.”

I fling myself into a hug around her waist, Huckens unexpectedly doing the same from the other side. There are some questioning looks from the villagers around us, but their attention quickly returns to the vigil. After squeezing her for longer than probably necessary, I push away and look up.

“It worked?”

I’m almost afraid to say the words, but MacWillie just smiles and nods.

“Aye. One great big fuck-off incog field twisting itself nice and neat around this entire forest. All indicators are stable, and the engine’s handling the load without breaking a sweat.”

I look up at the sky, light pinks and reds slowly illuminating the indigos and blues of lingering night.

“I don’t see anything different.”

“That’s the whole point,” Violet replies absently. “When you’re in the field, it doesn’t affect you.” Her focus returns to me. “You should get going. I checked the Blackbeard’s sensors—they’re not registering the forest at all. The field’s working.”

I draw in a deep breath. This is it. The village will be safe, as long as I can do my part.

“And we have time? Before the fleets arrive?”

“According to the last communications I was able to access, yeah …”

She chews nervously on her lower lip, right hand stroking the spine of her dog in what looks like an unthinking habit. I lean closer.

“Is there something wrong?”

“It’s … probably nothing. Just the transmitter acting up.”

“… okay.”

I turn to leave them, scanning the crowd for Broom, when Violet suddenly speaks again.

“And Sky. Thank you.” Her words are halting, and she doesn’t look at me. “For caring. I’ve never had anyone in my life beside Corgia that did.”

“Be safe, Violet. The village will take care of you, too.”

I wave a quick goodbye to Huckens and leave the three of them behind, making my way along the edges of the crowd. It takes me a few minutes to find Broom, but she quickly joins me when she notices my beckoning gestures.


“The field is working,” I tell her, not wasting any time. “I’m leaving now to draw the outsiders away from the village.”

She clasps my shoulders with her hands.

“Don’t forget us, Sky. Don’t forget to come back.”

“I could never forget,” I mumble, stepping closer and squeezing her into a hug. “Thank you for teaching me how to be an Idiot. I wish I understood earlier.”

She pats my back.

“You’ll be fine.” She separates our embrace, gazing seriously into my eyes. “Teach us what you can.”

“Remember what I find,” I reply, my voice catching. I turn and go before the tears can start falling. “Tell everyone I love them.”

“I will,” she promises, and then I’m running, losing myself among the trees one last time. I don’t want to speed up, I want to take in their towering majesty for as long as I can, but I need to do my part to keep the village safe.

<<The new shuttle is five kilometers that way.>>

A waypoint appears in my vision, and I angle toward it.

<<You know, Violet might be betraying you. She could be delivering us right into a trap, all wrapped up and easy to catch.>>

“Trust has to start somewhere, Box.”

<<I would argue it is ultimately self-defeating to place your fate in someone else’s hands, yet I cannot argue with the empirical evidence of our continued existence.>>

“Love you too, Box.”

I sprint out of the forest into the blazing rays of the rising sun, a fiery disc crawling upward from the horizon, a thick mass of puffy clouds receding into the distance. Cool wind streams past my face, hair whipping around my ears, and I can’t help but smile. If this is the last time I see my home, at least I’m leaving with a beautiful view.

The shuttle, an almost exact replica of the downed one in the clearing, is perched in the middle of the scrubby brush and wildflowers like some overlarge beetle, ramp already extended toward the ground. I rush up and into the cockpit, not wanting to waste even a single second. Straps wind around me as the Hellhound rumbles into life.

{{This is going to be quick and dirty, Sky. The Blackbeard’s picking up some incoming drive signatures that aren’t supposed to be here yet.}}

“Violet?”

A giant’s fist tries to crush me against the seat as the Hellhound leaps into the air, its low rumble expanding into a bellowing roar. The ground shrinks beneath me, forest canopy quickly lost to sight. A blue pane, similar to Box, appears on the shuttle viewscreen, a blinking green dot surrounded by nebulous yellow clouds, translucent enough that I can still see past it to the morning sky above.

“What’s that?”


{{Combat plot. Green dot is the Blackbeard. Yellow zones are projected emergence areas of whatever’s coming in.}}

More gold blooms around the isolated emerald, spreading like spring wildflowers after a heavy rain. Orange dots sprout in mushroom clusters among the clouds closest to the Blackbeard, pulsating dangerously.

{{Fuck! Those are—}}

Smaller orange specks detach in a pollen haze, darting toward the green dot. Beyond the combat plot, the sky fades from blue to indigo to black, and then I realize there’s no sky anymore. Hard pinpricks of light bore in from everywhere, glittering jewels on midnight cloth.

“Violet?”

The large green dot matches the action, releasing a swarm of its own, and the two intermingle in a swirling melee. Icons start vanishing, bursting apart in quick puffs that continue spreading in gray vectors, and new stars flare and fade in the view beyond. The green specks break away in darting lunges for the larger orange shapes, disappearing in scores, but one eventually reaches its target. The orange wavers, then shifts to green, and that’s when the combat plot explodes into wild chaos that makes the previous encounter seem like a measured dance.

The silent darkness erupts in distant color.

Every orange shape flips to a vibrant red, hundreds of additional smaller lines streaking out in rippling salvos. They’re split between the two separated green dots, converging on both in a manner of seconds. Viridian lines blast out in return, wiping away whatever they touch, but they’re a fraction of what they’re responding to. Simultaneously, the Hellhound flips over to face back the way it came, sending my stomach tumbling and hiding my view of the blooming lights.

“Violet! What’s happening!”

{{Pen … you … fucking bitch … }}

The madness continues on the combat plot, green and red disappearing in those silent explosions, more red constantly appearing from the yellow clouds, an occasional icon flipping green when one of the smaller specks reaches it and immediately inciting another riot of action. We leave the black behind, a large blue and green circle I realize must be Earth growing larger beneath us.

<<Sky. Violet sent a summary. The fleets were warned there was a possible net integrator, and they have taken precautions.>>

“How’d they discover Violet was here?” I shout as the shuttle starts shaking. Warnings begin howling in shrill tones, but what they’re warning me of I don’t know.

<<They didn’t. Documentation from my creator about my capabilities was disseminated to every corpo.>>

I think back to a brief conversation between MacWillie, Huckens, and Box.

My modifications do not include infonet capabilities. Would you like them to?

“They think we’re the net integrator?!”


<<I am modified, Sky, which means that yes, we could expand into net integrator infinities.>>

“But we didn’t do that!”

<<They think we did, due to Violet’s escape and current offensive. Regardless of the conclusion they arrived at, the outcome is the same. They were forewarned, and thus, forearmed. Established protocol when faced with a net integrator is to remove net-access hardware and wetware from both materiel and personnel. Violet is attempting to physically infiltrate on a ship-by-ship basis by sending assault squads to access their local nets and bootstrapping in a system, but all she can do is buy time.>>

The warnings in the cockpit shriek louder, sky growing shades of blue, and then an explosion shakes the Hellhound like a leaf in a gale. More violent bursts of force toss me around, and then the back half of the shuttle peels away, sending the cockpit into a nauseating spin, wind howling throughout the cabin.

“Time to do what?!”

The straps tighten around me even more, and then there’s a jolting lurch. The lifeless front viewscreen flies away, followed shortly by the seat—with me still attached. The seat whirls, then somehow stabilizes itself, leaving me facing up at the sky above. Explosions near and far continue rolling in and out of existence, whites and oranges and reds and yellows painting the air with bulging violence.

<<I don’t know, Sky. I don’t know how to escape this.>>

I scream as we fall, a wordless howl ripped away by the whistling gale. Tiny bits of darker air appear above me, clouds where none should exist, and Box focuses my vision on one. It’s composed of egg-shaped pieces of gray metal, their bottoms cooling from cherry to soot black, and as my field of vision retracts, I realize that each cloud has to contain thousands of them.

“What are those?!”

<<LockMartin Mark Eight high-altitude assault pods, known as Angel Tears, rated for—>>

“I don’t need specifications, Box! What should we do?!”

Our fall continues in the silence of roaring wind for several seconds, accompanied only by the ever-present tempest of explosions backlighting the growing dirty haze above. I try to turn my head to see how close we are to the ground, but the straps keep me immobile. I briefly consider manifesting my limbs and cutting myself loose, but that seems like a bad idea. The seat showed signs of orienting itself deliberately earlier. I’ll have to trust it knows what it’s doing.

<<… I have run every calculation and permutation I can think of, Sky. There is no answer.>>

The seat kicks against me, forcing a grunt from me as it violently slows. There’s a banging crunch, then hardened foam suddenly expands all around as I feel the sensation of falling get replaced by the end-over-end upheaval of an uncontrolled roll. The disorienting movement stops as quickly as it began, the foam flaking away and the straps retracting back into the cockpit chair. I claw my way out of the dissolving chunks, trying to get my bearings.

Towering pillars of metal, like monoliths to some crazed technological being, rise all around. Their guts spew shattered deck plates, broken bulkheads, and tangles of twisted cable and wire. It’s a trail of devastation and torn ground that extends in a straight line away from …

“No. Oh, no. Why, Box?”

I nearly fall to my knees, my limbs the only things keeping me upright.

<<Standard ejection-seat safety protocol is to orient on the nearest signs of civilization within a one-thousand-kilometer radius.>>

It’s the starfly. I’m right outside the village, in the ruins of the starfly.

I force myself to look up.

The clouds of assault pods nearly blot out the morning light, larger shapes vaster than the cruiser still impaled on Fishhook following behind. Spears of piercing light stab through the thronging hordes, impaling the ground in lightning-strike flashes that form a cage stretching from horizon to horizon.

<<… landing zone sterilization. Standard protocol against an unknown strength combat variant is to—>>

“I don’t care what ‘standard protocol’ is, Box!” I spin around in a circle, prey trapped in a hunter’s closing net. “How do we keep them away from the village?!”

Assault pods start hitting the ground like ashen rain, far enough away that I can barely make out the tiny shapes scrambling out of their unfolding sides. They’re everywhere. The ships above continue to grow in size, hanging against the sky in defiance of gravity, disgorging wave after wave of shuttles and strikecraft.

<<… We cannot, Sky. If we don’t move, then the troops on the far side of the village will breach the field as they close in. If we move away, they will breach it faster in order to keep the cordon intact.>>

“What if we fight?”

<<There are too many. When I am forced to implement my bugout protocol on your death, I will lead them directly back to the clearing.>>

“Change it.”

<<I … can’t. I’m sorry.>>

I want to scream again, to rage against the injustice of it all, but I’m just so tired now. All I wanted was to touch the sky. Live a happy life, safe with my family.

Why must these outsiders bring nothing but pain? We could be friends if we just had a chance to get to know each other. MacWillie, Huckens, even Violet proves that. I never wanted to kill any of them.

I just wanted the village to live.

“I’m going home.” The words tumble from my mouth like boulders, dull and heavy. “I won’t let my family die alone.”

<<… I’m sorry.>>


I force myself into a sprint, moving as fast as I can through the starfly wreckage back toward the village. Red threat vectors spiral out around me, distant munitions launched from the towering craft blotting out the sun, but I avoid them with contemptuous ease, dashes fired off in rapid succession. Quicker than thought, I’m back beneath those familiar red leaves, weaving among pale sentinels that have been the solid bedrock of my life. The forest, protecting us as we protect it.

All too quickly, human life appears around me. The tree-planting ceremony is still ongoing at the clearing, the villagers remaining despite the impossible-to-miss events happening overhead. Great-Grandpa Axe’s tree still hasn’t sprouted, and the current speaker, River Builder, Wires’s uncle, stutters a bit when he sees me rush up, but he continues his recollections. A small knot of people is gathered off to the side, Torch and Dirt among them, and I hurry over.

As I get closer, I can see that they’re surrounding a twitching figure on the ground, a growling dog pacing circles around her. I push my way through to the Idiots’ side, looking at Violet’s whimpering frame.

“What happened?” I ask Dirt.

“Don’t know. She fell over and started convulsing. The ‘dog’ thing won’t let us get close.” He looks at me in concern. “Broom said you were leaving. Maybe for a long time.”

“It didn’t work. Our plan. There’s outsiders all around the village.”

“Are they friendly?”

I crylaugh.

“No. No, they aren’t. They’re going to kill us all.”

Dirt thinks about it for a second, then shrugs amiably.

“Sometimes the melty rock wins. Did you learn anything useful?”

“Yes. You’re all my family, and if we’re going to die, I’d rather do it together with all of you than alone and afraid.”

He smiles that beaming grin that lights up his face.

“Then it wasn’t a waste.”

A groan sounds from below us, and Corgia barks, abandoning her guard stance to frantically lick Violet’s face. She sputters, weakly pushing the dog away, and I step forward to kneel at her side.

“Violet. Are you okay?”

She spits out a wad of blood and wipes her eyes, smearing red away from the tear ducts.

“Ugh, no. Reality overload. I used everything I could think of, but there were too many. I’m not high enough level.”

I help her into a sitting position.

“It’s okay, Violet. You tried to help the village, and that’s all we can ask. Box says none of us could have stopped this.”

She hangs her head, hair shrouding her face.


“I was thinking of turning you over. Of having the Blackbeard tell them you were the net integrator. Try to buy my freedom.”

I pat her shoulder.

“But you didn’t. That’s what matters.”

“I wish I could have grown up here.”

I drape her arm across my back and lift her to her feet, supporting her uneven weight. Corgia circles around us, chuffing uneasily.

“C’mon. Let’s go find MacWillie and Huckens.”

She points a finger.

“They’re over there. You know she’s planning on blowing up the entire planet, right? And that there’s almost a million troops about to walk in here?”

“I know.”

We move in a staggering walk in the direction she indicates, Dirt helping me convince curious villagers to return to the tree-planting ceremony. It doesn’t take long to find the chief engineer and her apprentice. They’re passing a jug of Bumsnirphle’s back and forth beneath one of the forest elders, propped comfortably against the base of the trunk. MacWillie toasts me with the brown bottle, then takes a swig.

“Welcome back, young Sky. Come to join us in our preparations to meet the never-god?”

“I’m sorry, MacWillie,” I say as I lower Violet to a sitting position. “We tried.”

“Aye, that we did. At least I’ll miss the big double zero. Shame about your village. A lass could come to love a place like this.”

“Th-th-this sucks,” Huckens mopes, reaching for the bottle, but MacWillie smacks his hand away.

“Young master Huckens,” she barks, “is that how a space dog acts when Reality has him up against the wall and no way out of the engines?”

“N-no, Chief.”

“I didn’t hear you, young master Huckens!”

“No, Chief! We grab the quarter-inch and nut ’em straight into the ground!”

MacWillie laughs at the red-faced Huckens.

“Aye, that’s right.” She takes another swig, then passes the bottle to me. “You just give the word, young Sky, and we’ll show those bastards the price of freedom.”

I take my own gulp, wincing at the burn. As I try not to cough, a familiar inky-furred head nudges itself under my hand.

goodbye time?

I scratch Pete idly as I hand the bottle to Violet. She sniffs it, takes a slug, then fans her mouth with her hand.

“That is wretched.”

“You don’t drink Bumsnirphle’s for the taste,” we chorus, and a tiny smile spreads across her tired face.

“Yeah, no shit.” She takes another hefty swallow, Corgia moving to her lap. “You know, I’m almost sad I won’t get to see the size of the Entity this is going to create. It’s going to make the Ganymede Incident look like a firecracker. I just wish my family was up there.”

Pete rubs against me for more pats, which I provide. I’m going to miss my cat. I grab the jug away from Violet and raise it to my lips. I wish the outsiders were as nice as Pete.

My hand freezes, the jug slowly slipping from my nerveless fingers. I ignore the shouts of surprise from the other three, my mind trying to encompass the enormity of the thought.

<<Sky—>>

“We have nothing left to try, Box. Don’t try to talk me out of it.”

<<I was going to say, good luck. If anyone can do it, it’s you.>>

Violet cocks an eyebrow, MacWillie and Huckens still staring forlornly at the Bumsnirphle’s slowly trickling into the ground at my feet.

“You have a plan? Now? The corpos are going to be at the forest edge in five minutes, and on top of us two minutes after they get sensor coverage into the field. Plus, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but your plans are shit.”

“MacWillie,” I snap, ignoring Violet, “your overload of the engines, can you direct it at a single point? Create the breach in Reality exactly there?”

“I … might be able to, but that would be one tricky piece of timing.”

“Can you get it set up in under five minutes? I want you to target where we just buried Great-Grandpa. Meet us there when you’re ready.”

She rolls to her feet, then hauls Huckens up.

“I don’t know what you’re thinking it’ll accomplish, young Sky, since a Reality breach doesn’t care much about where it starts, but the lad and I will see it done. We owe you that. On my name as a MacWillie.”

She sets off into the trees, Huckens in tow, and I return my attention to Violet, pulling her upright.

“You can interfere with what information an integrator is passing to someone’s senses and vice versa, right?”

“Sure, but it’s not going to do much against those troops. They’re cut off from me, and I mean that literally. They carved out the part of their brains that interacts with the infonet.” She scowls. “It’s how they fought people like me in the Information Wars.”

I help her start moving back to the ceremony.

“If Box gave you permission, could you replace what you and MacWillie and Huckens are perceiving with what I’m perceiving?”

She gawks at me, wide-eyed.

“You would have to trust me completely to even think that. I could do anything I wanted to your mind with that kind of access.”

“Can you do it?”

“I might … Corgia, do you think …”

woof


“… no, what if we …”

bark bark grin

“Corgia says we can do it. The patch won’t last long, though.”

I squeeze her shoulder in between steps.

“It’ll be long enough. I hope. I want you to put it into place the instant MacWillie starts the breach.”

“Okaaaaay …”

We return to the clearing, the great mass of villagers still gathered in a circle around the gentle mound in the center. I leave Violet against a tree with a quick assurance that I’ll be right back, then dash over to where Dirt and Torch are standing with Broom, Jasper, and some other Idiots I haven’t been formally introduced to yet. Broom gives me a sad look.

“Sky. Dirt told me it didn’t work. I’m sorr—”

“No time,” I interrupt. “Is there anyone in the village not here?”

She looks startled at my question, then furrows her brow in thought.

“Some of the Bakers working on today’s meals, two Growers keeping an eye on the crabroach pens, and a Water at the Shrine of Saint Curie to watch the machinery.”

I do some quick distance calculations in my head.

“Okay, I need you to round up the Bakers and Growers that are missing and bring them here. Be back in four minutes. I’ll get whoever’s at the Shrine.”

“Sky—” Broom starts, but I override her again.

“This is my melty rock, Broom, and it hasn’t killed me yet. Trust me? Please?”

Her expression firms.

“You heard Sky, Idiots. As fast as you can!”

We scatter from the clearing, drawing more confused stares, but I don’t have time to worry about them. I’m not going to leave anything to chance. I’m not going to leave anyone behind.

Two minutes later, I’m at the entrance of the Shrine of Saint Curie, barreling through in a mess of arms and legs and limbs. The slight figure at the foyer desk flinches back, crutches toppling to the side in a clatter.

“What the … Sky? I thought you were leaving?”

I grab Door with one of my limbs, already spinning around to leave.

“I came back. Close your eyes and try not to puke.”

I dash back to the gathering, then drop a quivering Door next to Rifle, tucking my limbs away before anyone can notice. I ignore Rifle’s brief surprise and race toward the incoming figures of Dirt and Torch.

“Did you get everyone?”

“Last ones,” Torch huffs, “are right behind us.”

Sure enough, Stump and Saw Breeder come panting through the trees, herding leathers still dripping water, and I dash directly away from them, seeking the waypoint marker of MacWillie and Huckens. They enter the clearing seconds later, MacWillie nodding as she sees me. I reverse direction toward Violet, still slumped against her tree.

“Are you ready?”

She grins madly at me, blood staining her teeth. Distant shouts rise through the trees, shadows descending overhead.

“They’re already in the forest.”

An impossible delta hovers above the clearing, kilometer-long hatches disgorging an endless stream of death.

“They’re everywhere. Whatever you’re going to do, do it quick.”

“Thank you,” I whisper back, and then I’m next to the low mound once more, taking the place of Onyx Miner, much to her surprise.

“Everyone,” I shout, drawing what few eyes weren’t already focused on me, “I want you to think of Great-Grandpa Axe. Of the village, and of what it means to you.” I give the barest of nods to MacWillie, trusting Violet is observing through our integrators. “I know strange things are happening, but I want you to think of our trees. What this forest means to us.

“I want you to think about how it’s kept us safe.”

Light blooms overhead, shining lances that wobble and slow as a green shoot pokes up through the soil. MacWillie’s body arches back, mouth caught wide in a silent scream as she triggers the Reality breach.

Time stops.

A voice like a great bell tolls through my body, through everything, the tiny bud of life stretching slowly upward in utter violation of the stasis gripping the universe.

the pact is upheld

Green tendrils expand into an alabaster trunk and crimson-emerald leaves, reaching into the sky with hungry claws.

The sacrifice is met.

Somehow I’m able to move in that frozen picture, my eyes swiveling toward MacWillie’s contorted form, bone bark and vermilion leaves replacing her skin and hair, root tendrils crawling down her nose and mouth as she ossifies. It is beautiful. It is horrific.

It isn’t real.

This perfect moment is mine, and I choose defiance. Not because I want it, but because it is the truth. Great-Grandpa would never choose this. No one in the village would.

“No. We protect the trees, and they protect us in return. They have never harmed us, and they never will.”

The expanding fractal pauses, emanating vegetal astonishment, interrogating strands caught in unseen nets.

You DARE?


I look around at the other villagers. The Waters, the Growers, the Bakers, the Builders, the Minds, the Idiots, and everyone else. All of us, working together to survive a world intent on destroying our tiny part of it. All of us, still here, still standing despite our losses. Every last one of my family nods in agreement, unshackled and free, confident in our bedrock. The center of our universe that has kept us alive all these years.

I look up at the sky, at the frozen, blinding light that fills it from horizon to horizon, a wondrous sight I never could have imagined. It takes no effort at all to repeat the words from the Tale of Beginnings, the same words Book wrote in Finding Sanctuary, so very long ago, to shout them at the top of my lungs.

“And when we gaze at the sky, crystal and pure?”

The response shivers every leaf in the forest.

“We thank Sanctuary for gracing our world!”

The breach in Reality twists on itself, lesser infinities banished beneath the weight of greater vistas conceptualized by a united network of unattached minds.

We care for each other.

We accept that death happens.

We shelter beneath the living bones of our ancestors.

This new tree, greater in size than any before, is still the same as any other tree. Its roots draw from what came before. Its branches fuel a new generation. The leaves shade us all.

It cannot hurt us, because to do so would invalidate the world itself.

THE PACT IS CONCLUDED, AND GLADLY! OH, IF ONLY YOU COULD WITNESS THE GLORY OF OUR CHILDREN, MARGARET! NAME US WHAT WE ARE! WHAT WE’VE ALWAYS BEEN!

Raw power, a vibrating current of potential, blasts through the fabric of Reality in rippling aftereffects. I cannot look anywhere else, I cannot sense anything other than what is before me, and somehow I know it’s the same for our entire universe. I feel everyone as they feel me.

Anything capable of perception is focused on what we’ve birthed, but they’re already too late. We’ve decided how to view our Entity. There’s no going back.

“We offer you sanctuary, the same sanctuary provided for us. The sanctuary everyone deserves.”

Roots dig deep, twisting carelessly through the crust of the planet, investing more thoroughly through the mantle, then drinking deep from the core. Simultaneously, a massive trunk extends out and through the bounds of physicality, carefully encapsulating the minute specks of matter that constitute soldiers, shuttles, ships, and space stations, cradling them in woven lattices. Leaves larger than planets extend immaterially across dimensions, laying claim to every infinity they touch with authority inescapable. The forest, our forest, the thousands of years we’ve given our lives to maintain, unfurls itself.


“You are Sanctuary. And you are home.”

AT LAST. A PLACE TO REST.

The seemingly infinite folds of Reality stretching beyond the bounds of our tree compress themselves back into a discrete form, forever vistas cohering along three-dimensional laws.

Hostile forces are withdrawn and current commitments of destruction are encapsulated into forever branches, their munitions echoing into an endless void.

The recursive ladder of fate collapses in on itself, eventually clattering to a stop. A light breeze ruffles the leaves overhead in laughing brushes.

A midnight cat lounges among the leaves, infinite tails curled around itself, and smiles at me as it disappears.

I look around wildly, not quite sure what I just witnessed, not quite sure that I still exist.

“Box?”

<<… I’m here. Somehow.>>

I fall silent as I take in the scene in front of me. Great-Grandpa’s tree is still a tiny shoot, barely breaking the surface of the soil, but at the same time it is an ivory wall embracing everything in sight, stretching up so high I can barely see the beginning of its crown. Villagers look around with amazed expressions, witnessing a paradox that comforts rather than condemns. Armored soldiers struggle to move, caught like flies in amber until they let their weapons fall and fade away. Their faceless helmets peel back, revealing a countless variety of features and forms, but all share that same wondering awe.

Sanctuary cradles us with its gentle touch, offering respite from an unforgiving universe, and I feel a weight I’d never known I was carrying lift from my heart.

I kneel down next to Wires’s tree. I wish you could have seen this. I wish I had been a better friend. My brief tears water its roots, and then I stand.

The carved statue of a woman, tall and burly, scars crisscrossing her gnarled hands, walks up beside me, feeling at her wooden skin and red-leaf hair. Her movements are fluid, impossible, sublime. She opens her mouth as if to say something, then shakes her head and smiles. A young man runs up next to her, hesitantly poking her in the side as if he can’t believe she’s real. She gently cuffs him on the head, then sweeps him into a crushing hug.

All around me, people gather. My friends, my family, both those I’ve known and those I wish to know. A dog wags its tail so hard it nearly levitates, licking the tears away from the face of a girl who sits on the forest floor, poleaxed by the first touch of serenity in her life. Her lips quirk upward almost against her will, a prisoner finally freed. A goofy grin that turns her into a work of art spreads and spreads, and she lets herself slump in relief.

As the sacred moment fades, as the reverence dissolves into growing jubilation, I finally find the words I want to say.

“What happened?”


<<Perception is everything, Sky. In all the infinities of the multiverse, of all the shades of forever, your people could only imagine the one filled with love. An Entity looking for peace.>>

<<It’s not what I would have chosen, that’s for sure. Now I’m never going to get to make numbers go up, and I just unlocked our first combo.>>

I laugh, then join the growing celebration.

We’re not alone.

And we are safe.

 Love this book? Please consider rating and reviewing it on the retail platform of your choice, and connect with the author on Instagram and Bluesky.
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